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Introduction

Before | examine the relationship between Tennysand White’s retellings of the
Arthurian legends and Darwin’s scientific theoriesjust first establish the seemingly tenuous
connection between fantastic literature and sciehice two have always shared a symbiotic
relationship, both inspiring and influencing thé@t Science, like fantastic literature, is
inherently concerned with the universal valueshefsociety that performs or produces it: “At
the heart of a culture’s science,” writes RobertWdung, “we find a culture’s values. Both are
irreducibly anthropomorphic and social” (125). Whiiterature can be used as a testing ground
for the moral and philosophical implications ofestific discoveries, those discoveries are often
delicately linked to the literary impulse of thday, in part because science lends itself so
naturally to such connections. Morton notes bo&h“thythopoeic capacities” of biologists in
Darwin’s time and the “imaginative suggestivendsssues within biology” (5), illuminating
another relationship between science and imagimasicience sparks the imagination, while
human imagination colors how we interpret scienfiscoveries.

In his bookUnweaving the Rainbgvevolutionist Richard Dawkins argues that sciéntif
understanding of our material universe has alwagnlpartly responsible for the lofty themes,
archetypes, and scope of vision involved in prodgigreat literature. In his opinion,
“[s]cientists transform the way we think about theger universe. They assist the imagination
back to the hot birth of time and forward to thereal cold, or, in Keats’s words, to ‘spring
direct towards the galaxy™ (16). Dawkins also ofgithat the scientific and literary impulses are
fundamentally the same, rooted in wonder and citlyioBhe science of origins, in particular, has
the power to stimulate the thinker's imaginatios jteseeks to answer the fundamental

philosophical questions of where we came from bavés the matters of why we are here and
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where we are going entirely up to imaginative spetmn Mary Midgley claims that
evolutionary science is perhaps the defining idgickl presence in literature after Darwin:
“Evolution is the creation-myth of our age. By ted) us our origins it shapes our views of what
we are. It influences not just our thought, but fmalings and actions too, in a way which goes
far beyond its official function as a biologicaktiry. In calling it a myth, | am not of course
saying that it is a false story. | mean that it geesat symbolic power, which is independent of its
truth” (154)? Midgley’s observation applies regardless of whethelutionary theory is true: as
myth, if not as science, it is powerful and therefeeal. Michael Page, along with Midgley, calls
the Darwinian account of evolution “one of the e¢ahimyths of modernity,” identifying it as

truth and yet myth in that it explains our origarsd everyday experience ().

Evolutionary theory has always maintained a sp@aahection with the literary
imagination: it both feeds imaginative thought &elds off of it. InDarwin’s Plots,Gillian Beer
explains how Darwin’s theory spoke to the literang fantastic sensibilities of his day:

Evolutionary theory brings together two imaginatelements implicit in much

nineteenth-century thinking and creativity. One weesfascination with growth

expressed also iNatUrphilosophieand inBildungsromanThe other was the

concept of transformation. The intellectual intéiasmarchen, fairy-tale, and

myth, which increased as the century went on, wabed by these

preoccupations, while its methodology was indelbdeglvolutionary patterns of

argument. (97)

Beer here recognizes the symbiotic relationshipg/éen Victorian literature and evolutionary
science: Darwin’s theory gained quick popularitgdgse it resonated with his nineteenth-

century audience, and in return, an accepting puddi to further research into evolutionary

science beyond Darwin’s contributions. Beer’s cléiat Darwinian science inspired research

! See Paul M. Shafer on evolutionary theory andbtfilsophical imagination. For Shafer, evolutioragsremise
widens the boundaries of imagination because withinontext “we are free to construct a self-imagd a social
worldview as we see fit” (91-92).

2 See Robert Segal. 4-5, on his definition of myfst@ry. This definition functions independentiytafth value.

% Page views Mary Shelley’s fictional Frankensteiytimand the true Darwin myth as nearly equally ingat in
defining our modern relation of science to literat(4).
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into fairy tales and myths and even affected thg thies research was performed indicates one of
the earliest of many influences that Darwin woutddrupon fantasy literature.

This close connection between Darwinian theoryfanthstic literature exists in part
because they both deal in universal archetypes. l@@ets out that these archetypes are not
limited to the realm of science; she sees in Daemirvolution the same archetypal ideas as
ancient myths:

Darwinian theory calls on many of these mythic edats and challenges others

by inversion. For example, there is an ‘umgekeBkrteabene’ or ‘inverted

sublime’ in Darwin’s treatment of ‘divine marriagend ‘hero-ancestry, fall and

flood'. Instead of descent from a lofty deity higtimc history shows the difficult

ascent from swamp, from an unknown progenitor asserts the nobility of this

story. It was possible in evolutionary theory tace a new form of quest myth,

and to transpose the paradise garden from thégpsesent: the past consisted of

a few simple forms, the present is burgeoning artbus. (106)

Beer continues,

[Darwin] offers a new creation myth which challeadbke idea of

the fall, and makes the tree of life and the trielenowledge one, and

central to meaning. Moreover, his representatiomadfiral order sways

between an optimistic and a pessimistic interpi@tatt gives room to

both comic and tragic vision. (107)
For Beer, evolutionary theory contains within ifsbe seeds of great literature: the quest, the
hero, the comic, and the tragic; thus, it naturadgpires and is inspired by imaginative literature
Whether scientific discoveries are made throughetggpal intuition or whether we trace mythic
archetypes in science after the fact because gbreatisposition to find these archetypes is a

chicken-or-the-egg conundrum. A sufficient conabmswould be that the worlds of science and

myth are inextricably connected by an ideologicalent which flows both ways.
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The idea that myth, or fantasy, holds power inddpatly of its truth value, as Midgley
asserts, is fundamental to the argument for theevaf fantasy literatufe—an argument worth
making before any serious study of the impact dfilious scientific theory upon fantasy
literature gets well underway. In “Rambler 4,” Sahdohnson ridicules the “lilies,” “roses,”
saytrs,” and “dryads,” in which a writer may “emplgiants to snatch away a lady from the
nuptial rites” and “knights to bring her back fraraptivity” (56). Johnson insists that the
superior literary works, which he terms “the comeflyomance,” “are such as exhibit life in its
true state, diversified only by accidents thatydhappen in the world, and influenced by
passions and qualities which are really to be fanrmbnversing with mankind” (56). Johnson’s
Enlightenment attitude towards the fantastic i alive today; although fantastic literature
enjoys immense popularity, it is often written aff escapism or pure entertainment. While
Johnson’s condescension towards the fantasticeaxfained by Enlightenment preoccupation
with science and empiricism, current views towdeagastic literature are additionally shaped
by postmodern cynicism. Crane points out that fifeblems of the modern world which have
spawned naturalistic, deterministic, and fataliBterature seem to overshadow anything fantasy
could possibly deal with. Fantasy seems now aaetrem the problems of the world (which, in
part, it is) rather than being, as it was in Swiffay, a confrontation of them” (35rane’s

sentiment is echoed in our present culture’s atieate disparagement of those labeled “geeks”

* For the purpose of this study, | define fantamyréiture as that set outside the bounds of prdbabil possibility

in real life. This definition would include bothisace fiction and fantasy, the difference being stgence fiction
generally strives to establish plausibility withiig own context while fantasy is less concernedhwie factual
plausibility of plot elements. See Edward Jameskardh Mendlesohn Gambridge Companion to Fantasy
Literature for an explanation of Coleridge’s distinction bedm fancy and imagination. Whereas, for Coleridge,
fancy deals with the recollection, or memory, ofaivts known, imagination deals in entirely new tigas (9). |
define pure fantasy literature as imaginative nathan fanciful.

® Swift used fantasy to confront current politicabiasocial issues of his day; however, there isofopnd difference
between Swift's use of fantastic elements and famgasy, to which Johnson refers; | address tlsisndition on
page 3.



Feldmare

and “nerds” who prefer fantasy worlds of fictiongaming to real-life pursuits like work,
socialization, and family.

However, in an age of science and of cynicismfainéasy genre is expanding as never
before, rapidly spreading from small pockets ofcadtre to the mainstream. Tondro explains
that “the literature of the fantastic is a robust ankillable beast; like the serpent, it sheds its
skin periodically to be reborn in a more youthfoirh” (2), and the plethora of fantastic and
supernatural films, novels, games, and televisimws produced by our age competes with the
volume of pseudo-science and scientific researcgemerate. This is not entirely due to our
wish to escape the problems of the current wordl dine in part to fantasy’s unique potential as
a ground for solving those problems. Fantasy istariously difficult literary term to defiffea
statement from Darko Suvin may help to illuminateatvi mean by the term. Suvin writes that
“the first . . . paradox of fantasy . . . is thabeégins where deep belief in supernatural values
disappears” (217). Suvin would not consider Mil®Raradise Losbr Spenser'yhe Faerie
Queernto be fantasy literature, for instance, becaueg #re based upon non-universal value
systems which the author and intended audiencetbdid true. Pure fantasy literature, rather
than reinforcing metaphysical values which the eeadtually believes in, draws him into a
world governed by values which, the reader andauthve tacitly agreed, are a product of the
author’s imaginatiod.This contract of disbelief between author and eeaeinders true fantasy
literature an ideal playground for the materidhstause it does not require true belief in
anything supernatural. Thus, fantasy literaturevioles a safe setting in which the “problems of

the world,” such as the implications of evolutionacience, may be explored. Realistic, as well

® James and Mendlesohn admit that “Fantasy litezatas proven tremendously difficult to pin downdanffer the
general consensus among scholars of the genri imadlves “the construction of the impossible’)(1

" Universal values, such as love, altruism, andelaiare still found in pure fantasy. However, thespnce of an
external structured value system, such as Chrigtieslogy, stands in the way of this contract sbéiief between
author and reader, rendering a work less than famtasy.
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as fantastic, literature may also be used to cdritieoretical experiments; Peter Allan Dale
writes that George Eliot thought of her novels ‘agperiments in life’ that repeatedly test the
positivist proposition that there is something ur tcentral structure’ that tends to altruism”
(Baker and Womack 86).

However, fantasy literature lends itself especialll to such experimentation because it
offers a laboratory where theories about the hucaaudition can be tested and proven within a
hypothetical and controlled fictional setting withdhe constraints of trying to achieve realism.
In fact, according to Jake LaJeunesse, T. H. Wis&ss literature in this way, putting his ideas
about humanity (based on his understanding of sejeio the test in order to establish their
workability. LaJeunesse claims that “t@ace and Future KingndThe Book of Merlyshould
be viewed as a literary science experiment in whithte attempts to engage the subject of war
with the intent of producing a real-world solutiof23). This aspect of the close relationship
between science and literature, in which literatangsed as a testing ground for the implications
of science, will be the foundation of my study ot Tennyson’s and White’s works: both men
appropriate the Arthurian legend as a laboratoryhich to test the implications of evolutionary
science.

The Arthurian legend lends itself particularly wigllan exploration of scientific ideas. Its
timeless and universal quality allows it to speakach passing generation in an immediate and
powerful way. According to Archibald and Putteraest around the year 1200 predicted that
the Arthurian legend would serve as “food for steltgrs till the end of time” (1), and to this
day, storytellers continue to feast upon it. Oresom for this timelessness is that the Arthurian
legend fits the previous description of pure faptféerature, carrying within itself its own value

system. This value system is largely a part ofattistic creation of the Arthurian world; while it
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does draw upon external codes like chivalry, tbeys ethical system is largely a product of the
story itself. Archibald and Putter write that thelue system is unique to the Arthurian legend,
citing Jane Gilbert’s theory of an Arthurian ethibat unites all Arthurian tales under a single
identity (10-11)? This self-contained value system renders the Aidhustory a perfect ground
for experimentation with scientific theory, as thghor and reader can unite beneath the
fictional ethics of the tale itself whether or nioéy share the same ethical system. Furthermore,
the Arthurian legend is particularly useful for éoqing evolutionary theory because it strikes at
the heart of the spirit/flesh dichotomy. The ideattthe world is natural, rather than spiritual, is
perhaps the most significant philosophical implmatof evolutionary science, raising concerns
about man’s moral nature, potential for redemptargd cosmic significance. At the heart of the
Arthurian legend is a battle between the spirit tredflesh, exemplified in the love triangle
between Arthur, Lancelot, and Guenevere, in whikehgpiritual bonds between Lancelot and
Arthur and between Guenevere and Arthur compete thé physical bond between Guenevere
and Lancelot. In the end, the flesh wins; GueneaareLancelot are discovered, and Arthur’s
kingdom crumbles—at least for the present. Mangivess of the legend, including Malory’s,
end with the implication that the spirit will onaegain triumph when Arthur returns for a second
reign (Malory cites the inscription supposedly verit on Arthur’'s tombstone, which means in
Latin “Here lies Arthur, the once and future king926). Yet the story as it stands ends with an
intriguing question unanswered: can the spiritlygalumph over the flesh, after all? The
Arthurian legend is a perfect testing ground fa@ ithplications of evolutionary science because

they both raise this same fundamental question.

8 See also Jane Gilbert's “Arthurian Ethics,” chagtef Archibald and Putter'She Cambridge Companion to the
Arthurian Legend154-170).
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Another reason that the Arthurian legend providetth Tennyson and White with such
an excellent basis for experimentation as theyggtad to make sense of their worlds after
Darwin is that the Arthurian material has alwaysntaned a mercurial and uncertain treatment
of nature. Evolutionary science inspired both @ifeetion with the wonders and beauty of nature
and a fear of its destructive power—two attitudegard nature that can also be found in
Arthurian tales. In tales such as “Lancelot, oe, Kmight of the Cart,” the forest presents the
dangerous and unexpected; in “Sir Gawain and tleeiGKnight,” nature’s cruelty contrasts
with the welcoming hospitality of Arthur’s court@mthe Lord’s castle. However, in “Yvain and
the Lion,” the forest becomes a portal to wondet @agic; it is here that Yvain meets the lion
who becomes a loyal friend. The forest in earlyhArtan tales can serve as an arena for testing
but also for magic; the lake is also the locus afjia in the many tales involving the Lady of the
Lake. The traditional Arthurian world is a placeewh nature and mysticism collide—just as

nature and the magic of science collide in evohary theory.
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Chapter Two: The Evolution of Evolution

A primary objective of this study is to establisarihyson’ddylls of the Kingand T. H.
White’s The Once and Future Kirgp responses to the theory of evolution in fanligesnature
form. Later examination of these texts will revaatark contrast between the two men’s
understanding of evolutionary science and its iogtions. This can be attributed, in part, to the
development of the British understanding of evaolnidiry science between Tennyson’s and
White’s eras. An understanding of how evolutiontdwgory, and the public and literary response
to it, evolved from the Victorian period to the Mad era will be vital to understanding both
writers’ responses to it in their retellings of thghurian legend. Tennyson rejects the positive
Romantic view of Nature for a negative Darwiniaawiof Nature as heartless and mindlessly
fertile. He mourns the loss of a unifying and ondgisupernatural ideal inherent in Darwin’s
view of a Nature with no transcendent force to otde. In botHn MemoriamandIdylls of the
King, Tennyson reacts with disillusion and pessimisnh&implication of evolutionary science
that change in nature is organic and disorderlythatiman is at the core nothing more than an
animal. White, on the other hand, writing betwdsantivo world wars, is long past the initial
shock of Darwin’s theory to Western culture. Rattian resisting or mourning the implications
of evolutionary science, White finds in them araitite source of the transcendence that
Darwin’s theory seems to preclude. His view of Natis profoundly different from Tennyson’s.
White does not question the Darwinian implicatibattman holds no special position above
nature or animals; rather, he sees in man’s anaealtity a hope that, in the future, the problems
unique to mankind will no longer exist as man lsammimic his fellow animals rather than
trying to transcend them. Tennyson, whose world beasg shaken by evolutionary theory itself,

reacts with horror and disgust; White, whose wbdd accepted evolutionary theory but was
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being shaken by human war, attempts to use thedatilns of evolution to find a solution to
human problems such as war. Thus, evolutionaryryhg@mgresses between Tennyson’s and
White’s retellings of the Arthurian legend from bgithe snake in Tennyson’s garden to being
the key to White’s problems.

Tennyson’s Victorian England was a world captivatgdoth scienceand fantasy. Ruse
describes how the industrial revolution set Britapart from other nations as early as the 1830s;
scientific developments in agriculture contributech growing, and rapidly urbanizing,
population (16). With new technology arose newaathilebates; Malthus’ theory of geometric
population growth that could not be sustained barhmetically growing food supply was
competing in the Victorian mind with the Christiempulse towards charity and support of the
poor, whose numbers steadily increased througleuntustrial revolution (Ruse 19). Seeking
to answer the questions raised by scientific adear@nts, Victorians eagerly turned to more
science; scientific societies and publications girewopularity, and science began to slowly
make its way into the college curriculdfhYet the same society that eagerly read Darwin|ILye
and Spencer was also captivated by imaginativeatitee for both children and adults, from
Coleridge to George Macdonald to Lewis CartbMWolfe explains how the nineteenth century
was bookended by a revival of fairy tales and mgltiven in part by a strong interest in German
literature (18): Victorian interest in both the scientific and faatastic centered around the idea

of growth and change; fairy tales presented a wwHdre people, mythical beings, and worlds

® According to Whitworth, “the modern meaning ofestie entered the language only in the Victoriaiopér
(112). In the nineteenth century, the word scierar@e increasingly to describe not merely an acacldiscipline
but the scientific method of hypothesis and experitation.

19 see Ruse, Chapter 2, “Brtish Society and the Sfie@ommunity”

1 See Wolfe’s “Fantasy from Dryden to Dunsany” imés and Mendlesohn for further exploration of thetafian
fascination with the fantastic; Wolfe discussesftirgastic in Victorian art and music as well asriture.

12\Wolfe cites diverse Victorian texts, including theblication of dozens of fairy tale books, Yeats/stical poetry,
and James Frazeri$e Golden Boughs evidence of this keen Victorian interest irtdag and myth (18).
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could magically transform, while evolutionary saerdepicted a world in constant flux and
development?

This fascination with change was only natural faoaiety whose entire way of life was
changing before their eyes, leaving them in a geganiddle ground between an old way of life
and a new one. According to Michael H. Whitwortt&gience and the Scientist in Victorian
Fiction” in A Companion to the Victorian Novéhe single most important element of Victorian
science was “the theorization of transformatiort L This interest in transformation, in
Whitworth’s view, was partnered with a Darwiniamfyulse to theorize” both scientifically and
metaphysically. In the literary realm, this intérass reflected not only in the Victorian
fondness for fairy tales but even in the Victorraalist novel. For Whitworth, the scientific
concept of transformation is manifest in the comcégharacter in the Victorian novel: whereas
character had once denoted a static personalifitggro the Victorian novel it became a fluid
and constantly developing persona (111). Thusovie science and literature reflected an
interest in transformation on the biological andspeal levels. Evolutionary theory thrived in
such a climate; it held cultural appeal while @& fame time potentially offering a sense of
security to an uncertain world. Tigrigin ends with an exclamation of wonder that “from so
simple a beginning endless forms most beautifulrandt wonderful have been, and are being
evolved” (374), offering an enchanting picture lod tvorld slowly becoming better and even
more fantastic. At the same time, @dgin offers a relatively stable view of the future; var
concludes that “we may look with some confidenca secure future of great length. And as
natural selection works solely by and for the gobdach being, all corporeal and mental

endowments will tend to progress towards perfett{8i3). Darwin’s science assured

13 See Beer, 97, for further discussion of the refethip between Victorian interest in growth regagddoth science
and literature.
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Victorians that, although their world was changiigyas changing slowly and predictably—and
certainly for the better.

Along with the Victorian fascination with changedagrowth through evolution came a
new understanding of nature. The Industrial Revatudirastically changed the British way of
life during the Victorian era, leading to more aersess of, and interest in, the natural world. As
factories began to crowd out the countryside, mab@came a clearly delineated entity to be
found on excursions into the countryside rathen tine backdrop for all of life’s activities as it
had been in an agricultural Britain. The atmosploérencertainty was deeply disturbing to many
Victorians, who, according to Ruse, grasped eagegr@ny hope for upward growth which
evolutionary theory could be construed to promiBese cites the “rapidity of change,” the “lack
of security,” and the growing problem of povertyittorian society as reasons why the hope of
progress through evolution was so eagerly embréidel). Nature, in this sense, became a
source of hope and a refuge from the uglinesshnization.

However, as the lines between nature and culturarbe more pronounced, Victorians
became more keenly aware of nature as a thing tmbenly studied and admired but possibly
feared. Greene explains how Victorian views towaatlre were altered profoundly by the
progress of various sciences including “astronogeplogy, and paleontology,” which destroyed
the “static view of nature that had been takergfanted by both Christians and deists” (4) for
centuries. Greene emphasizes that although Datayreg a crucial role in solidifying the
Victorian view of nature as evolving rather thaatist Victorians had already begun, under the
influence of earlier evolutionary theories, to sature as less safe and predictable than she had

seemed through the lens of Newtonian or Baconieamee or Deism, both of which portrayed an
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orderly nature governed by God and immutable lai8)( Nature through the lens of evolution
was organic, unpredictable, and sometimes vicious.

The English Romantics, including writers like Skgland Wordsworth, had presented
nature as an object of beauty, rapture, and sairitonnectiort Wordsworth’s “Daffodils”
exemplifies the Romantic sentiment towards natilne speaker escapes from real life to blissful
memories of his walk in nature, “And then,” he exils, “my heart with rapture fills / And
dances with the daffodils” (“Poems of Imaginatidi®, lines 23-24). However, evolutionary
science destroyed the Romantic idea of naturerases@nd spiritual; natural selection meant
that nature essentially feeds upon itself, relyangleath to create life. The question of whether
this nature is beautiful or frightening remainghe interpreter. For Tennyson, it is ghoulishly
“’Red in tooth and claw”; (section 56 line 16) Darwin, it is a bittersweet but ultimately
redemptive cycle of life and rebirth. The “war @ltare” described i©rigin of Speciesyhich
includes “famine and death,” may be ugly indeed,itsuend result is “the most exalted object”
of advanced life forms (374). In either case, maafter Darwin gradually came to represent
neither a refuge from the problems of life nor d ¢ be praised and admired—at best, she
became an indifferent agent of pain and sufferihgciv ultimately worked for the greater good,;
at worst, she became a cruel and vindictive fotce.

The Romantic and naturalist views of nature coerlishroughout much of the Victorian
era. However, through the course of the nineteeaiury, the literary response to nature
gradually shifted further from Romanticism into ghessimistic naturalism of Hardy and Conrad.

Woodring explains that by the 1890s, scientistsamidts alike “had in common the

4 Woodring attributes the Romantic movement to tetemporary meaning of the word “nature; he chis t
Romantic movement “a turn . . . from representatiohsocial action to ecstasies over a desolatd,pom
lugubrious nightingale, or a lonely cloud” (1).

> Thomas Hardy’s nature is perhaps the most reptatben of this view.
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disappearance of the nature that had been subsitiiut God” (198). Romantic nature could be
communed with, loved, and delighted in; post-Daranmature could not remain on such a
pedestal. Woodring largely attributes this shifDarwinian theory, which no longer permitted
the Romantic substitution of nature for God; somengtbetween Romanticism and modernism,
“Thomas Hardy and Mark Twain each awoke one moraimg)found that Wordsworthian God
withdrawn” (199). In the years surrounding Darwipigblications, Romantic sentiment clashed
with the evolutionary concept of the survival oé thittest, leaving Victorians with a conflicting
and unsettling view of the natural world. The centihhat had begun with an exciting new way
of looking at nature—as a constantly flowing, ligiantity rather than a mechanically governed
system of laws—ended with a wave of mistrust argph®ion towards this mysterious and
unaligned force.

At the same time as Victorian society was mesmerigechanges in their world and
ways of looking at it, it was also undergoing aisriof faith, for which science—and particularly
evolutionary theory—was partly responsible. Grelegleeves that this crisis began much earlier
than Darwin, as early as Newtonian physics, whidbtlg undermined the view of nature set
forth by the Bible"® However, Darwin, according to Greene, dealt thelést blow to the
Victorian belief in inspiration by popularizing asience a theory that could not harmonize with
the biblical account of creation (10). Henkin expéathat German criticism was already
undermining belief in the literal truth of Scrip&jmwhereas “Victorian decency had been
tactfully closing its eyes” to its implications i@gling the Christian faith, it prepared the way for
evolutionary science to effectively negating thevpoof religion for many Victorians (63-64).

Although evolutionary science existed before DaraiWhewell, Chambers, and Lyell, to name

18 Green claims that Newtonian physics, which pogthgature as “a law-bound system of matter in mgtio
conflicted with the biblical view of nature govethdirectly by God, in which “the line between oralip and
miraculous was very thin” (6).
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a few, had already published texts based on tlayheDarwin’s Origin of Speciess an

important marker on the timeline of evolutionargahy because, unlike previous texts, it offered
a view of the world’s history and future that diot mequire special interference from a deity;
Ellegard points out that “none of the pre-Darwingivelopment hypotheses could do altogether
without a supernatural element” (15). Earlier etiolvary texts had had a profound impact upon
the Victorian imagination; however, Darwin cemengedlutionary science as fact in the mind

of the public and of academia and severed thendiry earlier evolutionary theories to belief in
a higher power.

As Darwin’s theory began to undermine the Chrisithea that God personally directs the
course of nature, Victorians turned either to faittscience—or to a blend of the two—as a
foundation for their belief in progress. Throughthg Victorian era, Western man took for
granted that he was progressing toward a highstende and that science would help him
achieve itt” Both Christianity and evolutionary theory, wittieav adjustments, could be fit into
this picture of evolutionary meliorism which enchethso many Victorians. Christian meliorism
painted a bright picture of God’s kingdom comingetoth through social work and evangelism,
while Darwin’sOrigin promised a world in which “natural selection woddely by and for the
good of each being,” so that “all corporeal and taeendowments will tend to progress towards
perfection” (373). As the Darwinian theory of pregs began to eclipse the Christian vision in
the Victorian mind, it swept the comforting rugfaith from under man’s feet only to replace it
with a newfound sense of self-sufficiency and ageShermer explains that “for some,
abandoning the Genesis story meant the loss ofad®tatus, a fall from grace and a second

coming out of the garden to face the harsh reafityaste, struggle, and purposelessness” (285).

7 At a conference entitled “The Transformation af tHea of Progress,” Frederick A. Olafson defirfesl Yictorian
idea of progress as “an ideology which asserte@xistence of a positive, though undefined relatiim between
scientific and technological advance and gene@jqess” (26).
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Yet evolutionary theory offered a newfound senspavfer and knowledge to fill this void,
Victorians could place their faith not in the GddGristianity or in the Nature of Romanticism
but in man’s ability to rise above nature througiesce. Cervetti explains that late-century
Victorians, “feeling less at the mercy of an incostpensible universe, found a new ‘faith’ in
human authority and responsibility to understandl @ren control nature. Once awake, once out
of the cave, there were new tools such as sociplogychology, and chemistry to investigate
natural laws and develop this new faith, and Swinbyroclaimed, ‘Glory to man in the
highest!”” (Baker and Womack 83).

However, the two World Wars would forever destroig tvision of progress, and the
Modern era would usher in a new—but equally cotdlie—view of evolutionary science and
nature itself as man began to question the idéaewftable progress, along with his superior
status in the natural world and his justificatiorasserting control over it. Parrinder explains
how the Victorian belief in Positivism, the beltbft science can only involve the observable
and testable (need footnote citing book on Positiyiwas discounted in the early twentieth
century, in part by Einstein’s and Heisenberg'otles which effectively debunked classical
physics and its picture of a world “in which evdriyig could be charted and everything was
predictable” (11-12). Thinkers including H. G. WelHulme, and Nietzsche recognized that
“logical analysis could never keep pace with theirad world’s ability to throw up new and
surprising forms” (Parrinder 12). With the deatHPaisitivism came a new uncertainty as to the
projected path of evolution; the view of a predat¢aprogression towards a higher existence
gave way to a view of the universe in which anygkiincluding the worst--was possible. Neil
Smelser claims that the evolutionist model of pesgrhad been largely abandoned by the time

World War 1l was over, largely because of thinkeush as Nietzsche and Freud, who, “by
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emphasizing the persistence of irrational forcesleumined the assertion that the course of
Western civilization represented the progressiverph of reason” (“The Transformation of the
Idea of Progress” 22). No longer could nature bstéd to constantly ascend upward for the
ultimate good of all living things. H. G. Wellsd@atment of evolution serves to illustrate that the
belief in a natural upward progression through etroh was dying out by the end of the
nineteenth century, According to Henkin, Wells’ ttoee holds that man has the power to evolve
above his current state and cement his positionaater of the world, but that this uprising will
not occur automatically. Rather, Wells believednmaust struggle to rise above the natural
order of things; “Dame Nature . . . can no longetdoked upon as a kind mother . . . but as an
indifferent hag . . . who has to be bestriddentanded” (243). Evolutionary meliorism, for
Wells, must be actively pursued, not taken for tgdnWhereas Darwin had painted a reassuring
vision of upward ascent through natural selectgnthe turn of the century Wells realized that
nature’s course often leads towards devolutioreratian progress.

Equally as significant as this loss of faith inurats upward ascent was the Modern loss
of faith in the assumption that man himself carabegent of progress. The new field of
psychology quickly put an end to the idea that w@ud rise above his animal state to a higher
existence. Shermer explains that for Freud, Damsntiméory was the second in a series of blows
to the collective human ego; the first being Copmrsi debunking the geocentric view of the
solar system and the last being Freud’'s own thebpgychoanalysis; all of these, for Freud,
contribute to our present understanding of oulgmsgéicance and lack of agency (285). Whereas,

as Cervetti explained, science appeared to theNarts as a tool by which to rise above nature

18 See also Chapter 4, “Laying the Ghost of the Bflike Fear of Dgeneration,” in Rus@he Vital ScienceRuse
cites Wells’s belief that we must “confront a sefifesen future rather than the one nature will etfsr foist upon
us” (114).
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and control his own destiny, Freud denied the jbdggiof human agency and mastery over
nature; for Freud, man was not even master ofwrsmind.

The twentieth century advancement of the sociamneas, founded solidly on
evolutionary principles, helped to further underenthe idea that human agency truly aids
progress. As social theorists began to apply threiptes of natural selection to human society,
the doctrine of the survival of the fittest begandok more and more distasteful. Gunther Stent
illuminates the difference between nineteenth arehtieth century attitudes towards natural
selection: whereas social Darwinists like Herbgei®&er championed the idea that the fittest
should survive, applying Darwin’s idea of naturallestion in the animal kingdom to human
affairs, the early twentieth century movement ta¥gagugenics by the Neo-Darwinians and the
distastefulness of the Nazi doctrine of racial sigoity raised doubts as to whether fitness to
survive should be a “value-laden” term. Stent ckatimt post-World War Il biologists have been
increasingly wary of the idea that society showdstructured according to the principle of
natural selection. However, redefining fithessuos/a’e has proven problematic. Man
intuitively knows that his life is more valuableatinthat of microscopic life forms—yet, in a
biological sense, an amoeba may possess moresfitnasirvive in terms of adaptability to its
environment. Thus, by the mid-twentieth centurypMda’s promise of a better future for all
through evolution had begun to have a hollow rifidh¢ Transformation of the Idea of
Progress” 14-15). A society where natural seleategns unchecked through eugenics,
genocide, or euthanasia is not progressive butbarh as the world wars demonstrated quite
effectively; a society where natural selection mager weeds out the biologically unfit may
mean the evolutionary regress of the human raceer&, too, alludes to this inherent

contradiction within the evolutionary idea of pregs—a contradiction which, Greene claims,
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has led modern biologists to increasingly “minimilze role of natural selection in human
history and to treat mankind as a single unit ugdiexg progressive transformation” (101). If
progress is to mean the survival of the biologicht| then human altruism—the very quality
which seems to set us apart from the animals dehigeings—is actually capable of destroying
our race. Herbert Spencer, a contemporary of Dasywivas among the first to wrestle with this
contradiction. Spencer connected Darwinian evofutmsocial evolution, identifying racial
conflict and the destruction of weaker nations togrgyer ones as a catalyst of progress.
However, Spencer found himself in a dilemma betwedning personal and national freedom
and recognizing that “Nazi race theory, not freeemrise, was the logical outcome of the
biologizing of social theory” (Greene 95). The wbwars illustrated beyond a doubt that natural
selection carried to its logical conclusion by hunsaciety was hideous and destructive.

The world wars served to demonstrate exactly hawthéne doctrine of the survival of
the fittest can be and to destroy any illusions$ than was progressing upwards in his evolution.
Neither Christian nor evolutionary meliorism heldiech water by the end of World War 1I;
Greene describes the modern belief in progresadadibeen “shaken to its foundations by the
events of the twentieth century—two devastatingldvasars, a great economic depression, and
the nightmare of totalitarian dictatorship” (53hé'world wars were undoubtedly the most
significant of these three factors. In TBeeat War and Modern Memarf?aul Fussell describes
World War | as a “hideous embarrassment to thegilieg Meliorist myth which had dominated
the public consciousness for a century” (8). Pdeirtites the intellectual development of L. T.
Hobhouse, the only British sociology professor isftime, as an example of how World War |
eroded the Victorian vision of evolutionary melsm. Hobhouse maintained this faith in social

progress through science until after World Warhgw, “[flar from continuing to expect global
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evolution to reach ever-greater moral heights, Hoiske came to doubt whether humanity had
the moral wisdom needed for its own survival” (2-2n the world wars, man emerged as the
villain and nature as the victim; the Romanticamsseemed destroyed forever by man’s evil.
World War | British war poetry strongly contrasitetbeauty of the pastoral English countryside
with the ugliness of war. Clausson explores thedhndyric, a genre that emerged in World War
|, as both an extension of the Romantic nature lgrid a reaction to the horrors of waihe
trench lyric, written mostly by soldiers duringaiter their time on the battlefield, typically
mourned the loss of an idyllic past to modern waxf& dominant pattern throughout the poems
Clausson cites is to begin with a pastoral scehmdbke poet’s past and to end by shifting
forward to the poet’s present situation in a treacbn a battlefield. Poets such as Wilfred Owen
and Siegfried Sassoon offer ample examples ofttuigression; an exemplary poem in
Clausson’s study is Robert Coulson’s “From the Seh(h916). Coulson begins with pastoral
reminiscence:

In other days | sang of simple things

Of summer dawn, and summer noon and night

The dewy grass, the dew-wet fairy rings,

The lark’s long golden flight.

Deep in the forest | made melody

While squirrels cracked their hazel nuts on hidg).
But the poet ends by mourning the loss of thisgrabbliss, lamenting,

A singer once, | now am fain to weep

Within my soul | feel strange music swell

19 Clausson claims that World War | poetry is paterafter Romantic lyrics in style, language, anmktin part
because soldiers did not have any other genreadaito serve as a poetic model.
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Vast chants of tragedy too deep—too deep

For my poor lips to tell (108).
This poem and the genre it represents bear witogb® change in how nature was perceived
after the war. The vision of progress through raturthrough human agency was forever
marred, and communion with nature’s beauty seewwsdd what Piette calls “the wasteland of
technological warfare” (23). Thus, whereas natarthe Victorian era—and even for H. G.
Wells in the early Modern era—had seemed a theetlitet progress of man, the early twentieth
century saw a shift towards viewing man, with hexfare and technology, as a threat to the
world and to nature itself.
Coupled with the post-war sense of a lost pastdydlism was the realization in the early
twentieth century that the laws of entropy andrieatynamics predicted nature’s eventual spiral
towards destruction. Robert Frost’'s 1920 poem “Bird Ice” reflects an interest early in the
twentieth century in new models of the world’s emtiether through fire or in ice, the new
physics assured the public that the end of thedweds coming and would be brought about
through natural means—the future held neither aals revolution as man evolved into new
and better forms, nor a religious climax in whicbd3vould establish his kingdom on earth.
Parrinder explains how this “materialist eschatgfdgd to an ultimately meaningless view of
the future of the human race; nothing ultimatelyttera if the universe is simply winding down
to a halt to disappear forever. This new view ef world’'s end rendered a belief in progress
impossible and ushered in a relativistic view athr—truth became whatever was most
instrumental to man’s present happiness. A totalaningless view of life, without the hope of
redemption through either biological or religiousgress, left a vacuum that had to be filled;

any belief that made life worth living became adabfe, regardless of its correspondence with
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reality (27-28)%° This pragmatic view of truth opened the door tew search for beliefs—
whether true or untrue—that would make life meafihdviorton points out that Darwin’s
materialism has been further vindicated as scibydée work of modern geneticists like

Mendel, chemists, and physicists, and yet “[n]@stfic assumption of the period up to 1900
now seems more question-begging . . . than thagmadsm is the simplest and most coherent
philosophical position” (223). As discussed in Ciead, Darwinian materialism as a scientific
position has not hindered the modern literary imaggon and its foray into the imaginary
supernatural; throughout the Modern era and ingimodernity, materialistic science fiction and
fantasy writers continued to explore new ideashiengearch for a belief system that might sustain
modern man with meaning and purpose.

A comparative study of Tennyson’s and White’s tatgé of the Arthurian legend will
illuminate the many ways in which these authorpoesed to the implications of evolutionary
science through rewriting a preexisting story. Staies of the past look different in the light of
the present, and the existence of these two wdf&ssaus a rare glimpse at the drastic effect of
evolutionary thought on how the literature of tlastis interpreted. Both men would radically
alter the Arthurian legend, preserving charact@dm, and setting, but inserting post-Darwinian
values. Tennyson'’s pre-Darwinian response to emolaty science itn Memoriamand post-
Darwinian response ildylls of the Kingare both attempts to reconcile new scientific tieso
with old religious beliefs. In contrast, White’sgteNorld-War-1 response to evolutionary
science inThe Once and Future King an attempt to forge a new set of beliefs ouhefruins
of Christianity—a faith which, for White, as for matwentieth century scientists, is simply

assumed to be defunct. Tennyson would focus otraigedy of eroded religious faith and failed

2 parrinder cites William James’ pragmatism as guoirtant forerunner to Modern relativism.
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evolutionary progress, whereas White would explbespossibility of a new system of value and

meaning in the face of Darwinian materialism.
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Chapter Three: Science, Faith, and DoubhiMemoriam

In order to understand the influence of evolutigrezience on Tennyson’s
reinterpretation of Arthurian legend, it is vital éxamine his explicit attempt to reconcile faith
and evolution irn Memoriam an expression of grief over the death of Tennigsyiend Arthur
Hallam. T. S. Eliot famously describes Tennysoaighfin the poem as “a poor thing,” (626),
and Willey describes him as “a soul unprovided v@tiristian supports” confronting universal
problems (146). Willey describes Tennyson’s welbwn fascination with the science of his age,
citing in particular his interest in geology, whig¥illey describes as “the most decisive shock”
to the Christian faith Tennyson seemed to embratisiearly years (148}.Most critics agree
that by the time Tennyson finished writitgMemoriam?® he was fully convinced of the truth of
materialism. August echoes the widespread twentettury view that the poem is, indeed, an
unsuccessful attempt to reconcile materialism amds@anity. Yet, August asserts, the poem
stands as “one of the few poems in which an attesnpiade to see man as a biological
phenomenon with a past, present, and future Tennyson, studying works like tiRginciples
of Geology, the Vestiges of Creation, and the Briglary Discourse on the study of Natural
Philosophy was making this effort to see the phenomenonasf as contemporary science
revealed it” (102 Thus, if the poem is a failure at producing a vednlle synthesis of faith and
science, it nonetheless succeeds as an honespatteportray man as he really is, if early
evolutionary science were assumed correct. Saedific that endeavor is any real attempt at
faithfulness to Christian doctrine—despite the p@amception by Tennyson’s contemporaries

as a triumphal theodicy. Ruse describes Tennyadntsrian readership as a “gullible public”

% Tennyson'’s reading of Lyell'Brinciples of Geologyn 1837 did much to undermine his faith, accordimg
Willey; Lyell's explanation of species extinctioaesned, to Tennyson, to preclude a belief in a paind sovereign
God and the Christian doctrine of immortality (il 149).

%2 The poem was written over a span of seventeersyfrfam 1833 to 1849.

% Ruse specifically identifies Chambers’ evolution@xts as a primary influence uptmMemoriam(150).
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who accepted the poem as a Christian text, althauépllowed the doctrine [of evolution] into
a blasphemous perversion of Christianity” (150neson does periodically insert passages
throughout the poem that reassure his audiences diefief in God, but the poem’s real
conclusions about the universal problems it cortf@me distinctly naturalistic. Tennyson had
many reasons for maintaining this appearance tf;fBiarwin’sOrigin of Speciediad not yet
been published, and Victorian society as a wholg na yet ready to wholly abandon faith for
sciencé* Gray maintains that Tennyson’s pretense of faitlmiMemoriamwas, in part, a
successful strategy to reassure his fiancé of éansy Emily Sellwood, that he still held to
Christianity; the poem “allayed her misgivings” abadis religious beliefs and enabled him to
finalize his marriage to her (xiii). While still mrdaining the appearance of clinging to the
reassuring bank of Christian faith, Tennyson ultehaabandons Christian doctrine to face
several grim implications of evolutionary sciennén Memoriam a materialistic view of the
universe in which Man is no longer a special coratind God is either distant or absent; and a
lack of order or design in man’s daily existencd #re universe as a whole. Furthermore,
Tennyson challenges the contemporary idea of pssgrgough evolution in the poem,
guestioning whether men may indeed “rise on stepptones / Of their dead selves to higher
things” (stanza |, lines 3-4). Finally, Tennysormpidés Nature as a cruel and malevolent force,
realizing that if evolutionary theory is corre¢ctetRomantic view of nature as friendly and
nurturing is anything but accurate. These themaddwvoersist indylls of the King written later
in Tennyson’s struggle to reconcile faith and scee'Whereain Memoriampredates Darwin’s

Origin of Speciedy nine years, it does display the profound impé&arly evolutionary science

% Tennyson, however, was ahead of his culture imflixgness to entertain the possibility of biologl evolution
as an explanation for human origins. Willey, expilag Tennyson’s early interest in embryology, statet
Tennyson is known to have posited human evolutiomflower life forms as an undergraduate (148).
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on Tennyson’s thinking and is worth examining befarstudy of the impact of evolutionary
science ordylls is undertaker®
Tennyson found evolutionary science so disturbimgart, because of the type of beauty

he was drawn to. Whereas Tennyson values the betatder, purpose, coherence, and unity in
his writing, he is mistrustful of organic beautyhieh he calls “fantastic” or false beauty. While
praising the masterful structure and unity charatey Tennyson’s poetry, Day sees in this
order a “perfection that frequently gestures beyiself towards the unseemliness, the
grotesqueness of that which cannot be orderefbr]. mapped” (79-80). In section 34 lof
Memoriam,Tennyson describes the organic beauty of a punekgrial world as

This round of green, this orb of flame,

Fantastic beauty; such as lurks

In some wild Poet, when he works

Without a conscience or an aim (5-10).
Although the words “fantastic beauty” may soundifpes, according to Gray’s footnotes the
word fantastic here means “meaningless, like astariccident.” For Tennyson, a disorderly
world ungoverned by God’s sovereign purpose isityang; if there is no beauty but the
fantastic and aimless, the best course of actismiply to “drop head-foremost in the jaws / Of
vacant darkness and to cease” (section 34 lineg615Fennyson’s is a profoundly anti-
Romantic sentiment; Woodring explains that the hgRomantics hated the idea of “[reducing]
nature academically to mathematical and logicaéordhey saw nature, like mind, as willful,

energetic, and dynamic” (196). Woodring calls thesuty the “asymmetry of the sublime,”

% See Gray's introduction to the Norton editiomMemoriam Tennyson was “particularly disturbed by reading
Charles Lyell’sPrinciples of Geology1830-33) in 1837,” (xxii), in which Lyell sets fibrthe theory of
uniformitarianism, proposing that the human rack lve eradicated by the same forces of time andraathich
killed off previous species
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(196) and for Tennyson, the sublime is not truaubeat all*® Keats’Lamiaprovides a reference
point of contrast between the Romantic vision dtire beauty and Tennyson’s. Sweetkind cites
Keats, along with Poe, as one of many who sawéthergent power of science as destructive to
beauty” (364) in its mysterious and organic splendeats loathes science for its power to
“Conquer all mysteries by rule and line, / Emptg ttaunted air, and gnomed mine / Unweave a
rainbow” (60). As a Romantic, Keats prizes the aigabove the scientific. Darwin, too, finds
beauty in the organic and disorganized; for Darwatural asymmetry is sublime in its fecundity
and fertility. In theOrigin he asks us to consider “a tangled bank, clothek mvdny plants of
many kinds, with birds singing on the bushes, wdhous insects flitting about, and with worms
crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect these elaborately constructed forms, so
different from each to other, and dependent upah eéher in so complex a manner, have all
been produced by laws acting around us” (373). [asees in nature’s randomness an
underlying adherence to principle; Tennyson seasghingoverned by a unifying purpose.
Tennyson’s discomfort with the organic is even apptin his flaws as a storyteller; Eliot writes
that “Tennyson could not tell a story at all” (62Zknnyson’s valuation of constructed over
organic beauty would influence bdthMemoriamand his interpretation of the Arthurian legend
in ldylls of the King.

Tennyson’s ambiguous adherence to Christian decinin Memoriamforeshadows his
religious stance itdylls of the King a work in which he delves even more explicitlipithe
implications of Darwinian materialism unmitigateg Ghristian hopeln Memoriamopens with

a traditional hymn to God:

Strong Son of God, Immortal Love,

% The sublime is recognized in philosophy as relateitie beautiful but not identical to it; beausytypically
associated with pleasure and symmetry whereasnsitipls typically associated with fear and eventtiea
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Whom we, that have not seen they face,
By faith, and faith alone, embrace
Believing where we cannot prove” (Prologue line$)1-
Although the prologue identifies God as the sogerereator of all, man’s inability to prove
God’s existence takes center stage at once. Tentrtlgea explains the difference between faith
and knowledge: “We have but faith: we cannot knbfagr knowledge is of things we see; / And
yet we trust it comes from thee” (Prologue lines2BY. By Tennyson’s definition, faith is not
knowledge in the Positivist sense that sciencebearalled knowledg€Already, although God
has been affirmed and praised, we are told thatameot truly know him; distance and
uncertainty are both implied. The poem does nd¢ceiTennyson’s efforts to relate personally to
God; neither does it suggest any particular expgakor scriptural knowledge of God on
Tennyson’s part. The poet is completely consumed aman relationships and concerns. For
Tennyson, God’s main purpose is as a unifying de\tite idea of God creates the harmony and
order necessary to turn the universe and the itdaliinto a coherent whole. In the Prologue,
Tennyson prays
Let knowledge grow from more to more,
But more of reverence in us dwell;
That mind and soul, according well,
May make one music as before (lines 26-29).
Scientific knowledge, for Tennyson, must be temg@drg religious sensibilities if man is to have
an orderly and balanced existence. These religimygs cannot be founded upon knowledge or

experience, but they are nonetheless essentighmdsrhappiness. Tennyson again turns to God

27 For further discussion of the relationship of Besim to Victorian literature, see Peter Allan Balin Pursuit of
a Scientific Culture: Science, Art, and Societyhi@ Victorian Age.
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as a source of coherence at the end of the poengghstanza of the epilogue rejoices that
Hallam is alive in God:

That God, which ever lives and loves,

One God, one law, one element,

And one far-off divine event

To which the whole creation moves (lines 141-144)

For Tennyson, this unity is the ultimate consolatithe nature of the divine event may be
unknown and the God may be unknowable, but to iavohk is to paint a coherent and
satisfying picture of time and the universe. Ithe idea of God, not God himself, which
Tennyson sees as powerful. Tennyson does appgam@ome consolation for his grief in
God’s existence; Tennyson asks God to forgive lmammng and tells God “I trust [Hallam]
lives in thee” (Prologue line 39). However, mostltd poem is centered on earthly
consolation—the kind which can be known accordmthe Positivist definition of knowledge,
rather than merely believed.

The next major implication of evolutionary sciereglored in bothn Memoriamand
Idylls of the Kings man’s profound insignificance. This sense @ngiw unimportance is
reflected in section 6 of the poem:

One writes, that ‘Other friends remain,’
That ‘Loss is common to the race’—
And common is the commonplace,
And vacant chaff well meant for grain.
That loss is common would not make

My own less bitter, rather more:



Feldmam4

Too common! Never morning wore

To evening, but some heart did break (lines 1-9).
These lines reflect Tennyson’s rejection of a primmplication of evolutionary science: that
man is merely a speck on the vastness of time packsand that the whole, or species, is more
important than the individual. The process of speédrmation and extinction, a foundational
tenet of Lyell's work, placed man in a disturbingwnperspective as a temporary visitor on the
stage of history; section 2 of the poem reflectsniiyson’s sense of despair that man is nothing
compared to the larger forces of nature. Describimgld yew-tree which has stood for at least a
“thousand years of gloom” (line 12), Tennyson museshe cyclical movement of nature
surrounding the tree: spring and summer come arakgtury after century, while “the clock /
Beats out the little lives of men” (lines 7-8). Fiaennyson, the enduring nature of the tree is not
fascinating or beautiful; he resents the tree’altfborn hardihood” (line 14) in the light of his
own transience. That man, who thinks himself abwaterre, should flourish and wither while
nature itself carries on unchanged seems to Tenrg/s@vesty.

Another major theme regarding evolutionary sciemb&h manifests both im
Memoriamand inldylls of the Kings Tennyson’s profound hatred of randomness asatrdeér.
Evolutionary theory implies a lack of any imposedey or goal, and for Tennyson, such a world
is a frightening prospect. For the Darwinist, timéverse is fragmented and variant—perhaps
splendid and fascinating in its variation, but lagkthe unity and order so essential to
Tennyson’s concept of beauty. As discussed eaflernyson valued the beauty of order and
purpose but considered organic, freely formed hetube meaningless and even frightening.
Section 45 of the poem expresses Tennyson’s infeas®f discontinuity between man’s

identity before and after death:



The baby new to earth and sky,
What time his tender palm is prest
Against the circle of the breast,

Has never thought that ‘this is I’

But as he grows he gathers much,
And learns the use of ‘I’ and ‘me,’
And finds ‘I am not what | see,’

And other than the things | touch.’

So rounds he to a separate mind
From whence clear memory may begin,
As thro’ the frame that binds him in
His isolation grows defined.

This use may lie in blood and breath
Which else were fruitless of their due,

Had man to learn himself anew

Beyond the second birth of Death (lines 1-16).

turns to a vague idea of God to provide this pugpos

Oh yet we trust that somehow good

Feldmams

For Tennyson, the continuity of one’s identity beem life and death is of the utmost

importance; otherwise, life is indeed meaningléssection 50, Tennyson refers to “Time, a
maniac scattering dust, / And Life, a Fury slingflagne” (lines 7-8). These, for Tennyson, are
forces of random destruction which must be ordére@od for the universe to be bearable.

In section 54, Tennyson expresses a desire forimgand purpose in the universe and
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Will be the final goal of ill,

To pangs of nature, sins of will, . . .

That nothing walks with aimless feet;

That not one life shall be destroy'd,

Or cast as rubbish to the void,

When God hath made the pile complete.

That not a worm is cloven in vain (lines 1-9).
These lines reflect Tennyson’s strong resistanted@andomness and meaninglessness of
individual lives implied within the theory of evdlan. Tennyson expresses a weak belief in
some future reckoning, but the seeds of doubtlaselg visible within his vague vision of hope:

Behold, we know not anything;

| can but trust that good shall fall

At last—far off—at last, to all,

And every winter change to spring.

So runs my dream: but what am 1?

An infant crying in the night:

An infant crying for the light:

And with no language but a cry (lines 13-20).
Tennyson here returns to the dichotomy between lediye and faith. For Tennyson, faith is
inadequate and weak, a poor substitute for knoveleHgs self-doubt in the phrase “but what am
I?” signals that he has reluctantly accepted hisg®l insignificance as a product of evolution.
To trust that good shall fall at last holds instamtal value in the here and now, lending structure

to an otherwise meaningless existence. Howevemysam’'s understanding of man’s
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insignificance in the light of evolutionary theargsts doubt on the notion that God will
eventually step in to rightly order the universe.

The third theme of interest in tracing Tennysar'sponse to evolutionary theory
throughout the two works is Tennyson’s dismissahefevolutionary meliorist model. Wickens,
in discussing Tennyson’s 1847 poem “The Princassiiarks that “Man’s free will is to play an
important part in the ascent upwards [which Tennysavisions], and thus, fittingly, Tennyson
[presents] a Lamarckian idea of willed evolutioB87). Wickens’ article discusses Tennyson’s
attempts to reconcile the “dark” side and the “brigide of evolutionary science. For
Tennyson, the dark side of evolution encompassemjtlications regarding God’s agency,
man’s significance, and the comforting idea of dyumg principle within the universe.
However, he also perceives a bright side of evofutman’s ability to consciously evolve
upward through his own volition. According to Ruee hope the poem provides is rooted in
“evolutionism and its prospect of progress to &raicsupermen”; Ruse calls the poem a
“travesty of Christianity” and attributes the falsat Tennyson’s public embraced the poem as a
Christian apologetic to Victorian lack of subtletiyd desperation for hope and to Tennyson’s
poetic ambiguity (151).

While the hope of the poem is related to evolutibis, based not upon evolution’s
natural progress but upon man’s ability to triungpler nature’s course and forge his own
evolution. Victorians were fascinated with the idégrowth and transformation, but this growth
was typically assumed to be positive. Tennysorctgjine notion that man is naturally evolving
to a higher existence, concluding that if Natured aot God, is the true ruler of the universe,
man is “A monster then, a dream / a discord.” digé-22). If death and violence, rather than

love, truly rule the world, then man is horriblyocgéved and out of harmony with reality, even
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more so than beasts; “Dragons of the prime, / Tdrateach other in their slime, / Were mellow
music match’d with him” (lines 22-24). Man may hawegressed physically, intellectually, and
even spiritually, but if his soul is permanentlyt ofisync with the reality of nature, his condition
is to be pitied rather than praised.
Section 143 of the poem presents a meliorist matieth seems superficially based upon

evolution: Tennyson muses that the world

In tracts of fluent heat began,

And grew to seeming-random forms,

The seeming prey of cyclic storms,

Till at the last arose the man;

Who throve and branch’d from clime to clime,

The herald of a higher race,

And of himself in higher place,

If so he type this work of time

Within himself, from more to more;

Or, crown’d with attributes of woe

Like glories, move his course, and show

That life is not as idle ore,

But iron dug from central gloom,

And heated hot with burning fears,

And dipt in baths of hissing tears,

And batter'd with the shocks of doom

To shape and use. Arise and flee
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The reeling faun, the sensual feast;

Move upward, working out the beast,

And let the ape and tiger die (lines 9-28).
This hopeful view of mankind’s future is based upaan’s orderly self-improvement. Nature is
not working to produce a better man; man must fagiginst nature to forge himself like an iron
sword, imposing order upon an otherwise randomexce. Prehistoric man, in Tennyson’s
view, did not emerge passively from the primordiahe; he fought his way out of it and must
continue to do so. The poem’s last section expsegsébrant hope that a future human race will
possess knowledge rather than merely faith; hebeiliNo longer half-akin to brute” (line 133)
and, instead of disorder and randomness, will kttat/“one far-off divine event / To which the
whole creation moves” (lines 143-44). This man doassimply arise; neither is he created. The
forerunner of this race actively produces his owistence from out of the void: “A soul shall
draw from out the vast / And strike his being ibtunds” (lines 123-24). He will “be born and
think, / And act and love” (lines 126-127), and pisgress and the progress of his “crowning
race” (line 128) will be the result of present humagency: “For all we thought and loved and
did, / And hoped, and suffer’d, is but seed / Ofivin them is flower and fruit” (lines 134-36).
If the future is to be bright, it will be throughluman agency, not through randomness or chance;
Tennyson’s vision of man exercising his will sat@sise above his animal origins could be
termed volitional evolution. This type of willedggress, which moves against the forces of
nature, can occur, in Tennyson’s view, on bothragreal and a racial level. The “crowning
race” foretold in line 128 of the Epilogue repretsevolitional evolution on a racial level, but
their forefather is the hypothetical child whosetbiTennyson foretells; this child will exercise

volitional evolution on a personal level, effectiag immediate change in himself that will ripple
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into future generations. Tennyson predicts that ¢hild will “be born and think, / And act and
love, a closer link / Between us and the crownexget (Epilogue lines 126- 128). This child, in
a sense, is the Christ figure of Tennyson’s vigibavolutionary redemption; he will make
choices that raise him above the level of “halfratki brute,” (Epilogue line 133) and thus will
father a new generation of supermen like himsedhrlyson’s theory of volitional evolution, the
true source of peace and comfort in the last seetral throughoun Memoriam|is the
consolation with which he replaces Christian méiorin the poem.
A last important concept introducedlimMemoriamwhich develops further itdylls of

the Kingis Tennyson’s mistrust and fear of Nature itsElfis is not to say that Tennyson cannot
find beauty in nature; rather, Tennyson finds iturathe meaningless, frighteningly random
beauty to which he refers as “fantastic beautysaention 34: beauty without order or reason. For
Tennyson, this particular form of beauty is frightey rather than pleasurable. Several sections
of In Memoriampresent a pastoral and idealized view of Naturenduhe years when Hallam
was still alive; however, like Time in Dylan Thoma&-ern Hill,” Tennyson’s Nature was
simply holding these youths “green and dying” (I68 in the mistaken belief that she cared for
them. In section 24 of the poem, Tennyson adméstthis remembered pastoral paradise may
very well be an idealized figment of his imaginatibAnd was the day of my delight / As pure
and pefect as | say?” (lines 1-2). Section 5td¥lemoriamreflects perhaps most clearly
Tennyson’s negative view towards Nature after hhaltadeath:

Are God and Nature then at strife,

That Nature lends such evil dreams?

So careful of the type she seems,

So careless of the single life;
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That I, considering everywhere

Her secret meaning in her deed,

And finding that of fifty seeds

She often brings but one to bear (lines 5-12).
Here Tennyson refers to the evolutionary concegat Ntature selects individuals to be sacrificed
for the good of the species, a concept which hésfrepulsive. Tennyson’s nature is like an
unnatural and heartless mother, who conceives maitdren only to abort most of them.

Adams asserts that Tennyson's personificatioratfra in various works subverts not

only the archetypal idea of "Mother Nature" bubatise Victorian ideal of woman as a
complement and caretaker for man. Tennyson viea/®&ture of evolutionary science as the
direct opposite of the ideal Victorian woman: skealculating and harsh where she ought to be
nurturing and gentle. Later, in section 56, Tenmyszognizes that evolution’s Nature has no
feeling or love, even for the group or the species:

‘So careful of the type?’ but no.

From scarped cliff and quarried stone

She cries, ‘A thousand types are gone:

| care for nothing, all shall go (lines 1-4).
The thought that Nature cares only for the groupraot for the individual was horrible indeed,
but what is even more horrid for Tennyson is tredization that Nature simply does not care—
that there is no purpose, not even a purpose whaahples the individual for the good of the
whole.

Tennyson recognizes that Christianity provided hatlls of purpose: the individual and

the global. He contrasts the false sense of impogtand purpose man has so long enjoyed with
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the reality of evolutionary science: “Man, her [Ni&'s] last work, who seemed so fair, / Such
splendid purpose in his eyes,” is completely unijest in believing in such a purpose. This man,

Who trusted God was love indeed

And love Creation’s final law—

Tho’ Nature, red in tooth and claw

With ravine, shriek’d against his creed—(lines18j.
has utterly deceived himself. Nature, for Tennysemot so much an active antagonist as an
uncaring mother whose children mistakenly belieweithe existence and agency of their
supposed father, God. Just as Nature is a failddanolrennyson’s God is in many ways a failed
father, betraying his children’s trust and congdyafat strife” with their mother. These themes of
God’s absence, man'’s insignificance, the worldcklaf order, and nature’s cruelty can all be
traced throughdllys of the Kingjn which, in the absence of Arthur as Christ fegutthere grew
great tracts of wilderness / Wherein the beastavas more and more, / But man was less and
less, till Arthur came” (“The Coming of Arthur” les 10-12). Furthermore, Idylls of the King,
Tennyson would espouse a less optimistic view efaiftospect of man’s overcoming his animal
identity through exercising his will; Tennyson’snoept of nature and man’s animal identity
becomes stronger in comparison to man’s will betwaeviemoriamandldylls. Although these
views are less explicit in Tennyson’s Arthurian pothan inin Memoriam they are revealing in
a different way because they are applied to a pistheg work of fiction, allowing us to examine
what happens when the grim implications of evohaiy science are transported to the world of

fantastic fiction.
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Chapter Four: Rebuilding Arthurian Legendalylls of the King

Although Tennyson’sdylls is not regularly examined as a response to evwiaty
science in the way th&at Memoriamhas been, the work is a less didactic and moreiimatge
outworking of many of the same ideas. Furthermwetereadn Memoriamis a response to pre-
Darwinian evolutionary sciencilylls was written between 1856 and 1874, directly surdmg
the publication oDrigin of SpecieswWhile In Memoriamoffers at least a measure of optimism
and hopeldylls is heavy with a sense of impending doom. T. Sitklites evidence that
Tennyson, disillusioned by “the progress of indassm and the rise of the mercantile and
manufacturing and banking classes . . . contengpléie future of England, as his years grew
out, with increasing gloom” (626). By the late 1@#mtury, Tennyson appears to have resigned
himself to the idea that “[t]he old order changsfie]ding place to new”RA line 408)% leaving
old faith open to doubt. Even Tennyson’s King Arthdeparting for a Christianized afterlife in
Avalon, is unsure that the afterlife exists, adimgtthat his “mind is clouded with a doubt”
(299). Whereatn Memoriamends with a bright vision of a future race “noden half-akin to
brute,” living in harmony with “God, who ever livesd loves,’1dylls ends with Arthur’'s
civilization reeling back into the primal darkneasd with Arthur himself doubting the existence
of the immaterialldylls of the Kingrepurposes the original content and structuréef t
Arthurian story to express Tennyson'’s increasimpagty since his writing ofln Memoriamthat
faith must be discarded in the light of evolutionacience and his increasing doubt in the
potential for evolutionary progress—even the pregithrough human agency which he hoped

for in In Memoriam As evolutionary science developed an increasald tpon popular

% This chapter will use the section abbreviatioasidard to critical discussion tdylls of the King CA will denote
“The Coming of Arthur”; GL will denote “Gareth angnette,” MG will denote “The Marriage of Geraint3E will
denote “Geraint and Enid,” BB will denote “BalincaBalan,” MV will denote “Merlin and Vivien,” LE Wi denote
“Lancelot and Elaine,” HG will denote “The Holy GlkaLT will denote “The Last Tornament,” G will dete
“Guinevere,” and PA will denote “The Passing oftAnt.”
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thought, Tennyson moved from attempting to syniteegiwith old beliefs inn Memoriamto
exploring its darker implications ilylls of the King The central problem délylls is man’s
animal identity, and the failure of Tennyson’s exypental solution—nbelief in an ideal that lacks
validity precisely because of man’s animal idertiyg the central tragedy of the woliklylls
employs Christian symbolism, turning Arthur int€hrist figure, in order to experiment with
belief in a supernatural ideal as a means of tatiig volitional evolution. Through Tennyson'’s
lens, the main theme of the Arthurian legend becothe tragedy of man’s inability to raise
himself through his own agency from an animal togher being, and the fall of Camelot
becomes a tragic parable about the failure ofieolitl evolution: the failure of man’s will to
transcend his biology. This failure, for Tennysisna necessary consequence of the absence of a
unifying ideal that can motivate man to will hismaelf-improvement; Tennyson sees that in a
material world, ideals must be artificially manuiaed, but that man’s natural intelligence
tragically outruns his ability to believe in thadeals, and thus as Leodegran tells Arthur, “Here
between the man and beast we die” (CA 45).

As In Memoriam,Theldylls strongly reflect Tennyson’s doubt in the existeand
agency of God and the supernatural—this time witlaoeturn to the appearance of belief at the
work’s end. For Tennyson as the writeddylls, belief in the supernatural is valuable to the
extent that it can help us to impose order on tib@éness of nature, both in our world and in
ourselves. Recognizing that man with no ideal cahope to evolve above the level of the beast,
Tennyson explores ildylls the Jamesian idea that the existence of a supeahataal is

worthwhile because of its pragmatic value if nettruth value. As Malory had done, Tennyson
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casts Arthur as a Christ figuféHowever, Arthur's function as a Christ figure maydontrasted
with the child in the Epilogue dh Memoriamto illustrate the difference betweén
Memoriam’scautious optimism and the disillusioned pessimi$rayls. Whereas the child
functioned as an effective Christ figure, succdisfathering a new race of men who will rise
above their animal origins, Arthur is a failed Ghifigure in that his efforts to redeem man from
his animal nature are not successful.

Tennyson’s Arthur is unique as a Christ figurehatthis identity, and even his reality,
are doubtful. Arthur, like Tennyson’s God, is digtand unknowable; his perspective is rarely
shown and his actions are rarely explained. Thigigaess is consistent with Tennyson’s
repeated suggestions that Arthur is perhaps nbtaed that at any rate, his reality is not where
his potential value lies. Whereas Malory makes mtake about the fact that Arthur’s kingship
was legitimate, beginninige Morte D’Arthurwith a detailed account of Arthur’'s conception and
birth, Tennyson’s Arthur’s identity remains shrodde unresolved doubt. While trying to
determine Arthur’s parentage to decide whetheive 4rthur his daughter Guinevere’s hand in
marriage, Leodegran learns that the truth of thg’kiidentity is known only by Merlin and
Bleys, (CA 145-160) neither of whom voices any digifre answer to the question of Arthur’s
origins. Leodegran also questions the Queen of &rlabout Arthur’s origins to no avail; finally
Leodegran has a dream in which a “phantom king” @28) hovers above a scene of war and
destruction “Now looming, and now lost” (CA 430hd partakers in the violent scene below
continue their slaughter, “crying, ‘No king of oufdNo son of Uther, and no king of ours’
(CA437-38). Suddenly, in Leodegran’s dream, “theehfa@lescends], and the solid earth

[becomes] / As nothing, but the King [stands] aubeaven, / Crown’d” (CA 440-443). On the

2 Malory’s Arthur, in addition to the prediction afsecond coming on his tombstone, is rumored noave died
but passed “by the will of our Lord Jesu into amotplace; and men say that he shall come agairhestiall win
the holy cross” (926).
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basis of this dream, Leodegran immediately dedidggsant Arthur his daughter—not because of
who Arthur truly is, or because of anything Arthinas done, but because of the power of
Arthur’s image to drive away disunity and anim&keliviolence. Shaw explains that Tennyson
“resolves the debate over Arthur’s divine originjbglging the proposition by the quality of life
and action that belief in it promotes” (44). Indlsiense, Arthur mirrors the GodlofMemoriam,
who does not so much merit belief and trust onggpie as he offers men a method of ordering
their own existence through belief in him.

Tennyson’s Arthur resembles Malory’s and otheryeArthurs in that his principles are
sometimes difficult to reconcile. According to Magim, the poem represents a “broad cultural
movement whereby idealized versions of 'chivalrgtevassociated with attempts to improve
society,” yet Machann notes Tennyson's “own cotdgtcattitudes toward the central figure of
King Arthur" which reflect the poet’s ambiguousamment of the chivalric code and the
Arthurian value system (37). Tennyson’s Arthur'$ues are far less defined even than Malory’s.
Malory’s Arthur commits adultery and slaughterddian, like the biblical Herod, in a vain
attempt to sidestep the prophecy that a child barMay-Day will be his doom; however,

Malory sets him up as a Christian hero who wikkragyain to “win the holy cross” (926). Malory
also makes it clear that Arthur stands for a spechivalric code; he gives his knights very
specific instructions “never to do outrageousityrarrder, and always to flee treason; also, by no
means to be cruel, but to give mercy . . . . anggs to do ladies . . . succour, upon pain of
death. Also, that no man take no battles in a wikdrguarrel for no law, nor for no world’s
goods” (100-101). Malory’s Arthur, though not petfeclearly stands for a value system beyond

himself. Tennyson’s Arthur, on the other hand, éssno such clear moral code; Tennyson’s
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focus on Arthur indylls, like his focus on God iln Memoriam seems largely to concern Arthur
as a unifying ideal rather than as an acting agent.

Although Arthur is presented as an ideal, it isriere presence of an ideal, and not the
substance of the ideal itself, that Tennyson fimggningful—Tennyson sees the absence of a
cultural ideal as a potentially irreparable loslse poem begins with a dedication to Prince
Albert, which eulogizes him as “my king’s ideal ght” (Prologue line 7), connecting Albert and
Arthur as stabilizing ideals. However, immediatedy are told that this ideal knight is dead:
“The shadow of His loss drew like eclipse, / Daikgrthe world. We have lost him: he is gone”
(Prologue lines 14-15). The connection between Allied Arthur is made a trio through the
capitalization of the word “His,” which recalls Gé$iras the ultimate ideal who is, perhaps, as
lost in the post-Darwinian Victorian consciousnassilbert. Albert’s death leaves a void to be
filled by a new stabilizing ideal, just as the dieelof Christian faith after Darwinian materialism
creates a vacuum where a unifying ideal used td &enyson creates a celestial image to
emphasize Albert’s representation of the distadt@arhaps unreachable ideal, calling Albert a
“star” which the surviving queen must remember (48 further develops this imagery
throughout the poem, applying it most often to Arttwho represents the unifying ideal of the
main narrative.

Although Albert and Arthur are both Christ-like alg, they do not, like Malory’s Arthur,
enjoy the certain prospect of resurrection. Tennyesiablishes that Albert is dead and
England’s future bliss is uncertain; he hopes ganrtie inheritance / Of such a life, a heart, a
mind as [Albert’s] (31-32), but sees no certaimnetof Albert’s glory. Just as iim Memoriam
Albert and Arthur as Christ figures represent om@®t harmony, which, for Tennyson is

essential for beauty. The Christ figure is valugblecisely because he is not organic or natural;
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he works against nature to create order out of €hdowever, Tennyson’s timeline idylls
does not conclude with “one far-off divine eveng’la Memoriamdoes; the ordering influence
of religion applies only to the here and now.

Tennyson experiments with Arthur’s potential ashai€l figure to remedy the central
problem of evolutionary science: its reducing mathe level of beast. In lines 41-45 of CA,
Arthur is called upon to remedy a situation in whiuman and animal identities have become
confused, just as they did in the Victorian congsitess after Darwin. As a Christ figure, Arthur
mirrors the Victorian need for a supernatural ideadssure man that he is capable of rising
above nature. King Leodegran, unable to stop tbedshed in his realm, calls for Arthur’s help
but is met by “an uproar made by those / Who cridd,is not Uther’'s son’’( 43-44). Arthur,
like Christ, is faced by those who doubt his patgrand although his legitimacy is never
verified, he is still useful: Uther begs him toges his kingdom from their current situation, in
which “here between the man and beast we die” (#4is statement reflects Tennyson'’s intense
opposition to the Darwinian concept of human andahidentities blurring and intermingling,
an opposition which Tennyson develops throughdyits. To create this distinction between
man and beast is of primary importance; the ideaterely a tool towards this end. Arthur does
temporarily remedy this crisis of identity by impog order on the kingdom and driving out the
beast; however, this victory is short-lived, andfsy poem’s end, man has shown himself to be
just as much beast as he was at the poem’s beginnin

The attempts of other characters to probe the tvattind Arthur’s illusory ideal illustrate
the threat posed by empirical knowledge to thegbati a supernatural ideal. Like the Victorian
Christ, Arthur evokes two different public respasissome “hold him less than man,” and some

“deem him more than man, / And dream he dropt fr@aven” (CA 180-82). Multiple theories
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are set forth regarding Arthur’s origins; howewedefinitive answer is never given. The reality
of the supernatural is secondary, for Tennysomat the illusion of the supernatural is able to
do: to impose order, at least temporarily, on deatise random world. Bellicent’s and
Leodegran’s lines of rational questioning are ititarally blocked by Merlin, as though the
search for empirical knowledge cannot and shoutdertend to the supernatural ideals man
holds to. As Bellicent relays to Leodegran a mitags story of Arthur’s birth in which Arthur
drops from a flying dragon-shaped ship into a flagnocean wave, she admits that the details of
the story have not been confirmed. She reports tipain asking Merlin to confirm its veracity,
“He laugh’d as is his wont, and answer’d me / tidling triplets of old time” (CA 400-01).
Merlin’s reply is a tribute to agnosticism and telem; he tells Bellicent “truth is this to me and
that to thee” and asks “where is he who knows? Ritegreat deep to the great deep he goes”
(CA 406-10). Pinion explains, “These deeps, th@dalkpnd omega . . . are one, synonymous with
God, as in Revelation, ” (183) connecting Arthurigsterious appearance in time at the
beginning ofidylls and his departure from time at the work’s end toisEls incarnation.

However, Arthur’s “deeps,” unlike Christ’s, are @fithable and perhaps unreal, as the questions
of where he came from, where he went, and who hemsin deliberately unanswered
throughout the poem. Merlin’s stubborn refusaldafam or deny the supernatural elements of
Arthur’s identity emphasizes Tennyson’s theme Wiadt can be known in a scientific sense is
not sufficient to motivate man’s volitional evolomi, and thus an illusion to believe in must be
maintained. However, the probing questions of sdieminds like Bellicent’'s and Leodegran’s
will discover no substance behind these illusiovtach are better left unprobed. Tragically,
nature has endowed man with a rationality thatedriwim to discover whether his ideals contain

substance. In the epilogue entitled “To the Que&griinyson describedylls as “shadowing
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Sense at war with Soul” (36). The collapse of Arthkingdom, robed in illusion and mystery,
represents the tragic triumph of Sense over SaimAre and more characters become
disillusioned with Arthur’s ideals, realizing thad one in Arthur’s court is superhuman or
spiritually superior, the intellect renders beliefa supernatural ideal impossible.

This theme that empirical knowledge threatendb#ief in illusions necessary for human
progress continues throughout tdglls, explored at length in “Gareth and Lynette” and ‘iBal
and Balan.” When Gareth and his companions artivetaur’s castle to join his knights, they
meet an old man to whom Gareth explains that his do@ibt whether the city is real or built
“[b]ly magic, and by fairy Kings and Queens; / Oretlirer there be any city at all, / Or all a
vision” (GL 244-46). The old man responds, like Nerin riddles, telling Gareth, “’Know ye
not then the Riddling of the Bards? / Confusiord allusion, and relation, / Elusion, and
occasion, and evasion” (GL 280-82). Rather thamvanag Gareth’s inquiry as to whether
Camelot is real or illusory, the old man shields iltusion of the supernatural from Gareth’s
invasive desire for answers and turns the subge@areth’s own reality, revealing that he knows
Gareth to be lying about his identity. This fastimg exchange reinforces Tennyson'’s attitude
toward empirical knowledge: Gareth’s attempt toi@e volitional evolution by becoming one
of Arthur’s knights in order to rise above the masf ordinary humanity is based on multiple
illusions which must be maintained in order for plagn to work. Not only must Gareth believe
in Camelot, which, Tennyson implies, is likely te &n illusion, but he must also ironically
operate upon a lie about his own identity to enfog chance at self-betterment.

In “Balin and Balan,” Tennyson experiments withstbelief in illusions as a potential
route of escape from the pronouncement of evolatipscience that men are nothing more than

animals. Balin is known before he becomes Arthlanight as “Balin, ‘the Savage™ (BB 51) for
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the lawless and animal-like existence he has lethiuh calls him to a higher existence, to “walk
with me, and move / To music with thine Order amel King” (BB 73-74). For a while, the ideal
in which Balin believes enables him to rise aborgeamimal identity—he believes he is
something better than before, and so, for a tiraes lsomething better. This ideal demands a
volitional evolution of sorts from him: he is alitestruggle against nature under its influence.
Once forgiven for his crimes and knighted, he degi “strictlier set himself / To learn what
Arthur meant by courtesy, / Manhood, and knightid&B 154-56). Struggling against his
animal nature in the name of supernatural illusi®@adin takes Lancelot as a model of the ideal
knight but soon finds that Lancelot possesses ladgigal fitness that surpasses Balin’s, and
begins to guess that nature, not man’s will, deit@emthis fitness. Examining Lancelot’s
superior physical prowess, Balin realizes, “Thesgilfts, / Born with the blood, not learnable,
divine, / Beyondnyreach” (BB 170-73). Here Balin first begins to qu@s the notion that
biology cannot be overcome through force of willf@nnyson implied imn Memoriam.

Although Balin realizes the biological limitationature has imposed on him, he
mistakenly believes he understands the key to oweirgy biological limitations, imagining that
belief in an ideal can endow man with gifts thatuna did not bestow. Balin concludes that
Lancelot has achieved his own superior fithessiteige by believing in and reverencing ideals
that transcend nature; he posits that Lancelot@sip of the Queen” is “the sunshine that hath
given the man / A growth” (BB 175-78). Balin, likennyson inn Memoriamjs intrigued by
the idea of rising above his evolutionary statigrbklieving in an ideal. The substance or lack
thereof of the ideal does not matter; in fact, Baljpecifically desires a false Queen, determining
to obtain “some token of [Arthur's] Queen / Wherdorgaze” (BB 184-85) rather than the

Queen herself. By carrying “some goodly cognizasfc@uinevere, / In lieu of this rough beast
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upon my shield . . . tooth’d with grinning savade(®B 191-93), Balin hopes to replace his own
savagery with order and discipline. Arthur agreethts prescription of an ideal as a remedy for
animal nature, telling Guinevere to give Balin meage because “The Crown is but a shadow
of the King, / And this a shadow’s shadow, let ave it, / So this will help him of his
violences!” (BB 199-201). Balin protests that tineage of the Queen’s crown is “no shadow” to
him but “light” and “golden earnest of a gentldeli(BB 203-05). Like a prisoner in Plato’s
cave, Balin clings to an image thrice removed freality. For a while, Balin’s remedy is
successful; he “[feels] his being move / In musithvhis Order, and his King,” (BB 207-08),

and the image allows him to exercise self-restrairis beastlike tendencies as he “[strives] /
To learn the graces of their Table, [fights] / Haiith himself, and [seems] at length in peace”
(BB 233-34). However, Tennyson inserts a disturldmgge shortly before Balin’s artificial and
forced belief in this ideal is crushed, suggestirag the randomness and disorder of nature is
stronger than the exercise of will which a belrethe supernatural may temporarily grant man.
Among his descriptions of Balin’s efforts to ovemo® his own nature through his will, Tennyson
compares Balin to a nightingale, which “Hath eved anon a note so thin / It seems another
voice in other groves” (BB 210-11). Balin, like theghtingale, is a product of nature with its
tendency towards disorder and decay, and hisaaliff imposed self-control, maintained
through a belief in the supernatural, cannot hdldhis inner beast forever. Tennyson compares
Balin’s tendency towards nature and away from obyectomparing him to the nighingale’s
changeable song: “Thus, after some quick burstidflen wrath, / The music in him seem’d to
change, and grow / Faint and far-off” (BB 212-1B)e power of Balin’s belief cannot overcome

the power of his natural instincts.



Feldmars3

With the collapse of Balin’s already shaky progranise above his animal nature
through exercising his will, Tennyson illustratbs failure of a pragmatic solution to the lack of
an ordering ideal in a world where no man can tttdpscend his animal nature. For Tennyson,
an ideal does not need substance to promote temypmder and unity; however, an order
founded on an illusory ideal will come tumbling doas soon as the illusion is destroyed by
experiential knowledge and the Emperor is seerat@ Imo clothes. When Balin overhears a
conversation between Lancelot and Guinevere, higyaio sustain his upward evolution by
belief in an ideal is destroyed, because he resatizat they, his ideals, are no more supernatural
than he is. Whereas Tennyson maintainda iMemoriama belief in the superman who can rise
above the animal state of most men, the very estcters indylls have feet of clay,
demonstrating evolution’s lack of power to raigentost exemplary human products above the
rest of nature. Lancelot’s and Guinevere’s convasabout flowers reveals that even
Guinevere, to whom Balin looked as an ideal outsideature, is not above nature herself.
Lancelot relates to Guinevere a recent dream oatfaiden Saint who stands with lily in hand
/ In yonder shrine,” holding a “spiritual lily” anshining “perfect-pure” in the flower’s glow”
(BB 255-61). Guinevere tells Lancelot that sheasattracted to such supernatural scenes,
preferring “this garden rose / Deep-hued and maigetl!” and finding “Sweeter still / The
wild-wood hyacinth and the bloom of May” (BB 264)6& he rose represents earthy, romantic,
and sexual love, while the lily represents spitityand resurrection. According to Joseph, “In
Guinevere's refusal of apotheosis, she makes Laincel. sit down to the sensual feast of this
life; in her insistence upon remaining a flesh-&habd woman, a "garden rose," rather than

becoming the "spiritual lily" into which Lancelaids to crystallize her ("Balin and Balan," 11.
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235-75), we see the ... Tennysonian "fatal watrtie carnal subverter of man's flight
heavenward (425

The significance of this image of the nature-bowadnan, who destroys man’s attempts
at transcending nature, to Tennyson'’s reactiorvadugionary science ifdllys becomes apparent
when contrasted with Tennyson’s personified Natted in tooth and claw” inn Memoriam,
who “Shriek’d against [God’s] creed,” destroyingmigatrust in “God” and “love” as “Creation’s
final law” (section 56, lines 13-16). WhereadnnMemoriamNature was an evil mother,
spawning children without nurturing them, Natursimilarly represented itdylls by Guinevere
as afemme fatalevho destroys man’s ability to believe in idealslri@vere represents the
organic or fantastic beauty thatTennyson consitésg; she prefers the organic wildness of
Darwin’s tangled bank to the cultivated and unreltumage of a religious statue holding a
sacred lily. Tied by biology to an attraction toi@were’s earthy beauty, Lancelot lacks
sufficient willpower to overcome her influence. WihBalin realizes that the Queen herself is not
above nature, he regrets the empirical knowledgehas disillusioned him from his dream of
overcoming biology, finding that knowledge ironigaletards, rather than assists, his evolution
towards a higher existence: “I suffer from the gsilefore me, know, / Learn nothing; am not
worthy to be knight” (BB 279-80). For Balin, to badeceived by observational knowledge is
not a blessing but a curse. He immediately reutertss former beastlike violence, “blind and
deaf to all / Save that chain’d rage, which evéptyeithin” (BB 314). According to Machann,
Balin’s decline to “bestiality, like Dr. Jekyll reding into Mr. Hyde” illustrates "the relationship
between madness and unregulated male violence),’s(#fyesting that instinctual aggression is
stronger than reason. For Machann, Balin’s andrBakimultaneous murder illustrates the

inability of reason to conquer instinct once stegpf illusory ideals: “Balan and Balin have

%0 Joseph compares this scene to Pbigjsia.
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been consistently portrayed as a divided self,ianlde end the rational self (Balan) can control
the savage, bestial self (Balin) only by destroyth@40). Arthur, too, destroys the beast in the
work’s beginning as he cleanses the land of videarad wildness; however, his attempt
ultimately succeeds only in the downfall of Arthumself. Belief in an ideal ultimately becomes
impossible to sustain in a world where nature &adon consistently reveal ideals to be nothing
more than illusions.

Throughout thddylls, Tennyson continues to explore the meaninglessngdgit in a
Darwinian view of life—a view in which the illusienof supernatural ideals give way to
naturalistic reality. Evolutionary science implibe lack of a central moral code or supernatural
purpose to lend meaning to man’s actions, anéd sliggests that the species is more valuable
than the individual, rendering the individual ldad actions seemingly insignificant. The
Origin of Specied)arwin insists, “When | view all beings not as gpécreations, but as the
lineal descendants of some few beings . . . thegnde me ennobled: Judging from the past, we
may safely infer that not one living species widirtsmit its unaltered likeness to a distant
futurity” (373). Whereas Darwin sees this losshd individual’s special status and lasting
legacy implicit in the theory of evolution as enfing, Tennyson uses the Arthurian legend to
mourn the tragedy of man’s dethronement from has aethe center of creation. One function of
Tennyson’s Arthur—and his God in Memoriam—is that they bring at least illusory purpose
and importance to individual lives. In both worlsthout this ordering purpose, life becomes
ugly and meaningless. Although Arthur temporartgseeds in uniting and ordering his
kingdom, it ultimately crumbles as entropy setama the beast in man dominates once more.
Closely following this breakdown in the order Artthas imposed is a sense of profound

insignificance among various characters. At thekigooutset, actions done in the name of
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Arthur’s ideal are significant and meaningful; bs tllusion of Arthur as an ideal disintegrates,
the context that infused heroic deeds with mearsngst.

Gareth’s pleas to his mother in “Gareth and Lyriedtehe begs for permission to join
Arthur’s court display the importance of this orndgrpurpose: Gareth cries that he must “Live
pure, speak true, right wrong, follow the KingElse, wherefore born?” (GL 117-18). While
these lines reflect the idealism and energy of lyotltey also reflect the meaninglessness
implicit in a life without such ideals. As Garettiventures with Lynette, he comes across a
Baron about to be killed by a band of murderersrigd to animals (the Baron compares them to
“vermin”) (GL 802). When Gareth frees the Baron adsked what reward he expects, he
replies, “None! For the deed’s sake | have doredéed, / In uttermost obedience to the King”
(811-12). Here Gareth admits that his actions a@ammglessness beyond the context of belief in
the ideal which infuses them with purpose. In sigythe four brothers on his quest, called “the
Day, / Morning-Star, and Noon-Sun, and Evening-3{&L 618-19) Gareth symbolically
battles the forces of both nature and time. Degpé#estory’s happy ending in which “Death”
turns out to be a “blooming boy” (GL 1390) in agfitening costume, Gareth’s victory has no
real-world value; its value lies entirely in theha of ideas and illusions. He celebrates with the
lady he rescues, and they “[make] merry over Deas, being after all their foolish fears / And
horrors only proven a blooming boy” (GL 1388-90pw#ver, the fact that their fears are foolish
and unfounded means that Gareth’s actions, herdlwei context of chivalry and knighthood,
were insignificant in the world of reality; he haisbdued nature for the “Deed’s sake,” but has
not really conquered death or nature at all. Witllbe ordering purpose of Arthur’s
manufactured code, Tennyson suggests, Gareth iakdiny motivation even to struggle

against the forces of nature.
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However, this sense that life has purpose and mgatodes as Arthur’s ordering power
over nature decays later in the work. In “Merlirdarivien,” Merlin finds his “use, and name,
and fame” ( MV 302) stolen from him by Vivien, ahet of Tennyson’s fatal women who, like
Guinevere, represents Nature’s power to destroymifging and ordering ideals of religion and
morality. In “Balin and Balan,” Vivien foretells ¢hdeath of religion and a return to primitive
nature-worship: “This old sun-worship . . . wile again, / And beat the cross to earth, and
break the King / And all his Table” (451-53). Aswién tries to seduce Merlin into revealing the
magic that will allow her to imprison him in a tréderlin dimly perceives that his identity and
significance are about to be eradicated by Vivikat “wave about to break upon me / And
sweep me from my hold upon the world, / My use aahe and fame” (MV 300-03). Likening
Vivien to an unconquerable force of nature abowrése his identity, Merlin correctly
foreshadows Vivien’s plot to destroy him and theald of Arthur’s court. Vivien, as a
representative of Nature, sees no one as a speealon, not even the King; she scoffs to Mark
at the idea that Arthur is more “pure” than othemmclaiming that “Great Nature thro’ the flesh
herself hath made / Gives him the lie!” (MV 49-%&hd promising to, like an animal, “[ferret]
out [the] burrowings” of Arthur’s “Order” and desir them (MV 55-56). Armed with this
disbelief in the ability of any man to transcendun@’s downward pull, Vivien plots to attack
Merlin, a man considered special for his role ifdng Arthur’s “havens, ships, and halls” and
for his otherworldly knowledge (MV 166). Vivien’siscess in wearing down Merlin’s will and
imprisoning him within nature itself—with no hint a future return—illustrates the lack of any
man’s special significance in the light of Naturp®wver to eradicate and erase.

As Vivien continues to wear down Merlin’s will, heresees the approach of a “World-

war of dying flesh against the life, / Death inldg# and lying in all love, / The meanest having
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power upon the highest, / And the high purpose émdky the worm” (MV 191-94). Merlin’s
dark thoughts echo the “evil dreams” sent by Natute Memoriamas Tennyson muses on the
implication of evolutionary science that Natureasanothing for the individual lives she
generates: “So careful of the type she seemsgcaBiess of the single life” (section 55 lines 5-
7). The Darwinian “war of nature” and “the Extirari of less-improved forms'Qrigin 374)
implies for Tennyson a tragic loss of individuajrgficance and a warped reversal of value, as
the “worm” may have more biological significancegrh a Darwinian standpoint, than the man.
As Merlin’s special status gives way to oblivioncased in an oak tree forever, Tennyson paints
a cruelly ironic picture of man’s significance @sdied by Nature. When Vivien triumphantly
calls Merlin a “fool,” Nature itself mocks the inddual it has just erased: in the last line of
“Merlin and Vivien,” “the forest echo’d ‘fool”” fran Vivien's lips, (MV 970-72) gloating, like
Vivien, in the triumph of nature over those who lwie transcend it. The Round Table which
Merlin helped Arthur to build represented the glofyndividual accomplishments; it “was to be,
for love of God and men / And noble deeds, the éouaf all the world” (MV 410-11). However,
the order represented by the Table will soon, Mezlin, give way to oblivion, swept away by
the forces of nature.

By the last section, “The Passing of Arthur,” Athumself realizes his own
insignificance and transience as nature’s forceswme his carefully cultivated kingdom. As
Arthur is dying, Bedivere mourns the decay of Arthi@rder and the loss of significance it lent
him:

But now the whole Round Table is dissolved
Which was the image of the mighty world,

And 1, the last, go forth companionless,
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And the days darken round me, and the years,
Among new men, strange faces, other minds (PAQG8)2-
For Bedivere, Arthur’s ability to infuse men anceds with meaning mirrors Christ’s

ability to do so; he observes that “the true ofdds are dead,”

When every morning brought a noble chance,

And every chance brought out a noble knight.

Such times have been not since the light that led

The holy Elders with the gift of myrrh (PA 397-%0
When Arthur and Christ held power, life was meafuhgnd hopeful; now that his civilization is
“[Reeling] back into the beast” (LT 125), individdeves and deeds are of little value. Arthur
answers Bedivere with tragic resignation:

‘The old order changeth, yielding place to new,

And God fulfills himself in many ways,

Lest one good custom should corrupt the world’ @08-10).
Although Arthur here seems to hint that God sfiiés hope that man can rise above his natural
station, claiming that men who do not pray are Inetter than sheep or goats / That nourish a
blind life within the brain” (PA 418-19), Arthur pxesses a doubt in the supernatural that
undermines the halting religious assurance he spalso, Arthur’s focus in urging Bedivere to
pray is on the ability of prayer to raise a man&ss from that of a sheep or goat, suggesting
that the praying man transforms himself througheb@h an ideal. Telling Bedivere that he is
departing to Avilion to heal from his fatal injusieArthur interrupts himself with a telling
correction: “if indeed | go / (For all my mind itoaded with a doubt)” (PA 425-26). Arthur

could be headed to paradise, but the perceptidmtbtir himself, the best and keenest character



Feldmanso

in Tennyson’s work, seems to indicate that thisebé&d perhaps a comforting way to infuse
one’s dying with a measure of meaning and signifiea

Bedivere is not so resigned to this uncertainke the soldiers dying in the battle, who
“Look’d up for heaven, and only saw the mist” (PA2), he strains for some assurance to the
guestion of the afterlife and existence of the sogieiral. To Bedivere, “it seem’d” there came
sounds of victory welcoming Arthur from beyond therld (PA 457), but he cannot be sure, and
one of his last thoughts displays a desire of thd 8 believe but an impulse of the Sense
towards disbelief: “’'He (Arthur) passes . . . [asdmes again; but—if he comes no more—*
(PA 449-51). Tennyson again undercuts belief wkitpsicism as Bedivere strains to see the
departing king, telling us that Bedivere “saw Qr.thought he saw, the speck that bare the
King” (PA 463-65). Bedivere’s honest evaluatiorsefsory input is certainly questioned here.
Both Arthur and Bedivere seem to cling to beliehaurce of significance and continuity
between life and death, but neither is able to/faiinvince himself; unlikén Memoriamthe
works ends not with a confident assurance that caartranscend nature but with a nagging
doubt that anything beyond nature exists.

When Bedivere overhears Arthur mourning in hig texfore the last battle, he discovers
Arthur tracing the same paths of thought that Teonyexplored irin Memoriamregarding the
significance of man’s deeds on the sweeping tineghmplied by evolutionary science, as well as
man’s significance to a God who once seemed socecned with his welfare. Arthur muses,

‘| found Him in the shining of the stars,
I mark’d Him in the flowering of His fields,
But in His ways with men | find Him not.

| waged his wars, and now | pass and die.
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O me! For why is all around us here

As if some lesser god had made the world,

But had not force to shape it as he would,

Till the High God behold it from beyond,

And enter it, and make it beautiful?

Or else as if the world were wholly fair,

But that these eyes of men are dense and dim,

And have not power to see it as it is:

Perchance, because we see not to the close;--

For I, being simple, thought to work His will,

And have but stricken with the sword in vain;

And all whereon | lean’d in wife and friend

Is traitor to my peace, and all my realm

Reels back into the beast, and is no more.

My God, thou hast forgotten me in my death:

Nay—God my Christ—I pass but shall not die’ (PR®).
Although the last line hints at the hope of anréifeg Arthur’s and Bedivere’s aforementioned
doubts belie Arthur’s belief in this hope. In théises, Arthur bemoans his lack of agency in a
world ruled by Nature rather than God. His bitterrgs contrast darkly with the hope expressed
in In Memoriamthat God’s master plan allows for but also trandsehe violence and apparent
waste of natural selection; “That not one life §baldestroy’'d, / Or cast as rubbish to the void, /
When God hath made the pile complete (sectionrigt6-8). Although Arthur defended an

ideal against the destructive forces of Naturegimag himself to be a specially favored servant
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of God, Nature, represented by his beastlike médhs@on eradicate his identity and the effects
of all his heroic actions. The opening lines oftAnts monologue, in which he admits to finding
God in Nature but not in human life, are chillirghrer than comforting; either Nature is the
nearest real thing to God in this world, or Goglig as indifferent to His children as the Nature
of In Memoriam.Indeed, if Arthur's God exists, he seems more &kiHardy’s “purblind
doomsters” or “vengeful god” (“Hap,” lines 1,13)hi§ God is not so cruel as he is simply
absent, turning a blind eye to man’s individuafasuhg just as Nature im Memoriamgenerates
children only to destroy thenn either case, Arthur tragically realizes the wawnif all his

actions in the light of Nature’s power to erase dasltroy.

Tennyson’s mourning for this loss of individualsifgcance, connected ilm Memoriam
explicitly with the implications of evolutionary ignce, is accompanied by his mourning for the
triumph of disorder over order in a Darwinian waikdv. As discussed in chapter 3, Tennyson
values the beauty of cultivated order rather th@awic spontaneity, finding Darwin’s “tangled
bank” to be frightening rather than beautiful. Tgson, who has often been thought insipid and
overly genteel, startlingly remarked to his sonl&talthat “"the lavish profusion . . . in the
natural world appalls me, from the growths of ttogical forest to the capacity of men to
multiply, the torrent of babies. | can almost ursti@nd some of the Gnostic heresi@demoir, |,
314). In this antisocial and profoundly naturatigtatement, Tennyson echoes not only the
concern of Victorian evolutionists, derived from lhas’ work, that human reproduction is
occurring too quickly, but also Darwin’s vision thie “tangled bank” inhabited by varying plants
and animals thriving upon the laws of “Growth argpRoduction” (373). Joseph assures us that
this remark remembered by Hallam was not unchaiatiteof the poet: “Tennyson's affinities to

the world of pure spirit frequently assume thigrgting form, a terror at the ease with which
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vegetative and inorganic life—weeds, insects, asushs—take on a morally ambiguous
animation and a menacing sentience” (421).

Tennyson introduces this theme of negative fertilitthe poem'’s first section, “The
Coming of Arthur,” describing a time when “the heat host / Swarm’d overseas . . . so there
grew great tracts of wilderness, / Wherein the beas ever more and more, / But man was less
and less, till Arthur came” (CA 8-12). Here Tennysntroduces the idea of negative fertility:
Nature left to its own devices will reproduce, ¢ineghavoc. Tennyson describes the sorry
condition of pre-Arthurian Britain thus:

And thus the land of Cameliard was waste,

Thick with wet woods, and many a beast therein,

And none or few to scare or chase the beast;

So that wild dog, and wolf and boar and bear

Came night and day, and rooted in the fields,

And wallow’d in the gardens of the King (20-25).
This primal setting is excessively fertile—the “webods” reminiscent of the swamps of
evolutionary theory make a perfect environmentuiodesirable creatures to spawn. Tennyson
goes on to describe how these beasts would caghareaise feral human children, who
eventually “grew up to wolf-like men, / Worse thidne wolves” (32-33). Here Tennyson
confronts the Darwinian concept of man’s animahtdg; for Tennyson, unchecked natural
fertility results in a blurring of the distinctidmetween man and beast. Whereasn iMemoriam
man struggled against nature to rise above thé té\measts, in thé&dylls man’s struggle is

primarily with his own animal nature. Darwin esiahkd man’s animal identity more firmly
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than ever before, and this is the primary sourc&rtfur’s failure inldylls; Nature is no longer
pictured merely as an external force but as amrmnguntable enemy within man himself.

Hill sheds some light on the connection between’sn@arwinian animal identity and
Tennyson’s idea of negative fertility: “The Darwani hypothesis—that man and ape were
biologically descended from some common ancestors-aMaard pill for Victorians to swallow.
Well beforeThe Origin of Specieagppeared, however, they had already become hegingitized
to any association between animal and human behaadicularly of a sexual nature” (Hill
676). As Victorians began, under Darwin’s influgnimeview sexuality as an animal urge rather
than as a spiritual or supernatural impulse, iabee associated with man’s animal nature,
connecting him to lower life forms rather than todsHill cites the euphemism for the sexual
union which gained popularity in Victorian timespéking the beast with two backs,” (676) as
an example of the Victorian equation of sexualitthvibestiality. For Hill, post-Darwinian
Victorians’ stereotypical discomfort with sexualtigtrayed a fear of their newfound knowledge
of the animal within man himself: “However muchitianguage and manners may seem to
deserve the adjective prudish, underneath lay p desad that animalistic license in human
conduct would or could become fatal to the spedieginning with the dissolution of the family”
(Hill 676). In this light, Tennyson’s callous rerkaabout the “torrent of babies” becomes an
expression of his suspicion that man is truly rghbr than the beast, unable to control his
reproductive urges. If this is the case, Tennysatizes, the Victorian image of motherhood is
entirely upturned; maternity is not a sacred cgllmit an uncontrollable instinct representing
man’s affinity with beasts.

Guinevere, as a symbol of Nature, mirrors the Natiitn Memoriamwhose

reproductive potential is bestial rather than ssicRemaining faithful to previous Arthurian
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material, Tennyson presents Guinevere as childbegsArthur gives us an idea of the sort of
mother she would have been as he castigates Guinat/their final meeting: “Well is it that no
child is born of thee. / The children born of tla@e sword and fire, / Red ruin, and the breaking
up of laws” (G 421-23). Here Tennyson refers bacthe Nature oin Memoriam who, “red in
tooth and claw,” inverted the Victorian ideal oétfeminine as discussed in the previous chapter;
her capacity for biological reproduction becomeéiraat rather than a thing of beauty as she
lacks the gentleness and nurturing instinct thatikhcharacterize a mother; her children would
be no less animal than she is.

It is no coincidence that Arthur, as Tennyson'si§threpresents sterility and even
virginity, contrasting with Nature’s negative fdit§i. He is not earthy and imperfect enough for
Guinevere’s natural sexual tastes; in her banttr hancelot, Guinevere scoffs at Arthur’s
“passionate perfection,” asking “who can gaze ugh@Sun in heaven?” (LE 122-23). Her
criticism of Arthur as a lover reveals the inconiipiéity Tennyson perceives between “fantastic”
or false beauty and the supernatural ideal: “Hdligault who hath no fault at all: / For who
loves me must have a touch of earth; / The lowrsakes the color” (LE 132-34). Guinevere,
who represents nature throughout the work, valuestganic beauty of fertility above the
ordered beauty which would dictate that she sélettur as the fittest and most advanced
partner, just as Tennyson’s NaturdnnMemoriamproduces children haphazardly without
regard for them or their well-being. Darwin causdhat we should not “marvel if all the
contrivances in nature be not . . . absolutelygugrf. . or if some of them be abhorrent to our
ideas of fitness”@rigin 362). Tennyson cannot, like Darwin, gloss over ilmperfection
inherent to Darwin’s world; for him it is a travgstell represented by Guinevere’s failure to

select the higher partner in the love triangle. WhAethur finally confronts her with his
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knowledge of her adultery, he tells her, “I cantoaich thy lips, they are not mine / But
Lancelot’s: nay, they never were the King’s” (G 548). Arthur also reminds the Queen,“l was
ever virgin save for thee” (G 554). This pure Artleontrasts quite starkly with previous
Arthurian material—Malory’s Arthur is much moredictious, intentionally committing

adultery. Arthur tells Guinevere in their final a@rsation that he designed the Round Table to
channel the ordering power of virginity and thetnaist of sexual desire, explaining that there is
“no subtler master under heaven / Than is the magidssion for a maid, / Not only to keep
down the base in man, / But teach high thought4{&-78). For Tennyson, one of the values in
a belief system based upon a supernatural idéslability to order and subdue Darwin’s fertile
natural world by restraining reproductive urgeswdaer, Tennyson suggests, such a system
cannot hold back the beast in man forever.

Guinevere’s sexual choices lead to regret onceisterstands that Nature has led her to
choose organic, fantastic beauty above cultivaietkred beauty. She realizes her mistake too
late after Arthur has departed for his final battt®urning that she “yearn’d for warmth and
colour which [she] found / In Lancelot” (G 642-48lt now recognizing that Arthur is “the
highest and most human too” (G 644) and that “I¢ \eer] duty to have loved the highest” and
“would have been [her] pleasure had [she] seer8%&54). Here Tennyson questions Darwin’s
premise that “natural selection works solely by &ordhe good of each being” and will “tend to
progress towards perfectionOfigin 373). The failure of volitional evolution, for Teyson, lies
in man’s (or woman'’s) inability to reject organieduty for the beauty of order and design: to
choose the best above the most sexually desiralideamoose order over chaos. Guinevere’s
romantic attraction represents the incapacity tdirg selection to aid in man’s upward

evolution.
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Just as he used GodlmMemoriam,Tennyson uses Arthur as Christ figure to symbolize
the unity and order that constitutes his ideawd tseauty. This unity is directly opposed to
Darwin’s “Divergence of Character,” a product ob&xution that creates “endless forms most
beautiful and most wonderfulQrigin 374). Arthur’s function is to converge rather than to
diverge,battling the fertile randomness of nature with licating touch that transcends nature.
Although Malory portrays Arthur as a unifier ofiteis and kingdoms, Tennyson greatly
emphasizes Arthur’s ordering influence in the reafmature, a theme practically absent from
Tennyson’s sources (Malory and ti@binogior). Furthermore, whereas Malory repeatedly
reminds readers of Merlin’s supporting role in gstablishment of Arthur’s civilization,
Tennyson focuses on Arthur himself as cultivatohisfrealm, emphasizing the unity so crucial
to his concept of beauty. Describing the land keefanthur’s reign, Tennyson notes that Arthur’s
father and the previous ruler had “fail’d to make kingdom one” (CA 15), blaming the land’s
animal wildness. Tennyson’s Arthur succeeds whweeg had failed because he united all the
“petty princedoms . . . and made a realm, and @A 19). Arthur imposes order upon
nature as soon as he establishes his realm: aft@rglout wild men and animals, he “fell’d / the
forest, letting in the sun, / and made / Broad wat}s for the hunter and the knight” (CA 59-61).
For Malory, the forest is sometimes magical andetones dangerous; however, Malory simply
accepts its presence as fact, whereas Tennysoitsdasish profusion” as a direct threat to
order and beauty, blocking out the sun with itsesstve fertility and hindering man in his efforts
to establish order. Arthur’s triumph over disordehoes the last sectionlofMemoriam,
wherein Tennyson describes man’s purposeful ra@ the entropic cycle of nature through his

own agency.
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Another image describing the land of Cameliard keefarthur’s reign reinforces
Tennyson’s dislike of nature’s randomness: sineegthvere “none of few to scare or chase the
beast,” wild animals “Came night and day, and rdatethe fields, / And wallow’d in the
gardens of the King” (CA 22-25). The garden haglbaen a symbol of nature tamed by human
cultivation! and Tennyson uses the desecration of a gardesyashml of nature’s unchecked
ugliness. Morton’s analysis of Alfred Russell Wa#as Darwinism,published in 1889, reveals
how it echoes Tennyson’s use of garden imageryenhking a far more optimistic view of
evolution. Wallace pictured man as the gardené¢heearth appointed by evolution; he happily
assures his readers that the “random fecunditeftangled bank™ (a metaphor taken from
Darwin) will inevitably be tamed by man’s “ingen®uegulation” (56). For Wallace, man is
appointed by Nature herself as gardener; for Tammysan battles nature in his role as
gardener. Much later in the work, when Camelotised to fall, Tennyson returns to garden
imagery to picture the decay of Arthur’'s imposedesr Modred is determined to “spy some
secret scandal”’ (G 26) whereby he can destroy Aglander, and thus, dressed in green, this
personification of organic disorder who seems tin@ere a “subtle beast” (G 58) literally
invades Arthur’s cultivated sanctuary as he “[clghto the top of the garden-wall” (G 25).
When Lancelot apprehends Modred and temporarilytokres his plans, Tennyson compares
him to “the gardener’s hand” which “picks from tb@ewort a green caterpillar’ (G 31-32);
Lancelot seizes Modred “by the heel, / And [cabts] as a worm upon the way” (G 34-35).
Although Lancelot’s efforts at maintaining Arthucsltivated garden by symbolically weeding
it are temporarily successful, the beast and thenneventually triumph over man’s imposed

order when Camelot falls, illustrating the faileman’s efforts to sequester and control parts of

31 See Carpenter's “Marvell’s ‘The Garden™ on howdkaw Marvell, in his poem “The Garden,” uses thelga
to symbolize the place where art and nature megpdhter explains that his symbolic significanc¢hefgarden
can be traced to the Genesis account of Adam aat Eultivation of Eden.
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nature while blocking out its fiercer elements. Tnder that constitutes Tennyson’s true beauty
cannot survive the disorderly forces of naturevereits tendency to spread variety and disorder
inevitably arises as an insurmountable obstacleeéareation of order which constitutes true
beauty.

Whereas the gardens in “The Coming of Arthur” neestuing from literal beasts, the
garden invaded by Modred needs protection from manimal nature—protection which Arthur
tries to create by uniting his followers beneattommmon ideal. For Tennyson, the vows of the
Round Table serve one real purpose: to humaniz®ltasvers by uniting them under a common
ideal. Arthur’s knights are loyal primarily not éomoral code but to him; they promise “we will
work thy will / who love thee” (CA 259-260), and thAur binds them by “strait vows to his own
self” (CA 261). The nature of these vows or of Atk will is of secondary importance; the
vows create order simply by creating unity. Beltitattests to their ordering influence in his
description to Leodegran of Arthur’s knights immneddly after swearing their vows: “I beheld /
From eye to eye thro’ all their Order flash / A mamtary likeness of the King” (CA 269-71).
For Tennyson, Arthur’s unifying influence is a tmph over natural variety and disorder.

This triumph of manmade unity over organic varigtymbles as the illusion of Arthur’s
supernatural ideal begins to fade. Percivale’s esation with the monk Ambrosius reinforces
Arthur as an agent of volitional evolution, overaognature’s course by creating order out of
chaos. After describing Arthur’'s rescue of a maithedistress as an effort to “smoke the
scandalous hives of those wild bees / That made Isoiey in his realm” (HG 214-15),
Percivale goes on to mourn the loss of Arthur'sgerary victory over nature. Describing the
“mighty hall / Which Merlin built for Arthur long go” (HG 225-26), Percivale details the “four

great zones of sculpture” (HG 232) inside the hall:
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And in the lowest beasts are slaying men

And in the second men are slaying beasts

And on the third are warriors, perfect men,

And on the fourth are men with growing wings,

And over all one statue in the mould

Of Arthur (HG 234-39).
This statue, a clear image of volitional evolutiogpresents Arthur as an ordering ideal,
returning to the astronomical imagery discusselieeafennyson has Percivale observe that it
points to the North Star which, though unattainaptevides man with guidance and direction
(HG 240). Percivale explains how the statue sesgesn ordering influence for Arthur’s people,
who “Behold it, crying, ‘We still have a king”” (H@45). To have a king to serve as a
supernatural ideal, pointing to the stars and afn@y earthy restrains, creates order and unity
that raises man above the beast. The four piecesutifture point back to Tennyson’s prediction
in In Memoriamof the “crowning race” (Epilogue 128) of the futurehich will be no longer
“half-akin to brute” (Epilogue 133) as man currgnd, but will evolve into higher and better
forms. However, the work ends with the failure luStattempted rise as man, rather than
progressing from the second zone of sculptureddtiind, regresses back to the first as his
bestial nature takes over. For Machann, this saréghdicates not merely the cycle of Arthur’'s
kingdom but the entire progression of human cigtiian: "It is as though in establishing his
order, instead of building on previous orders, Artmust begin from the beginning, and
Tennyson appeals to the primal human fear of bélaatsecalls a prehistoric time before
mankind dominated the earth, when human beings nerted prey as well as hunters. In this

sense Tennyson implies that Arthur's order cornedpdo an entire cycle of civilization . . . . The
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fundamental problem for Arthur's Order of the RoUmdble is to provide the ritual and teach and
enforce the discipline needed to control . . t{red) male bestiality . . . . Tennyson focuses on
irrational, instinctual male violence as the prignaource of civilization's ills" (40-41). Thus,
Machann indicates, Tennyson’s tale of Arthur’s tenapy victory over natural disorder through
an illusory supernatural ideal is a microcosm ahlu history, conveying a pessimistic view of
the long-term success of the supernatural ideahawdering influence which contrasts sharply
with Tennyson’s pre-Darwinian optimism in Memoriam.Tennyson, as the writer @dylls,

sees man’s power to create order amidst Naturelechs short-lived and fragile, yet glorious
while it lasts.

Nature is undoubtedly the villain adylls, overturning man’s efforts to carve order out of
chaos from both without and within. Tennyson isrfaare concerned with natural setting than
previous Arthurian writers, structuring the Arthamilegend around seasonal imagery so that
spring corresponds to Arthur’'s ascent, summergaodign, fall to his decay, and winter to his
destruction. While this seasonal imagery is ofteetg, it also implicates Nature in the fall of
Camelot, connecting Arthur’s failure to the inebiatriumph of winter over summer. While
Tennyson’s pre-Darwinian view of NaturelmMemoriamwas far from positive, Darwin’s
portrayal of the justifiable “war of nature” whigroduces a “most exalted object” of higher life
forms Origin 374) does nothing to soften Tennyson’s views. Dedparwin’s insistence that
“There is grandeur in this view of life” in whicletidless forms most beautiful . . . are being
evolved” Origin 374), Morton explains how post-Darwinian literandaartistic concepts of
nature declined sharply from the Romantic view atune into a mistrust and fear, citing the
painter John Ruskin’s philosophical dismay at l@sdgn being consumed with weeds and mold

and T. H. Huxley’s deliberate attempts to “rectifig impression left by Darwinism in most
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minds of nature as a wanton” (86). Morton latercdibgs Ruskin’s “sunken and immobilized
despair before a nature turned treacherous in fisgs,” and Huxley’s “noble and actively
stoical pessimism of a biologist with no romanligsions of nature left to be shattered” (87).
This new post-Darwinian pessimism towards natuesshadowed before its timelim
Memoriam clashed violently with the Romantic pastoralismvtach the Victorian public was
accustomeddylls exhibits the same anti-pastoral sentimerhddemoriam.There is a sense of
falsehood and illusion even to the passages dasgniatural beauty; they tend towards the
“clutter of ominous detail upon detail” which, acdimg to Joseph, “provides a hallucinatory
intimation of a writhing, indifferently fecund urevse” in much of Tennyson’s work (421).

Fertel explores this antipastoralismidlylls at length, showing how Tennyson inverts
Romantic pastoralism to reflect upon the true reattimature according to Darwin. According to
Fertel,

Without intending a wholly pastoral treatment is ppem, Tennyson

expected his title to raise certain generic expigsta. In a limited sense, his

Idylls are 'idyllis.' They are set in the GoldeneéAgf Britain when, compared to

Victorian England, men were men and nature wasutiieced by factories and

waste--and the need for a Second Reform Bill. Herehe title takes on ironic

resonance when we realize that in this preinduséi@ men are as likely to reel

'back into the beast' as to be simple and natamal that in it nature is anything

but benign. The title is ironic too in linking tigenre of shepherds and swains

with a king.” (339)
Fertel goes on to explain that Arthur, too, taiesronic pastoral qualities, partaking through
his association with Christ in the role of the G&ltepherd. However, Arthur ultimately fails as
shepherd, his carefully cultivated sanctuary ovelsy men compared to wild beasts. Fertel

explains that Tennyson’s is a disillusioned takel@npastoral theme: "Both the title of

Tennyson's poem and his central character partig@storal associations, but they do so only to
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call into question the pastoral ideals of spontigmeimplicity, innocence, and the benignity of
nature” (337).

Throughoutldylls, Tennyson subverts the Romantic view of nature bgakng the
Darwinian ugliness behind pastoral commonplaceg @nhese subversions occurs in “Merlin
and Vivien,” when Vivien attempts to besmirch th@acter of Arthur’s knights, including
Percivale. Merlin defends Percivale from her acttara of adultery by claiming that, if
Percivale ever did commit sexual sin, it was a time-event rather than a habit for him. Merlin
argues that Percivale is “sober” and pure,” “But®m life was fluster'd with new wine, / Then
paced for coolness in the chapel-yard; / Whereddt8atan’s shepherdesses caught” and tried to
seduce him (MV 753-56). Here Tennyson mocks th&eopastheme of shepherd and
shepherdess, turning from a picture of youthfutpicent love into dark seduction. The
interaction between Gareth and Lynette servedager example of Tennyson'’s anti-
pastoralism. Their adventure takes place in than§mection otdylls, among blooming flowers
and singing birds. Lynette enters Arthur’s coudvghg with pastoral charm; she boasts “a brow
/ May-blossom, and a check of apple-blossom” (G4-3%3) and a “slender nose / Tip-tilted like
the petal of a flower” ( 576-77). However, Lynné&ttpersonality is far from that of a pastoral
shepherdess; she is as caustic and cruel as Nestrgdf inln Memoriammocking Gareth’s
happy songs about Nature’s beauty with a harsh diosslism. Gareth, trying to ignore her,
sings, “’O birds, that warble to the morning sk9 birds that warble as the day goes by, / Sing
sweetly” (GL 1049-51). Lynette reacts sarcastictdlyhis bit of Romantic doggerel: “"What
knowest thou of birds . . . ? what dream ye whey thtter forth / May-music growing with the
growing light, / Their sweet sun-worship? Thesddrghe snare / (So runs thy fancy) these be

for the spit, / Larding and basting” (GL 1052-5&)though the banter between Gareth and
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Lynette, of which this is a small sample, is mdartte amusing, Lynette’s statement here is also
an indictment of the unrealistic pastoralism thtgrapts to sanitize and euphemize man’s
Darwinian place in nature. Her response to Garetbr'gy to the birds as if he shared some
affinity with them is an insistence that Gareth ddstchen-boy, but also as a human being) is
their natural enemy, not their spiritual friend. Attempt at some harmony with birds or other
elements of nature (Gareth directs another romaaticverse at flowers and meets with similar
mockery) is ridiculous, since Darwin’s “war of negliimplies that we and the birds are not on
the same side, but each fighting independentlyi®iown survival.

This emphasis on the dark side of natural sele¢hicoughoutdylls represents one of
two possible responses to evolutionary theory.rattee since Darwin has vacillated
consistently between either a comic or a tragiatiment of his theory’s implications. In
Darwin’s Plots Gillian Beer describes the mix of comedy andedigthat characterizes the
Origin itself: “The will to believe in a happy world anldet dark flood of insight into suffering
which accompanies it is a frequent movement in Da@snprose. It would be easy to make either
an optimistic or a pessimistic selection frdime Origin This poignant tension between
happiness and pain, a sense simultaneously ofatfueah world as exquisite and gross, rank and
sensitive, constantly subverts the poise of anyafis&d description of it” (94-5). After the
Origin, the idea of progress that had dominated the Mananindset for most of the century
began to fade into the tragic view of evolution mgsed irdylls. Pre-Darwinian Christianity
had also presented life as alternately comic aagldy it included the tragedy of man’s fall as
well as the comedy of redemption and resurrecilitms, in Beer’s opinion, the transition from a
Christian to a materialistic, Darwinian culture didt negate man’s ability to take either the

comic or the tragic view or life; it only altereldet source of this tragedy or comedy. Morton
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traces the Western understanding of a devolutiopragressive decline, of man based upon the
biblical fall to the late Victorian idea of natur@dgeneration; Victorians suspected that nature’s
constructive efforts had already peaked and fateglffightening prospect of degeneration in
the future because we are already living in thghimoon, and not the dawn, of man’s day.
These fears co-existed uneasily with the progressainspired by another selection of
evolutionary facts” (88). Tennyson’s treatmentlod Arthurian legend as the tragedy of Nature’s
victory over Order is a poignant expression of fear, and the story provided him with
excellent material with which to express it. Teroys take on the fall of Camelot as a war
between beast and man is really a variation andresipn of Malory’s version of the Arthurian
tragedy. InLe Morte D’Arthur,Arthur dreams just before being killed that heitsng on a chair
attached to a wheel, just above “an hideous desgkbiater, and therein were all manner of
serpents, and worms, and wild beasts, foul andidieriand suddenly the king thought the wheel
turned up-so-down, and he fell among the serpantsevery beast took him by a limb” (918).
Malory pictures the supernaturally driven wheefastune turning Arthur upside down against
his will into a pit of beasts; Tennyson picturesmaa the beast who drives the wheel of fortune
upside down himself. For both, the Arthurian tragedolves the fall of a manmade paradise
into the clutches of wild animals—for Tennyson,tmg after Darwin, man himself is included

in the ranks of these animals. The elements ofthieurian tragedy would be turned on their
head a few decades after Tennyson, when T. H. Wiidee The Once and Future King very
different reaction to the implications of evolutarg theory in the form of a retelling of the

Arthurian story.
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Chapter Five: Darwinian Optimism the Once and Future King

Decades after Tennyson’s death, T. H. White oneénagbuilt the Arthurian legends.
By this time, the Western world saw evolutionariesce in a very different light than their
Victorian counterparts; World Wars | and Il haddeer destroyed the idea of utopian progress
through upward evolution, proving that man canieecér than any animal. White, who was
deeply affected by the horrors of World War |, ieerprets Malory’sMorte D’arthur as a search
for an “antidote to war” (Townsend Warner 178)ime Once and Future Kirgnd even more
explicitly in its unpublished sequélhe Book of Merlyf? White’s novel is extraordinary in that
it is an expression of longing for peace, transeecnd, wonder, and hope told by an
evolutionist—a contradiction in terms, considerthg general legacy of disillusionment
surrounding evolutionary theory and Darwin as itsstrinfluential theoristln Darwin Loves
You George Levine points out Darwin’s reputationkas‘fprimary disenchanter of the world”
(22), and natural selection seems to sanction deatlviolence as a necessary means to life.
However, White’s interpretation of Darwin is notgmplistic; it allows not only for this tragic
vision, but also for a comic vision. By rebuilditige Arthurian legends upon his tragicomic
version of Darwinian myth, White is able both tegent an optimistic view of man’s future and
a vision for world peace and provide an alternatece for the human need for wonder and
transcendence. Levine notes that Darwin offersneoessarily a bleak and hopeless view of the
human condition, but “a vision of abundance, pabksipand life in which, as he says, there is

‘grandeur.” (23). White found hope in Darwinismatitranscendence above the ugliness of war

32 The Book of Merlyrmvas unpublished during the war in part becauggpér shortages; it covers the events
between the eve of Arthur’s final battle, wha@itee Once and Future Kingaves off, and his death in the battle. In
this gap of time, Arthur is transported by Merlgna council of animals who aim to finish the edicabegun in
Arthur’s childhood.
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is possible—for in the context of evolutionary theanything is possible given enough time. To
achieve the “radical re-enchantment of the work®)(which, according to Levine, Darwin’s
theory can offer, White insists that we abdicateimaginary superiority in the animal kingdom
and strive, like White’s Arthur, to aid the humate in its progress by mimicking other species
who have already attained a peaceful way of lif@ité/ along with Tennyson, explores the ideas
which a culture must confront along with its acese of evolutionary theory: the absence of a
supernatural ideal which, for many, the theory ssemmply, man’s relative insignificance in
the grand scheme of an evolved universe, the argapontaneous workings of Nature which
defy cultivation, and the benignity or ferocity Mature herself. These ideas, for Tennyson, cast
Nature—both within and beyond man himself—as ttiain of human affairs. However, White
turns Tennyson’s treatment of these themes conipletetheir head. White views man himself
as apart from Nature—man’s central problem is bi&reé to transcend nature, and the only
solution is for man to embrace his animal identher than trying to ascend from it. White’s
treatment of the Arthurian legend reflects not dmbypersonal experiences and beliefs but also
the changing beliefs of his culture regarding etiohary science and his own conclusions based
upon it

White’s reaction to the implications of evolutiopacience is so different from
Tennyson’s in part because, by the postwar erayida theory had evolved significantly from
its early days, giving rise to more complex debate= than it had in Darwin’s day. Whereas

the details of Darwin’s theory had been challenged refined* Page explains how studies in

% Townsend Warner describes in her biography of &his experimentation with ants in which he tried t
determine whether ants were naturally disposedlltarks of other colonies. He found that they weog, and this
reinforced his belief that man was even more aniikalthan many animals, as man is naturally displa® war
against foreigners (195).

34 Morton finds it unusual that Thomas Hardy took Wiaism seriously by the turn of the century, notfitge
progressive decline of Darwinism as an articleasfais belief among both biologists and men oélstthroughout
the last half of the century” (196).
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genetics after the turn of the century gradualhdicated Darwin’s idea of natural selection, and
this idea is generally acknowledged as a univenseing scientists and thinkers; in fact,
twentieth-century scientific narratives consistgrtnphasize its unchallenged triumph (2). The
original issues raised by Darwin’s theory werd bting addressed in twentieth century
literature, just as they had in Tennyson’s day.eRagognizes that “the literary encounter with
science and evolution continues to thrive in thetemporary world and that many of the
guestions first raised at the beginning of the t@eeth century still drive contemporary
discourse. The same impulses of fascination ardbfghe future found in Erasmus Darwin’s
poetry and Mary Shelley’s novels, respectively,toare to find voice in the contemporary
speculative imagination” (15). However, by Whitday, evolutionary theory had become
inextricably associated with current issues likelegy and socialist forms of government, and
thus White’s literary response to it necessariketaon another dimension that Tennyson’s could
not.

The Arthurian legend has long been used as a metthitough which to discuss
immediate problems in a distant setting. Archibatdderves that even as early as the twelfth
century, the legend was shaped to address contangpssues like romance and chivalry (145).
White follows this tradition by using the legendaaplatform from which to discuss his
Darwinist perspectives on both ecology and sotigbsernment.

Page notes the new focus after the turn of thaucgieih man’s carelessness with the rest
of the planet: “As the twentieth century developaamanity’s destruction of the planet’s
ecologies became increasingly obvious and seemunggdtoppable” (195). When Darwin

challenged the idea of man as special creatioaldteremoved man’s biblical mandate—and
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perhaps his justification—for dominating Naturer Mhite, a lifelong nature lover,man’s
ecological footprint serves as further evidence i supposed progress from the animal
kingdom is actually biological regress. Describfghur’'s consciously idealized Old England in
which the weather is always perfect, White obsethatfishing was much easier, since “the
rivers were not polluted in those days” (220). Wsitidealized Arthurian world contrasts
sharply with Tennyson’s, in which Arthur establidh@der and structure to drive out the beast.
In White’s Old England, human civilization has bésimed the primitive glory of nature.

White views man as not only ecologically destrugtibut ecologically useless. When
Arthur asks the council of animalsTine Book of Merlymvhy they do not consider man
important, Merlyn replies that besides man’s ethidf@riority to other animals, his contribution
to the planet’s ecology is insigificant: “Would rieal nature be compelled to notice him, more
than the greenfly or the coral insect, becausa@thanges which he has effected on the surface
of the earth?” (30). Merlyn goes on to argue tlathevorms are of far more importance than
man because of their lasting impact on soil feéytdia sentiment that Tennyson, and even
Darwin, would never have dreamed of, as both viemad as evolution’s highest achievement.
White’s view of ecology stems from the implicatiohevolutionary science that man is simply
one among the animals, and this idea radicallysalt¢hite’s view of both the Arthurian paradise
and the significance of human achievements.

Besides this new concern with ecology, White’s mn@so addresses the social theories

that grew out of evolutionary science in the eanlgntieth centuries, connecting them explicitly

% Townsend Warner’s authoritative biography detailsite’s lifetime pattern of escaping from humanistcto
seek refuge in solitary, natural settings.
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with Darwinian implication§®Although White displayed early interest in sociatjsis
biographer, Townsend Warner, concludes he “coutchawve been a communist. His inclination
was towards a William Morris kind of socialism, wagloughmen would not have toiling
faces” (77). This is the brand of socialism desslilat the beginning dthe Once and Future
King, where White describes Arthur’s idyllic boyhood swnnded by serfs who worked happily
and willingly in the elements of nature. By the ¢éiMW/hite was considering joining the war effort
in the late 1930s, he had begun to view organinethksm with distrust. Townsend Warner
cites a diary entry from 1938 in which White beg$hbEngland and Russia to reject warmakers’
efforts to draw them into conflict, “refusing toetify Englandor Russiawith Chamberlain’s
policy or Stalin’s” (101). White's vaguely definéape for an unorganized, natural anarchy runs
throughoutThe Once and Future KirendThe Book of Merlynhereas evolutionary theory
was used by theorists like Marx and Lenin to bolstganized socialist movements (in a
peculiar blend of thought which Krementsov ideesfas “Marxist-Darwinism”) (216), White
bases his call for a primitive anarchism upon etohary principles—if man is an animal, he
needs no more formal government than other anirtraspreting the Arthurian legend in this
light, White casts Arthur as a visionary, as Temmmyand Malory had done—but White’s Arthur
is a visionary who realizes in the end that, rathan establishing structure in an attempt to build
civilization, as Tennyson’s Arthur had done, heldug abandon the search for a workable
system of government.

Viewing man scientifically as a “political animglgtd. in Townsend Warner’s
introduction toThe Book of Merlymvi), White reduces his options for a workable goveent

based on observation of other animals to two clsoi@earchism and socialism, with capitalism

% See Nikolai Krementsov’s “Darwinism, Marxism, agenetics in the Soviet Union” Biology and Ideology from
Descartes to Dawkingages 215-46) for a thorough discussion of thetieiship between evolutionary theory and
Russian socialism.
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notably excluded. IThe Book of MerlynMerlyn observes all the political systems inhé¢ian
Nature, explaining that some animals “are commarosfascists, like many of the ants; some
are anarchists, like the geese” (26). However, Jheobserves that “I find it impossible to find
an example of true capitalism in nature” (27). Dlog Arthur’s lessons from both the ants and
the wild geese iThe Sword in the Stonkustrate White’s hatred of organized socialisnda
wishful hope for natural anarchism. Whereas thecaliiny, a hardly-veiled symbol of organized
Communisnt, is presented as frightening and dehumanizingwittegeese roam the skies
freely and peacefully, each one “an individual—governed by laws or leaders, except when
they came about spontaneously. They had no Kikgddther, no laws like the bitter Norman
ones. They did not own things in common. Any goeke found something nice to eat
considered it his own” (171). At the end of Artisuife, he views his childhood experiences
with the wild geese as a model for the perfect husaiety, musing that they and other birds
“had lived together peacefully, preserving theimokinds of civilization without war—because
they claimed no boundaries” (638). White’s calhedural anarchism is rooted firmly in the
implications of evolutionary theory; Arthur’'s comsion that man ought to mimic the wild geese
by removing national identities and boundariesaisdal upon the concept of man’s animal
identity. He reflects that “Of course man was amah—he was not a vegetable or a mineral,
was he? And Merlyn had taught him about animalhabthe single species might learn by
looking at the problems of the thousands” (638}hAr reflects, using biological terminology,
upon the futility of not only antlike socialism batt all organized government, reasoning from
the premise of man’s Darwinian animal identity. $hwhite counters socialism, which was

justified using Darwinian principles, with a Darwan response of his own: if man is only an

37 White describes leftover religious songs sungheyants’ ancestors who “had not yet settled down to
communism” (129).



Feldmams2

animal, he ought to take as his social model tippiest and most peaceful animals. This
response results in a fundamental alteration tdaiec of the Arthurian legend: whereas the
tragedy of Malory’s and Tennyson’s Arthur is thatil unable to impose lasting governmental
order, the tragedy of White’s Arthur is that heliss too late that anarchist animals are happier
than socialist animals; that his attempts to impos®rkable government were futile all along,
and that man’s evolutionary goal ought merely t@aBaptation, not progress beyond the level of
other animals.

Part of the reason White favors anarchism is teaddes not espouse any supernaturally
based moral code. White's novel is full of vitrtolwards war and violence; his Arthur’s central
struggle is against man’s warlike impulse. Notakiys impulse is almost never described as
beastlike or primitive as it was in Tennyson; Whitestantly reminds his readers that senseless
killing beyond the need for survival and food igraquely human trait. Townsend Warner in her
introduction toThe Book of Merlymotes that “White’s thinking was typical of the poar
epoch. War was a ruinous dementia. It silenced itakilled poets . . . No one wanted it” (xii).
White’s sensitivity towards the world wars and tis1 belief in evolutionary principles helped
to form his morality, based not upon the supermtorthe ideal but upon altruism. White’s
morality is best summarized by Arthur’s revelatiomhe Book of Merlyras he muses on what
he has learned from the animals before his fintlebgArthur suddenly recognizes that altruism
is the key to upward evolution; he concludes, “Twas it, to mean well! He caught a glimpse of
that extraordinary faculty in man, that strang&pgdtic, obstinate decency” (112). This quality
is seen, for example, in millions of people evergveh “learned men who had starved for truth . .

. parents who had swallowed their own love in otddet their children live, doctors and holy
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men who had died to help” (112). Altruism, for WHits the antithesis to natural selection, the
struggle between the fit and the unfit which theld/evars so aptly demonstrated.

White’s characterization of Arthur ifthe Once and Future Kingyhile radically
different from previous Arthurs, is consistent withite’s secular morality of altruism. Arthur is
far from transcendent; “not a hero of romance,apltain man who had done his best” (554-55).
Tennyson’s Arthur was a hero for his ability to morarily order and perfect mankind; White's
Arthur is heroic simply in his altruism. The soturtito Darwin’s “war of nature,” for White, is
not to cling to a supernatural ideal, but rathgprimtect the spark of altruism in man naturally
present at birth, or what Darwin calls man’s “ma@ahse” Descent of Mad71). White’s
Arthur has been educated by Merlyn among the asifiaal the child is educated in the womb,
where it lives the history of man from fish to maalm-and, like the child in the womb, [Arthur]
had been protected by love meanwhile. The effesuoh as education was that he had grown up
without any of the useful accomplishments for lgarwithout malice, vanity, suspicion, cruelty,
and the commoner forms of selfishness” (388-8%t da to “mean well” is White’s antidote to
war, altruism is his antidote to the ruthless shliiess seemingly inherent in the theory of natural
selection. Like many of his post-World War | confmraries, White had rejected the Victorian
idea of moral progress through ascent from nafaréVhite, civilization itself is the root cause
behind Darwin’s great struggle. Arthur realizesha& novel’s end that if only nations and
boundaries were done away with, wars could nobhgtit over these manmade institutions, and
man could live in peace just like the animals; stycis the enemy of man’s natural altruism, and,
having forgotten his place as an animal, man hasldped into a monster.

White references God quite frequently throughue Once and Future KirendThe

Book of MerlynHowever, White’s characters’ references to Godialomply that White
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himself acknowledges God'’s existence. Townsend ¥fatascribes White’s unsuccessful
attempt, in the middle of his writing @he Once and Future Kingp convert to Christianity
(171)38 Although God is invoked in generic prayers anduesed in several parables (particularly
in The Sword in the Stopeumerous passages such as the one in which Waiteisscient
narrator explains that Lancelot’s “trouble from bisldhood—which he never completely grew
out of—was that for him God was a real personand he was somehow in love with this
Person” (483) illustrate White’s attitude towarasdut belief. Lancelot’s belief in God is
touching though ultimately destructive to his haygsis; it brings him not peace or hope but
merely guilt, and thus it is part of the problend arot part of the answer. White’s view of human
evolutionary progress does not include a superablut a natural solution; White sees no need
to look beyond nature for the key to progress wihean be found in the animal kingdom. This
call to natural transcendence is a post-war, paswihian modification of Romanticism in

which the spiritual component is removed; man ledao commune with nature by mimicry in
a materialistic sense, to improve his life in anaty materialistic sense. White’s ethics are
intensely Darwinian and secular.

In fact, as an evolutionist, White treats Christiiics satirically, depicting them as a
cause of violence and misery rather than as aisnluthe adherence of Arthurian characters to
a supernatural ideal consistently results in pd@ath, and loss, illustrating their evolutionary
infancy. For instance, the Grail quest becomesarsgiritual victory but a futile suicide mission;
Galahad is not White’s hero but a self-centerefgéneihate man whom “everybody dislikes”
(460) except his father Lancelot. Even as a cl@lalahad is a “priggish, mute little boy” (413),

and his completing the Grail quest is essentiatlgad end: “[t]here had been nothing left for

3 According to White’s letter, he was dissuaded freonversion by the Pope’s lack of empathy for thelai in
the war (171).
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Galahad to ask of God, except death” (477). Fortgyhioliness is not worth obtaining even if it
can be found; there is no earthly good in tryingyédmscend one’s humanity. Lancelot describes
his son Galahad as unpopular because he is “fay ea@s spirit, living on desert islands, in
silence, with eternity” (461). For White, this spiality results in social harm, not only
alienating Galahad from others but also hasterhirddll of Camelot; after the Grail quest led by
Galahad, “[t]he best knights had gone to perfectieaving the worst” to corrupt the kingdom
(477). Archibald notes that this skepticism tovgattae value in the Grail legend originated as
long ago as the thirteenth century; Arthur is nedegicted by Chretien and other writers after
him as going on the Grail quest or wanting to gl he is depicted as perceiving that it will end
in failure and loss of many knights (146). Whit@italizes on this hint of doubt in previous
Arthurian material to illustrate the futility ofrmaoral code which does not value the preservation
and continuation of life as the highest good.

White’s Darwinist morality does not hold perfectjdrut rather life, as the ultimate value:
White observes that “What Arthur had feared from shart of the Grail Quest had come to pass.
If you achieve perfection, you die” (477). This shee of life for something beyond nature is,
for White, a tragic waste. At the end of Arthuiife] he reflects that “God had said . . . . He that
would save his life was asked to lose it,” but thethur rejects this “godly view” because for
Arthur, and for White, life’s continuation is of mevalue than moral perfection. Arthur
recognizes that “Obviously you might cure a careéehe womb by not having a womb in the
first place. Sweeping and drastic remedies couledbatianything—and life with the cut” (633).
The Christian morality which motivates the Graikgts demands that man resign his biological
drive to life fully and create life abundantly, afod White, this sacrifice is not worthwhile. To

keep one’s womb and perform one’s biological fumtidf creating new life is far preferable
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than to destroy natural fertility in order to presethe individual. For White, as for Darwin, the
continuation of physical life is the highest good.

White is not alone in his satirical treatment oftAurian ethics to make ethical
commentary. In her essay “Arthurian EthicsTine Cambridge Companion to the Arthurian
Legend Gilbert discusses the filldonty Python and the Holy Grak postmodern spoof on the
Arthurian legend, which, while it mocks both thedated and idealistic Arthurian vision, also
mocks modern ethics, ultimately portraying the Artan world, based in part upon traditional
ethics which are “factually and morally wrong” agimitely more desirable than the modern
world in which “the fantastical is inadmissible’68). White, too, shows how, though an ethical
system based on supernatural ideals is destruetiview of life with no room for transcendence
is equally frightening. White calls neither for @tian ethics nor for materialistic amorality, but
for an enlightened morality based upon naturalstandence (which is actually a return to
animal simplicity). An artificially imposed ethicalstem, even if it is well-intentioned, cannot
help man transcend above his violent nature. Wirgsents Arthur’'s and Merlyn’s attempts at
this solution sympathetically; they “had worked their theory that killing people, and being a
tyrant over them, was wrong. To stop this sorhaid, they had invented the idea of the Table—
a vague idea like democracy, or sportsmanship,avals+—and now, in the effort to impose a
world of peace, he found himself up to the elbawbklood” (364). What Arthur failed to
realize—and just begins to realize before his deagtthat man, as an animal, has no need of
artificial transcendence like the ideals of the [Ealshen natural transcendence is within his
grasp—his life can be as idyllic as that of thedvgkese of Arthur’'s boyhood if he will only

embrace his animal identity rather than tryingrémscend it.
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The idea of the Table, for White, is not a glorigiidlusory) ideal as it is for Tennyson,
but a sadly misplaced effort to control the problgihhuman violence. Tennyson may question
the Table’s veracity, but never its magnificencenid, in contrast, scientifically and
meticulously details the idea from the moment iswanceived by Arthur with Merlyn’s help to
Arthur’s plotting its implementation and mournirig demise. This step-by-step documentation
has the effect of portraying the Table and itsIsleat as lofty and mysterious but rather flawed
and human. White follows a long tradition of undemmg the idealization of Arthur and his
kingdom. Archibald notes that as early as the teléntury, “the Arthurian court is not always
presented as glamorized or united, nor is Arthwagbk a dynamic, astute or effective monarch.
From its beginnings, Arthurian romance shows itselfe far from monolithic, far from
uncritical” (139). This cynicism has marked retedlé of the legend through the ages; “[flrom the
twelfth century on, the idealization of the Arthamiworld was questioned in both Latin and
vernacular texts; and this questioning has contirupeto the present day” (Archibald 139). Like
White’s treatment of the Arthurian world, this cgisim does not preclude admiration for the
ideals implicit in the legend, such as chivalryotih medieval and modern writers of fiction
celebrate Arthurian ideals but simultaneously @rge them by means of comedy, irony,
parody, satire, and sometimes outright criticisérchibald 139). White recognizes something
attractive in the old ideals, but follows Tennysomejecting them as a permanent solution to
man’s problems.

It will be worthwhile to quote at length from Leis Darwin Loves Yodor an
explanation of how White reconciles a belief imseendent values like altruism and love with a
materialistic worldview in which man is no more ihen animal. Levine argues that although the

implications of Darwin’s science preclude a beiresupernatural ideals or absolute moral codes,
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Darwin allows for a new form of transcendence #wkinowledges the terrible and magnificent
beauty of nature, as unable to probe its mystasase are unable to probe God’s. Levine
acknowledges that
“some alternative to traditional reliance on ttenscendent and the

teleological to sustain value and give meaningféoi$ a genuine human need.

My object . .. is to propose an alternative Daram world: a world ‘bereft’ of

transcendental spirit that is yet laden with valnd entails a deeply emotional, a

‘visceral,” response to the workings of nature.h&stried to wrest the world from

theological to scientific explanation, Darwin didtnl want to argue, wrest it

away from value or from the kinds of consolatidmattreligion has for the most

part been called upon to provide. The very actyohg to understand the world

materially and naturalistically entailed right frahe outset of his career the

attitude of wonder that is so central, on all acteuto the experience of

enchantment.” (24)
White’s Darwinian worldview allows for love, altam, and the hope for a better future through
a return to nature rather than a return to Goe; Dlarwin, White does not dismiss transcendence
but simply redefines it.

White’s devaluation of traditional values is basedthe premise of man’s animal
identity, which makes violence in the name of igiafe ideals ridiculous. When a young Arthur
goes to visit the Badger, under Merlyn’s directitmcomplete his education, he rambles
excitedly about his hopes for future greatnessdivhie believes to have been dashed by Kaye’s
promotion to knighthood): “I should have liked to @ war, if | could have been made a knight.
... I should have liked to do great deeds, andrbee, and conquer my fears. Don’t you have
courage in warfare, Badger, and endurance, andazeamwhom you love?” (194). These ideals,
so central to Malory’s idea of greatness, havealneswhen man is considered as an animal--the
effect on his survival and quality of life determithe value of his beliefs. The Badger’s

response, “Which did you like best . . . the amtthe wild geese?” (194) questions the idea that

intangible concepts are worth the sacrifice of lifee implication is that the geese are superior
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to the ants, and to man in his current state, ksscthey do not cling to ideals which cause death
and division. Man, just like all other animals, adtitp discard any value system not conducive to
the quality and continuation of life, White’s higtigyood.

The fact that White rejects value systems based sppernatural ideals does not imply
that he rejects values altogether. When young Wartied into a fish by Merlyn, is introduced to
the Tench, an old and powerful fish, he encourttegsextreme Darwinian ethics that he himself
would entertain towards the novel’s end and ultehyateject. The Tench, bitter and
disillusioned, tells the boy, “Love is a trick piyon us by the forces of evolution. Pleasure is
the bait laid down by the same. There is only pO\&2). After making this statement, he
attempts to eat Wart, the smaller fish, serving gsredatory” (52) microcosm of the war of
nature so vital to the Darwinian worldview. By thevel’s end, White has established that love
is not simply a trick and that not all values diespry. He presents instead Levine’s “alternative
to the sense of the bleak, rationalist world‘nontheistic enchantment”Diarwin Loves You
22). Guenever's love for both Lancelot and ArtHlustrates the fact that transcendence can still
exist beyond the bounds of Christianity. White déss Guenever as “not cut out for religion,”
(473) and her adulterous relationship with Lanceéatainly violates Christian ethics. However,
Guenever's love for both men is sincere, movingl @manscendent. White challenges the
Tench’s claim that love is an illusion and powethis only reality in his description of
Guenevere’s mixed loyalties to Arthur and Lancelgbu could pretend that Guenever was a
sort of man-eating lioncelle herself . . . . shd bl the proper qualities” (471). However, the
beauty of Guenever’s and Lancelot’s relationship\Véste portrays it is transcendent in a non-
spiritual way; to “pretend” that Guenever was widkand selfish would be to overlook the

beauty of her relationship with Lancelot. White ddses a scene between the two illicit lovers in



Feldmaneo

old age thus: “The touching thing was that the tweave singing. Their voices [were] no longer
full in tone,” and yet “If they were thin, they weepure. They supported one another” (540).
Their relationship, full of petty squabbles, is fizom perfect but beautiful nonetheless. Her love
for Arthur, too, is genuine; White attributes heudle love to her “sincerity of heart” and
guesses that “she loved Arthur as a father, anddlanbecause of the son she could not have”
(472). White’s view of a godless universe stilbals for the transcendent beauty of altruism and
human love, although White acknowledges that sonestithis beauty seems illusory. At the
novel's end, Arthur briefly reflects that “Perhapan was neither good nor bad, was only a
machine in an insensate universe, . . . . a mecakaonkey led on by the iron carrot of love,
through the pointless treadmill of reproductionta@s Might was a law of Nature, needed to
keep survivors fit” (630). However, White does eatl the novel on this pessimistic note;
although Arthur has not yet managed to answerfdlleds questions satisfactorily, his final
thoughts look forward to the time when he will “cefmack to Gramarye with a new Round
Table which had no corners, just as the world r@atker-a table without boundaries between the
nations who would sit to feast there” (639). Arthtand White—emerge from this dark night of
the soul, not through religious consolation, bubtigh the hope that transcendence can and will
happen in a world where natural selection seemsdrefkeeping] survivors fit” and man is only
an animal.

Just as White does not wholly reject transcenddnaemerely redefines it, he does not
reject the notion of Arthur as an ideal for futgenerations. However, White’s Arthur is not a
supernatural ideal but merely a human one. Althoighur is inherently a tragic figure, White
treats him half as a comic hero, as Arthur is ofeamd asking foolish questions and bumbling

through his reign with lovable ineptitude. In faits most endearing qualities are simplicity and
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artlessness; White’'s Arthur knows that Lancelot &ugnever are betraying him, but loves them
both too much to say anything. White describes durfiso plainly dressed, so gentle and patient
of his simple things” and tells us that during mafysuenever’s lavish parties, Arthur had been
“sitting by himself in a small room, mending staoys” (544). Even Guenever views Arthur as a
comic figure, “thinking of him as a faithful oldittg—her friendly bear” (545). This comic
treatment of a figure depicted by previous wrigsssolemn and tragic points to White’s efforts
to find transcendence in a naturalistic worldviéng: hero is neither more perfect nor more
spiritual than other men, but a simple, almostigtoiman, who perceives a problem with his
society’s valuing Might above Right and tries uressfully to fix it. Near the novel’s end,
Gareth looks at Arthur and sees “not a leader fadity, but the pupil who had tried to be
faithful to his curious master, the magician, biykimg all the time—not Arthur of England, but
a lonely old gentleman who had worn his crown falf b lifetime in the teeth of fate” (554-55).
It is Arthur’s willingness to think and to try—ntite depth of his thought or the success of his
attempts—that make him an ideal.

Cox, discussing the comic element in both Chrigttyaand literature, sees comedy as an
expression of hope in man’s imperfection: “Comethpdrts in the mud and gumminess of life.

It has no pretensions. It saves us from tryingg@bgels, and allows us to say with no apology,

‘I'm only human.” . ... The clown refuses todivnside this present reality. He senses another
one. . ... Through him we catch a glimpse oftla@oworld impinging on this one, upsetting its
rules and practices. . . .. The comic figure mayeither dignified nor manly. Few of us are.

But he reveals the clay feet of the monolith. H&kesaus glad. In tragedy we weep and are
purged. In comedy we laugh and hope” (150). Whis's of the comic in his characterization of

Arthur turns Arthur into just such a natural idegsd: does not transcend his subjects in an
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otherworldly, ethereal way, like Tennyson’s Artlajopeared to; he is only a simple man who
glimpses a hope of something beyond his world dadlenges the monolith in its name.
According to Archibald, the story of Arthur is builpon the idea of failure, and the
“flawed idealism and heroism of the Arthurian woaliee surely responsible . . . for [its] enduring
appeal”’ (150). White capitalizes on Arthur’s fagunherent in the story to show that Arthur is
neither spiritual nor superhuman—nhe is an ideapgirhecause he has displayed love and
altruism. In fact, White consistently underminegditional ideals throughout the novel; in
addition to humanizing Arthur, Lancelot, and GuesreWhite even undermines the lofty ideal
of royalty, describing Lancelot’s lover Elaine ggump and dumpy . . . like Queen Victoria”
(489). White consistently portrays Arthur as ordinand even simple-minded, probing his inner
confusions and conflicts where previous Arthuriaitevs had not dared to enter, and thus
rendering the king a sympathetic peer rather thdistant hero. White follows previous
Arthurian writers in questioning Arthur’s credilbylias a superhuman ideal. Archibald cites the
anonymous romandeise of Gawairtomposed around the 12th century as an example of
writer “deliberately mixing exciting adventure withiticism of Arthur-worship” (141). In this
tale Gawain is trying to prove himself to Arthuutlends up defeating a pagan king where
Arthur could not. This incident illustrates the @rant danger in hero-worship which led to the
downfall of Tennyson’s Camelot: hero-worship coflap when heroes are revealed to be just as
human as the rest of us. White takes care to reglyadescribe both Lancelot and Arthur as
hero-worshippers; Lancelot worships Arthur whilghur worships Kaye. Neither worship is
well-founded, since both Arthur and Kaye are resdab have feet of clay. Lancelot, like
Arthur, is sympathetic yet imperfect; White obsertieat “Lancelot was not romantic and

debonair. Tennyson and the Pre-Raphaelites wowle toaund it difficult to recognize this rather
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sullen and unsatisfactory child” (320). Althoughtidur and Lancelot are imperfect, naive, and
misled, they can still be considered ideals indtese that they have made their best human
efforts to do the right thing.

While redefining Arthur’'s and Lancelot’s roles imetArthurian legends as distant ideals,
White also redefines Guenever’s role, which in pres Arthurian material was largely defined
by her adherence to or deviance from Christian fitgraVhite’s Guenever cannot be so easily
categorized; she is neither a heroine nor a vilbainsimply a lovable and flawed human being.
White describes her as a “real person” who isdiffito write about because of her complexity;
“Sometimes she was loyal and sometimes she wasydisiShe behaved like herself’ (472).
White’s humanizing the central characters of thithéman legend not only allows him to
achieve psychological realism but also gently iices a new concept of transcendence to the
legend in which, as Levine explained, spirit is gt transcendent values such as love and
altruism remain.

White develops this idea of natural transcendencsultiple ways. One of these ways is
the strategic use of the old language of chivalryhur’s association with this archaic language
carried cultural significance during White’'s worl@r era. Simpson explains how the “language
of chivalry” (68) that was vital to British natiohgropaganda during World War Il drew heavily
on the Arthurian tradition; the RAF was repeatdidgned to Arthur’s knights in the British
media; Churchill quoted from Tennysondylls comparing the British military to Arthur’s
knights, and C. S. Lewis quotes Malory in his eylagthose who fell in the Battle of Britain
(68-69). The language of chivalry was invoked tadl@n air of transcendence to ideals such as
courage, patriotism, and freedom. However, unliieeArthur of war propaganda, White’s

Arthur speaks simply and directly; the momentgahscendence which White chooses to
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elevate linguistically are not spiritual but natu@haracters revert to the “Old Language”
seemingly randomly throughout the novel, and, wpiletal plot points such as Arthur’s
conception of the Table are discussed in collodar@juage, White uses archaic poetry to lend
transcendence not to battle scenes or joustsplateines such as Robin Wood’'s and Maid
Marian’s simple romantic duet in the woods and ledoicand Guenever’s illicit love affair.
Lancelot and Guenever sing together in their okt ag

When that the moneth of May . . .

Comes and the day

In beames gives light,

| fear no more the fight. (540)
The archaic spelling and language and the quaketryptend a dignity and a beauty to the two
lovers’ rendezvous on the balcony; their relatigns$ not spiritually or morally transcendent,
and yet White chooses to elevate it linguisticalbpve the colloquial, modern speech of most of
the book’s dialogue.

White also develops this idea of natural transeend by deliberately blurring the lines
between nature and the fantastic to show thatdheyne. The Arthurian legends have a long
history of supernatural plot devices; Darrah st#tasthe Arthurian romances were influenced
considerably by pagan religions, citing incidetiks Fthe sword drawn from a stone; Lancelot’s
upbringing at the bottom of a lake; Gawain’s inee@ strength with the waxing of the sun,” as
instances in which “the laws of nature seem toibeedarded” in the early Celtic tales (vii).
However, White discards almost all supernaturahelats of previous Arthurian stories; his only
substantial use of magic involves Merlyn, who ishb@ magician and a scientist, turning Arthur

into animals. Even the supernatural element inighipiestionable; when Merlyn asks an adult
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Arthur if he remembers being turned into animalghér replies, “No. Did | have some magic? |
can remember that | was interested in birds andtbeg85). Merlyn remarks, “People don't
remember” (286). Whether Arthur’s being turned iatomals was literal or figurative (the
scientific instruments in Merlyn’s home suggeseark observation of animals without the use of
magic), White’s point is that the facts of natureietn Arthur observed as an animal—the
complex migration patterns of wild geese, the anability of birds to fly and fish to swim,

for instance, are full of wonder and transcendemitegout being supernatural.

The scene in which young Arthur pulls the sword afuhe stone while hearing (or
remembering) the advice of the animals he metdhsla@ is a perfect example of how White
exchanges supernatural transcendence for natarsicendenc®. As Arthur struggles with the
sword, he is told by a wild goose, “if you were erable to fly the great North Sea [as a goose],
surely you can co-ordinate a few little wing musdhere and there? . ... Come along, Homo
sapiens, for all we humble friends of yours aretiwgito cheer” (205). Arthur’s pulling the
sword out of the stone is a wonderful and transeehchoment; yet White reminds us that this
kind of transcendence is just as easily found tanea—the power of geese to fly across oceans is
no less remarkable than the power of a boy togrulinmovable sword from a stone.

Arthur’s childhood encounter with the griffin onshadventure with Robin Wood also
exemplifies White’s blurring the lines between tfaural and transcendent. The party sees
“something which they never would have believedsgas. It was a young male griffin in its
first plumage” (109). This beast, whom White céHalco leonis serpentis,” has “the leonine
body and the hind legs of the beast of Africa, after that a snake’s tail” (109). This “authentic

griffin,” which rises “twenty-four feet high in theysterious night-light of the moon” (109-110)

%9 White’s optimistic view of the animal kingdom asaurce of learning is not universal to evolutitsiighought.
Dawkins calls the idea of “taking animals to beerolodels, as in the bestiaries” a “piece of badipseience.
Animals are not there to be role models, they lagectto survive and reproduce” (211).
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is a “majestic vision of terror” which the boys eevorget (110). White’s description of the
griffin mixes the language of fantasy with the laage of science—the griffin is both an
observable product of nature and a transcendengjband White sees no contradiction between
the two.

White not only follows the tendency of many of bentemporaries to emphasize the
wonder inherent in nature itséffput he also consistently reminds his readersriiaire is more
wonderful and transcendent than man himself. Thedepand beauty of nature are frequently
contrasted with the folly of humanity, as in therse in which the young Arthur wanders into a
forest at night in which the moonlight and the sraee “all silver, too beautiful to describe” (21)
until he encounters a man in armor who turns obiet&ing Pellinore; immediately the scene of
transcendent beauty deflates as Pellinore begtimgydike a fool, constantly dropping his
spectacles and babbling like a child. Scenes hikethroughout the book consistently remind
White’s readers that for him, man is simple andgm$éicant compared with the wonderful
beauty of nature.

Whereas, for Tennyson, the insignificance of tltkviidual is one of the central tragedies
inherent in Darwin’s theory, it serves, for Whigs, one of the central consolations for the
implications of evolutionary science. White calisstTennysonian sorrow that man, who ought
to be the pinnacle of creation, is biologicallypiasable the Great Victorian Hubris through his
authoritative council of animal3 e Book of Merly23). For White, the insignificance of the
individual implicit in evolutionary theory is fardm negative; it is beautiful in allowing man to
be part of something so vastly greater than him#iedlso serves as a consolation for the post-

war realization that modern man has not yet preagedeyond animal violence. For White, the

0 See Lightman’s “The Story of Nature: Victorian Rtgrizers and Scientific Narrative” for a discussiaf how
late nineteenth and early twentieth century wrisergght to present science as a source of wondestary.
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vast timeline of evolutionary theory means that nsafar from the pinnacle of his evolutionary
journey; in fact, in comparison to other animals has just begun. For White’s Arthur, this
knowledge serves as a source of comfort as he @epadie. IMThe Book of Merlyras Arthur
and Merlyn reflect before the last battle, Arthelis Merlyn that their efforts were futile, that
“Nothing was worth doing. You and | will be forgett, like people who never were” (4). This
Tennysonian expression of sorrow at man’s insigaifce is countered throughout the book by
White’s assertions that for man to expect somedaignificance in the grand scheme of the
universe is nothing more than pride, and that #rg fact that man has just arrived on the
timeline of evolution means there is still hope liom to grow and change into something better.
Later in the book, Merlyn offers self-referentiaiticism of White’s readers: “Our readers of that
time . . . have exactly three ideas in their magerft noddles. The first is that the human species
is superior to others. The second, that the twdmtentury is superior to other centuries. And
the third, that human adults of the twentieth cgntue superior to their young. The whole
illusion may be labelled Progress” (13). Through thouths of Merlyn and the animals, White
repeatedly insists that this imagined superioritystrbe discarded; a chart in the animals’ council
room, showing “the rise and fall of various animades for the last thousand million years,” (23)
highlights man'’s relatively tiny role in the grastbry of evolution. Compared to other species,
Merlyn tells Arthur, man is “an upstart whose eygseaking from the point of view of nature,
are scarcely open further than the puppy’s. .her& he is, dubbing himséffomo sapiens . . .
proclaiming himself the lord of creation . . . idtthe Great Victorian Hubris, the amazing,
ineffable presumption of the nineteenth century..Man, proud man, stands there in the
twentieth century, complacently believing that thee has ‘advanced’ in the course of a

thousand miserable years . . . . When will theynehat it takes a million years for a bird to
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modify a single one of its primary feathers? . There he stands, ever since Darwin, because he
has heard that there is such a thing as evolu{@®). The idea that man has been on the planet
long enough to expect to have progressed as aespemems ludicrous to White in the light of

the evolutionary timeline. By lowering expectatidasthe speed of human progress, White
offers hope in a seemingly hopeless situation:afirhas not progressed in a few thousand years,
he may still improve given a million years.

Although the scene in which Arthur meets the cousfcanimals inThe Book of Merlyn
digresses from previous Arthurian material, thewgevhich White expresses there affect his
interpretation of Camelot’s fall ithe Once and Future KingVhite sees the failure of Arthur’'s
attempt to make a better civilization as a nattgallt of man’s infancy as a product of
evolution; this view contains the seeds of hopthat it implies that man is at the beginning,
rather than at the peak, of his evolutionary dgwalent. As Arthur is about to die in his final
battle, he realizes that “The fate of this manhait inan was less than a drop, although it was a
sparkling one, in the great blue motions of thdisaaa. The cannons of his adversary were
thundering ... when the Majesty of England dhemself up to meet the future with a peaceful
heart” (639). Arthur finds peace in the knowledigatthis lifetime is not the climax of man’s
evolution; that a day would come when his dreara péaceful civilization would come true, but
“it was too late for another effort then” (639).tAur's own insignificance becomes freeing and
reassuring; the knowledge that his failed atterpescue civilization is not the crux on which
human development depends allows him to meet tiesfand his own death without regrets.

Man’s insignificance from an evolutionary perspeetalso influences White’s view of
the remote past in which the Arthurian legend tgkase. Whereas Malory and even Tennyson

idealize the Arthurian world as a temporary bugtileg paradise;,White observes that human
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civilization has not been around long enough for substantial development to occur between
our time and Arthur’s. IThe Once and Future Kinge observes that Englishmen in Arthur’s
time were neither inferior nor superior to moderanm‘Do you think that they, with their
Battles, Famine, Black Death, and Serfdom weredaightened than we are, with our Wars,
Blockade, Influenza and Conscription? Even if thh@ye foolish enough to believe that the earth
was the centre of the universe, do not we oursdieésve that man is the fine flower of
creation? If it takes a million years for a fishbcome a reptile, has Man, in our few hundred,
altered out of recognition?” (539). Whereas, forldgand even for Tennyson, the Arthurian
world (or, for Tennyson, the illusion of it) witksiheroic knights, lofty ideals, and glorious
guests seem larger than life, White insists thafpidist must neither be idealized nor
condescended to; we cannot expect evolution—orldeen—to occur within the space of
remembered history. The psychological realism whidtite employs in his characterization of
Arthurian characters supports his stated claimhbatanity has not had time to noticeably
evolve since he arrived on the planet, and thet®rian Hubris” which expected man’s upward
development to be swift and drastic was sadly rasgdl. However, there is hope even in this
realization; the world wars do not necessarily aigp Arthur’'s hope that man can someday
evolve into a peaceful creature, given the impdrbkgprate of man’s evolution.

White sees the hope of this progress not in ordstracture, as Tennyson saw it, but in
the organic spontaneity so fundamental to evolatipmheory and so repulsive to the anti-
Romantic Tennyson. In fact, White returns to a fafimaturalistic Romanticism and, like many

modern writers, embraces organic randomness aedsaejrtificial ordef! Whereas for

*I Lightman observes that this fascination with randess is unique to the modern age: “Only since the
twentieth century have we been trying hard to pced@andomness, be it in mathematics or in art. 3&ésns to
indicate that we need, for whatever reasons, acoassidomness as a position from which we waseworder”
(289).



Feldmam.oo

Tennyson, wild animals had represented destruetnehdecay, for White, the freedom enjoyed
by wild animals seems idyllic compared to the coesi of human institutions. Arthur’s pastoral
childhood is one of many elementsidfe Once and Future Kinghich showcase White’s love
for organic spontaneity above imposed order. ThengoArthur does “not know how to bear
himself indoors,” (73) and his learning takes plabrvost exclusively in his wanderings through
nature. He finds Pellinore and Merlyn while loswwandering through the forest, and he learns
life lessons not from books but from being turnei ianimals by Merlyn. These transformations
are done according to the boy’s whims; he is offgontaneously struck by the impulse to be a
fish or a bird, and Merlyn quickly complies. Arthaiso learns from his encounter with the
primitive Robin Wood (White’s version of Robin Hoodlittle John explains to Arthur that the
woods governed by Robin are “free pleaces, thespadd fine pleaces . . . . for a free man of
hands and heart” (97). By randomly happening upobifRWood, Arthur embarks upon a
significant quest in which he learns the lessohwhility; White observes that as the boys grow
older, they “[run] like wild colts . . . and [god see Robin when they [have] a mind to” (178).
This sort of childhood is White’s ideal; Townsendkfver cites White’s description dhe

Sword in the Stonia a letter to a friend as “a kind of wish-fulfilmeof the things | should like

to have happened to me when | was a boy” (98).Wiltegeese, whom Arthur later takes as a
model for human civilization, also exemplify theganic spontaneity so dear to White’s heart.
When Arthur is turned into a goose, he finds ingedislight in joining the geese on their flights;
he loves their “free discipline” (166) and the diewing fertility of their community. White’s
description of a tiny island on which “the birdsgdppacked so close” and “jammed so tight that
their heads were interlaced” (175) embodies thaifertile disorder of natural life so repulsive

to Tennyson. To White, this is a scene of beatgy lirds are “in good humour, so cheerful” and
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enjoying one another’'s company (175). Just befreldath, Arthur recognizes that this
community of random variety and spontaneous lifgnisdeal for human civilization: “He
remembered . . . the island which [he] had seetlhein migration, where all those puffins,
razorbills, guillemots and kittiwakes had lived étiger peacefully” (638) and decides that
mankind must mimic them. The lack of unity and ondéerent in the natural world does not
pose a threat for White as it did for Tennysongbes not value unity and order, but the joy of
variety and disorder, and his utopia is not ordbtyorganically chaotic.

While preparing to writd’he Once and Future Kirend debating whether to join the war
effort or withdraw from society, White rejected drawal because his “nature [was] not
monastic; it may be non-cooperative, but it is fiees a raptorial nature. Hawks neither band
themselves together in war, nor yet retire fromvloeld of air” (Townsend Warner 122). The
spontaneous, directionless freedom inherent inravibaan view of nature with no external
guiding force, which was for Tennyson so terrifyirgfor White a thing of beauty. Though it is
not supernatural, it is as distant and difficulbtiiain as the Holy Grail in White’s—and our--
modern world.

For White, Nature is not the villain she was in figson’s version of the Arthurian
legend. Nature, and the characters who represestiénign and beautiful, and White
consistently contrasts it with the violence andne&gs of mankind. White was closely involved
with British World War poet§? and he echoes their view of nature as a fragitiebaautiful
victim of man’s careless violence. When the youmthé wanders into the woods, he discovers

not the frighteningly uncultivated forest of Tenog&s Arthurian world, but an inviting tree

“2In her introduction to The Book of Merlyn, TownseWarner cites White’s relationship with Siegfried
Sassoon, a renowned World War Two poet who wroggrpdike that discussed in chapter 2. Accordingéo,
White wrote to Sassoon hoping that Sassoon woupd\lWaite enlist in the war (White’s offer of milita service
was rejected) (xii). In her biography of White, stieo observes that he taught the poetry of Wile&een to his
students (66).
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under which to safely sleep. As he drifts off, f@Vims] down deeper and deeper, nuzzling into
the scented turf, into the warm ground, into thending waters under the earth” (27). White’'s
forest is a refuge where the boy can enter thé'sasomb??

White, like Tennyson, presents a feminine egiibent of nature; however, White’s is
not afemme fataléut a nurturing matron. The most positive femafieance upon young
Arthur is a wild goose who maternally leads the fawya transformed goose) on an educational
journey on which he learns the virtues of peaceddéxistence. As she leads Arthur on his
migration with the geese, she educates him witintlge&kindness, and the more he [learns], the
he [comes] to love her” and the other geese (Iltiis anthropomorphic character seems the
embodiment of Mother Nature—back to her materniflegter being portrayed by Tennyson as a
monster.

Robin Wood'’s lover, Marian, another female chanaatigo teaches and nurtures the boy,
is human but animal-like; “she could move on atbor even wiggle like a snake almost as
quickly as they could walk” (107). Arthur decidést if he must marry when he grows up, he
will marry someone like Marian, “a golden vixen'0@). White’s animal or animal-like female
characters represent nature as maternal and mgtsiman himself, and not nature, is the snake
in the grass of White’s Arthurian world.

White not only softens the harshness of a Darwimiaw of nature by associating it with

matronly characters; he also associates natuetami with beauty rather than with violeriée.

43 According to Jackson, Tenyson’s mythological dépitof old England as a pastoral utopia is, irt,p@reaction
to the human violence of World War I: “Contrastistzarply with the dark events of 1914-18, the intioceof the
myth at this time thus represents the buttressimgstalgia against the contemporary reality oEkeaguered
Britain” (51).

*4 White apparently distinguished between the nauyele of life and death and the unique viciousrEdsuman
beings. In her introduction fBhe Book of MerlyrTownsend Warner cites a journal entry of Whitetair1939:
After calling death a “noble mystery” and “a nafutang,” White comments that “what is happeningothe
wireless [war reports] is unnatural. The timbretaf voices which sing about Hitler and death ineesing, nasal
mock-timbre. Devils in hell must sing like this"igx.
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The Forest Sauvage in which Arthur wanders asld chfan enormous barrier of eternal trees,
the dead ones fallen against the live and heldegmtby ivy, the living struggling up in
competition with each other toward the sun whichegdem life” (94). Although Arthur is
afraid of the forest at first, it is an entirelyrijgn setting in which Arthur encounters the
romantic Robin Wood and his lifelong friends Merlgnd Pellinore. Moreover, the forest is
“cool and lovely” (21) despite being a microcosntlwé survival of the fittest; for White, the
competition for life in nature does not represantence or injustice.

Just as White portrays natural selection as anategeeality of life rather than a
shocking tragedy, he is not troubled, like Tennydynman’s animal identity. White consistently
emphasizes man’s animal identity throughout Bidte Once and Future KingndThe Book of
Merlyn using zoological imagery that contrasts sharpljhwignnyson’s; it is used not to
emphasize man’s ferocity but simply to describe hgourately. The young Arthur scurries
around the castle “like a rabbit” and a “cat,” (42)d enjoys the “glee of the porpoise” (44) when
listening to adult conversation; and the young ledoicis as “ugly as an African ape” (317).
Later in the novel, an aged Lancelot is said tcelatrustworthy face like a “bulldog” (540), and
the aging Arthur, cuckolded and disempowered, “[eg)\about his own palace like a mouse”
(389). This imagery serves as a constant remirn@derthe comparison between man and animal
is entirely natural.

Man’s animal identity is woven throudghhe Once and Future KingndThe Book of
Merlyn, but White sees the latter as “the marvelous oppdst of bringing the wheel full circle,
and ending on an animal note like the one | begar bis will turn my completed epic into a
perfect fruit, ‘rounded off and bright and doneT’awnsend Warner’s introduction Tthe Book

of Merlynxvii). This animal note to which White refersTife Sword in the Stonthe first
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section ofThe Once and Future Kindf is in a sense a boys’ book, as it was firdil{zsined
separately for children, and it reflects the ndistia trend in British boys’ books before and
during White’s era. Sly notes that beginning in ldite nineteenth-century, boys’ literature began
to champion a “contemplative and compassionateasten wildlife” as boys were encouraged
to study and appreciate animals and not merelytd them, and that this shift reflects “the
growing influence of Darwinism on humanity’s integpation of its relationship to the rest of the
animal world” (154-5).

However, White’s novel takes this sympathetic ies¢iin wildlife to the next logical
step, affirming the young Arthur as neither a mastereation nor a benevolent scientist, but as
a pupil of nature; he not only belongs to the ahikiregdom, but he also does not occupy the top
rung of the evolutionary chain of being. Young Antls education follows the evolutionary
model of fish to bird to mammal, but as Arthur pesthrough these stages of transformation, he
finds that these lower forms of life are in manyywauperior to humans. The badger whom he
visits explains that man’s place in the evolutignegquence does not imply superiority: “It is
true that man . . . is the mightiest of the angwaif you mean the most terrible one—but | have
sometimes doubted lately whether he is the mossbt#¥ (193). Here, White not only
establishes man as an animal but an inferior animal

For Tennyson, still recovering from the shock ohiaian science, man’s animal
identity posed an unsolvable obstacle to his hopéadiman progress; for White writing in the
midst of world war, man’s animal identity is theyke his progress. In a letter explaining his
decision to writeThe Book of Merlynwhite remarks that “the best way to examine thidips
of man is to observe him, with Aristotle, as a podil animal” (qtd. in Warner 178). He explains

that the novel will “[step] . . . back into the F&eorld, in which man is only one of the
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innumerable animals” (179). According to Townsendridér’'s introduction tdhe Book of
Merlyn, White wrote of his book in 1940 to L. J. Potthalve been thinking a great deal, in a
Sam Butlerish sort of way, about man as an animaing animals” (xvi). The prescript to both
the last book oThe Once and Future KingndThe Book of Merlyins a quotation from Butler's
The Way of all FlesiHe thought a little and said: ‘I have found theological Gardens of
service to many of my patients. | should prescfdveMr. Pontifex a course of the larger
mammals. Don’t let him think he is taking them nogally™ (n. pag.). This quote accurately
reflects the theme of both books: if mankind iptogress, he must humble himself to take
animals medicinally, learning a better way of fifem them rather than clinging to illusory
superiority.

Although White’s Darwinian view of man as an int@ranimal appears degrading, it is
nonetheless essential to his optimistic vision ahisa future. Sly call¥he Once and Future
King an “attempt to visualize a ‘reality’ in which hungarecognise their participation as just
another species of political animal” (160), and,\éhite, this visualization is utopian.
According to the badger whom Arthur visits to coatplhis animal education, man is behind the
other animals in his progress towards enlightenntents not “the most blessed” (193) of the
animals. This is because of man’s violent nature;ltadger remarks to young Wart that “Homo
sapiens is almost the only animal which wages E93). When, at the novel’'s end, Arthur
imagines a peaceful future without wars or bouregate envisions an enlightened breed of man
who, as a “single species,” has “[learned] by logkat the problems of the thousands” and who,
rather than evolving upwards and away from hismdsance to other animals, has grown to
resemble the peaceful species of animals even thanehe currently does: Arthur longs for a

human society resembling the peaceful communityilof geese (638). For White, true
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Darwinian progress is not vertical but horizontagn’s animal nature is not to be discarded, but
refined.

White applies his idea of man’s animal identityusyng his own novel as a sort of
scientific experiment to try to solve the problefr@n’s violent nature. Whereas Tennyson’s
Arthurian tale is an expression of grim resignatothe implications of evolutionary theory,
White’s is an honest, and quite modern, searckréitin through a literary thought experiment,
not unlike the experiments White performed on &mdetermine the reason human beings go to
war. Arthur himself is described as “like a scishtivho had pursued the root of cancer all his
life,” (628) and although he fails, he has madersttiic progress for another to carry on. When
Arthur asks Merlyn if his efforts were wasted, M@rkeplies, “They were ideas . . . rudimentary
ideas. . . . It was an experiment. Experiments teattw ones”The Book of Merlyil).

White’s chosen medium for such experimentatiorargdstic literature, which, as discussed in
chapter one, can serve as a laboratory for expatatien with human nature. LaJeunesse
definesThe Once and Future Kirgs a triumph of the scientific method in literature

The scientific process begins by asking a quest\dmte’s question is

simple: what place does violence have in the huwntd, and is there a way to

stop human beings from making war on each othee?nExt step is to make

observations of the natural world. To accomplish, tWhite writes . . . about

Arthur’'s education in the ways of animals. . . .riMe asks no questions of him,

gives no tests, and . . . draws no conclusionghiboy. This is exactly what the

observational step of the scientific process shbeldf his experiment is to work,

White must present his observations of the natuaald in an unbiased way.

Ignoring contradictory information can be temptfogthe writer but devastating

for the scientist. Therefore, White presents infation that both supports and

critiqgues his personal desires for Peace. (24)

It is this hope that man, through studying himseléntifically as an animal, can achieve

a brighter future that lends White’s novel its comision. Fichte observes that “White’s Arthur

can take recourse to literature. He can imagineti@ibworld and bequeath this dream to the next
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generation” (163). For Tennyson, science presemtadeological threat; for White, science

itself holds the key to man’s evolutionary progress
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Conclusion

Both Tennyson and White reinterpreted the Arthulegend upon philosophical
frameworks heavily shaped by evolution, yet thew tetellings of the Arthurian story present
very different applications of the Darwinian woriew to previously existing literature.
Tennyson’s work reflects Victorian anxiety towahe grim implications of evolutionary
science. For Tennyson, man’s animal nature holdk peogress and civilization, sentencing
man to an eternal struggle to beat down the beidlstvhimself. For White, writing well after
Darwin, man’s animal nature may be the only kekitosalvation. Gillian Beer writes that
“[Darwin] offers a new creation myth which challerggthe idea of the fall” and that his
“representation of natural order sways betweenpdimastic and a pessimistic interpretation: it
gives room to both comic and tragic vision” (10&hite’s novel, while full of the tragic
evolutionary vision that controls Tennyson’s wdmk)ds something also of the Darwinian comic
vision. It is neither the glib evolutionary melism of the Victorian era nor bleak materialism.
White views nature not with fear but with awe aadarence; not as man’s enemy but as a friend
with which he must commune and reconcile. In thag WVhite mirrors twentieth-century man’s
growing comfort with evolutionary science and tdea of his animal identity—and his growing
discomfort with the idea of himself as a speciahigher creation. He also foreshadows the
back-to-nature movements following close on thdsheeEWorld War Two in both Britain and
America. An understanding of how first Tennyson #meh White rebuilt the Arthurian story
after the cultural cataclysm surrounding Darwin amdlutionary theory both illuminates and
complicates our understanding of the relationskeifvben science and literature today.

Perhaps the most significant application of thidarstanding to Christian scholarship is

the realization that the tale’s morality has bekected by the scientific view of origins taken by
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its teller. The idea that one might write as a €tfan while holding an unbiblical view of human
origins appears far less credible in the lighthed study, for, as we have seen, Tennyson’s and
White’s views of human origin defined the meanifighe tale for them. From an evolutionary
perspective, the Arthurian story could no longerction in its original form as a tale of a human
fall resulting from sin and its consequences. Femrlyson, man cannot be truly held responsible
for his fall, since he lacks the potential to bised above the level of beasts. White further
redefines the story’s meaning in the light of etwolo: since man is only an animal, the fall of
Camelot only illustrates the folly of any attemptrise above the beast. Perhaps the most
essential element of Christianity is the messageagmption: that man has fallen due to his
own choices, and yet, through Christ, can be raigeagain. The potential for redemption, while
present in Malory’s Arthurian worltf is absent from both Tennyson’s and White’s.

For the Christian scholar, the significance of tlelationship between an author’s beliefs
about origins and his interpretation of a pre-eéxgsstory is clear. Our scientific view of the
world is inextricably connected to our answer te biasic philosophical question of where we
came from; it will likely define our approach teeliature as profoundly as it defined Tennyson’s

and White’s approach to the Arthurian story.

*5 Malory’s Launcelot “endures . . . penance, in prayand fastings” (932) and dies at peace with. Ghd Bishop
witnessing his death attests that he “saw the arfggEve up Sir Launcelot unto heaven,” and Lauhcdés with a
smile on his face and “the sweetest savour abauit {(835).
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