Second  Semester


Poetry (5)
Third Year

Ulysses
by Alfred Tennyson
Ulysses speaks in a dramatic monologue addressing his mariners and even his son. He is depicted by Tennyson as a restless person which means that he is an adventurous person and is not content by staying in his place. He is not satisfied with adventures he has because he is in a continuous search for some new adventures and in a continuous search for the unknown. 

               1It little profits that an idle king,

              2By this still hearth, among these barren crags,

              3Match'd with an aged wife, I mete and dole

              4Unequal laws unto a savage race,

              5That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me.

In his speech, we notice at the beginning - from line one till line five - that he was talking about how bored and how he is unhappy with his surroundings and position. In the opening verse paragraph or section, we feel that the speaker is discontent. He describes his role as a king in a negative way when he says:
                  4Unequal laws unto a savage race,

                  5That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me.

When he says “know not me”, we feel that he is an independent person and different from the others and that is why he is dissatisfied with his position. 
Then in the next verse paragraph: 
              6I cannot rest from travel: I will drink

              7Life to the lees: All times I have enjoy'd

              8Greatly, have suffer'd greatly, both with those

              9That loved me, and alone, on shore, and when

             10Thro' scudding drifts the rainy Hyades

There is a change in tone and words which become so heroic. He is very proud of himself and of his achievement. We feel that the speaker is completely different from the speaker who was speaking in the first section. There is a sense of glory and pride. The language itself is very heroic. The shift of the speech is very important because it is one of the characteristics of the dramatic monologue. The dramatic monologue is a long speech said by a speaker and while he speaks we understand a lot about himself and his psychology and his ideas. This speech is a kind of revelation. In the first section, the speaker was very bored and despises his duty as a king and then in the second verse paragraph or section, we notice a complete change as he is very proud of his achievement and himself. There is a difference in his language as it became metaphorical “I will drink Life to the lees”, “I am become a name” and “all experience is an arch”. 
In the third section:
            33 This is my son, mine own Telemachus,

            34 To whom I leave the sceptre and the isle,--

            35 Well-loved of me, discerning to fulfil

            36 This labour, by slow prudence to make mild

            37 A rugged people, and thro' soft degrees

            38 Subdue them to the useful and the good.

            39 Most blameless is he, centred in the sphere

            40 Of common duties, decent not to fail

            41 In offices of tenderness, and pay

            42 Meet adoration to my household gods,

            43 When I am gone. He works his work, I mine.

Now the speaker is addressing his audience and his son. He is talking about his son qualities. He says that his son, Telemachus, has great characteristics. He described his son as being loved by the people and loves his people. So, there is a kind of mutual relationship between him and his people. He was running the affairs of the country when his father was absent. He is a man of the city and really involved in the affairs of the country. He can manage the people in a good way, he is a good director or manager who manages the people and the country and he is a man of no faults. He is concerned about his duties and not following his aims. He is different from his father. Ulysses is a person of great hopes and dreams and adventurous person and a person who is not satisfied with what he has. He is a person who is always looking for new things or adventures.
On the other hand, his son Telemachus is content with what he has as he is interested in running his country and in taking care of his people. His great dream is to achieve the best for his country. He is even a religious person who takes care of his gods. He is tender with people and at the same time, he is firm. He is a good manager as he can handle different classes of people but no body can manipulate him. He is a descent, tender, kind person but at the same time he is firm and no one can manipulate him or force him to do something that he does not want to do. 
All of these qualities make of Telemachus a better king than Ulysses. Ulysses is a good manager, commander, loves people and people love him but he has greater hopes than his son and running the kingdom is not enough for him and this is because of his own experiences as he was a great Trojan warrior and the one who created the wooden horse idea and fought in the war of Troy for a long period of time. He is a man who wandered for ten years on his return to home. He had many experiences and faced many dangers and ruling a country but all that is not enough for him. He is not arrogant but he is a very ambitious man. 
             43 When I am gone. He works his work, I mine.

Telemachus does his work of running the country, being a king, attending the affairs, taking care of the economy and social status of the country while Ulysses is doing his work, and this is the difference between the father and the son. The father is more ambitious and looking for adventurous kind of life or for the unexpected. He is not satisfied with what is expected and known. 

We notice in this section that the speaker does not like his office as if he despises (look down upon something) it; not to scorn (يحتقر) it but it is less than to what he is looking for. Some critics thought of Ulysses as a passive person towards his position to leave his country to achieve his own dreams. 

             44 There lies the port; the vessel puffs her sail:

            45 There gloom the dark, broad seas. My mariners,

            46 Souls that have toil'd, and wrought, and thought with me--

            47 That ever with a frolic welcome took

            48 The thunder and the sunshine, and opposed

            49 Free hearts, free foreheads--you and I are old;

            50 Old age hath yet his honour and his toil;

In this section after addressing his son, Ulysses here talks about something else. The ships, in the port, are personified is blowing the sails to depart the port as if it is pushing the wind into the sails so that they are ready for sailing. The dark broad seas are glimmering and shining to attract Ulysses to come.
 Then he addresses his mariners who used to travel with him. He appreciates his crew and respects them not treating them as slaves. He is addressing his mariners calling them the souls that have toiled or faced hardships, dangers and difficult adventures with him. Not only they suffered physically but also spiritually. They were his partners in these past adventures. They worked hard together and suffered together and at the same time they enjoyed time together. The mariners here are equal to Ulysses in their suffering. They were not just obeying his orders but also they thought with him and shared him his discussion about where to go or to sail and how to act. Those sailors faced the difficulty with joy; they welcomed the danger and the sunshine. The word ‘thunder’ indicates danger and ‘sunshine’ indicates joy. Those sailors were people who fought with him, faced hardships with him and enjoyed life with him. So, they faced all the difficulties and all of the laughter with a smile accepting willingly not forced to accept the hardship and the joy which means that they are free people. They are open hearts which means that they are courageous, free and they desire knowledge and adventure like Ulysses. The crew is very noble.

 He is telling them that they are equal to him; they are noble, courageous, adventurous, and willing to experience the world again with him. Ulysses reminds his mariners that he and they are old and not young any more. The very significant characteristic about old age is that the old age is honor because it is always a stage of maturity and wisdom but at the same time it means weakness and loss of power and strength. It has two opposing characteristics; wisdom, maturity, experience but at the same time they lose their strength and physical power. 

           51 Death closes all: but something ere the end,

            52 Some work of noble note, may yet be done,

            53 Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods.

            54 The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks:

            55 The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs:

            56 Moans round with many voices. Come, my friends,

            57 'T is not too late to seek a newer world.

            58 Push off, and sitting well in order smite

            59 The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds

            60 To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths

Death is the closing point and can not be delayed. It is an inevitable phase. They have to use the time left before the end in doing something. This thing is noble. They are approaching death so they have to do something instead of wasting time; they have to do something great. They are not fighting the gods because the gods are more powerful than them. They are not trying to stop or postpone death or struggle with gods’ will but they want to do something great of a noble aim. The time now is twilight or at the end of the day. The lights of the sun are falling on the rocks and become twinkling and shining on the rocks which signify the old age of Ulysses. After the sunset, the moon climbs up. At night, the sea produces all of these sounds of sigh and grief. It is a fearful kind of image as the sea is dangerous, the speaker and the mariners are all old so there is a kind of risk to go and have this kind of adventure with old aged sailors. 
He tells his mariners that it is not too late for a new beginning and seeks a new world. There still enthusiasm and a strong spirit of the speaker who really willing to search for something new even if they are aged. There is a great enthusiasm in the speaker’s soul. He addresses the sailors as if they are in the ship and they are starting to roll their destiny. They should sit in order and they will defeat the strong mighty waves that push the ship backwards. 

            60 To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths

            61 Of all the western stars, until I die.

This means that death for him is like an adventure in itself. He says that he is going to sail to the west. According to Greek mythology, there is the island of happiness in the west where all the great people are gathered after their death. It was a great adventure to sail to the West in an old age. Then death is going to be the final adventure which Ulysses imagined himself to face and see. Death is an active, creative and challenging human enterprise. It is the ultimate goal and an experience in itself for Ulysses. 

            62 It may be that the gulfs will wash us down:

            63 It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles,

            64 And see the great Achilles, whom we knew.

            65 Tho' much is taken, much abides; and tho'

            66 We are not now that strength which in old days

            67 Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;

            68 One equal temper of heroic hearts,

            69 Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

            70 To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

Of course Ulysses is a very wise and experienced person. He says that the sea may become more powerful than them and they would be washed down by the gulfs of the sea that have great waves and drown the minute they start their journey. May be they reach heaven or happy island where all the great warriors. There is a great enthusiasm. He thinks they may meet the great warrior Achilles - whom they knew. This is a great adventure. They are starting their adventure with great hopes; great enthusiasm but they are also old aged people. Maybe when they start their adventure they die or reach the happy island. There are a lot of things that are taken from their lives; their health, their young age but still there are some other things. Ulysses is a self conscious person or a person who is aware of his state. He is not a dreamy kind of person, mature and wise person but he is determined to face his destiny. He knows that he and his mariners are not like before. He knows his abilities and the abilities of his mariners, so he is a self-conscious person who is ready to face his destiny. 
They are equal as he does not make himself more powerful than his companions but he is always giving them the same equality. He and his companions have the same heroic hearts. The cause of their hearts weakness is time and fate. They are powerful and strong but there are other forces of fate and time that are more powerful than them. There is a balance here as they are weak physically but they are strong spiritually and their souls are very powerful. They are strong in their will. There are four basic things: (1) to ‘strife’ means to struggle or fight as they are ready to fight and face the hardships, (2) to ‘seek’ means to search, (3) ‘find’ or explore new goals, things, new destinations, new people and experiences and (4) not to ‘yield’ means that they will not give up.
Ulysses here seeks new adventures and all of them share the same goal to strife, to seek, to find and not to yield as if Ulysses seeks death deliberately or on purpose because it is for him the last adventure. When Ulysses intends to sail and go to his adventures with his mariners, this kind of sailing is very symbolic because seeking adventure at the end of one’s life is seen as a search for a new world, a world that man does not know and wants to experience. 

We notice in the last section that Ulysses here has found a resolution for his case and that he intends to sail. At the beginning of the poem, he was restless, bored, not satisfied then he talks about his previous life of how he became a name, powerful and how he created his reputation with himself and became a force that moved the earth and heaven. Then he addressed his son and mariners telling them that Telemachus is going to be the king after him. He had a trustee who is his son who will be the best king for those people. Then he says his resolution to sail with his mariners until he faces death. 
This is a dramatic monologue which is a long speech said by a single person and this speech is said in a specific situation and addressed to some audience. Sometimes there is a kind of an interplay or communication between the speaker and the audience. In this case, there is no communication. The speaker is not alone speaking to the mariners and his son. When he spoke, he revealed his character as a brave man, one of the great Trojan warriors, seeking adventures and knowledge, not afraid of death because it will be his ultimate adventure. He is a determined person, very proud of himself and achievements, not satisfied with his position as a king; he wants to explore the whole world and wants to search for adventure. He is an ambitious person to fulfill his dreams for more knowledge; he wants to do the adventure because he wants to know the unknown or the new things mentioning several times like “newer world”, new people and new spheres and so on. He gains the sympathy of people. According to his character he was not happy to rule the country as he was feeling as if he was dying. 

Looking at this dramatic monologue that Tennyson wrote we find that he wrote it three weeks after the death of his beloved friend Hallam. So this poem is an allegorical poem may be he wants to follow his friend and die. He is grieving and very sad for the death of his friend. In this poem, Tennyson meditates or contemplates on the death of his friend. This personal experience of the death of his friend was used by him in impersonal way. This sad event that occurred to him made him use it in something different; he transforms his sadness and grief into a kind of a new experience that he has to search for knowledge. Instead of crying, this sadness had to be transformed into something positive. Tennyson took the story of Ulysses instead of staying at home, he made him leave the country although Ulysses did not leave in the myth but there was a reference of his intention to leave. As if he is talking to himself that instead of being sad, he uses this sad event into a positive thing that pushes him to do better. So he sit and wrote better poetry. 
In this dramatic monologue, Tennyson meditates creatively upon the death of Hallam. He used his own personal experience of grief over his friend and turned it into impersonal form of a work of art. He transforms his grief into a new experience and a search for knowledge, adventure and the unknown. The poem is allegorical depicting the incentive to look upon life as a great adventure and the need of braving the struggle no matter what obstacles we meet or what the end may be. 

There is a moral lesson not for Tennyson himself, but also for the audience as if he is trying to give the Victorian reader a message of not stopping when you have a difficulty in your life but to try to go overcoming difficulties. 

The poem is written in four parts. The first begins from line1 to line 5. The second is from 6 to 32. The third begins from 33 to 43. Then 44 to 70 is the last one. There are four sub-sections; two of these sections declare the nobility of aim and two others running counterparts with this nobility. In the section 1-5 we notice that there is a restless speaker, discontent, not happy and despises his duty as a king. The language is flat, boring in a way and suggest sterility and out of spirit. Most of the words are monosyllabic. The diction and the rhythm are very harsh like “aged wife” and “savage race”. 

In the second section from line 6 to 32, the language is heroic full of courage and bravery, of confidence like from the beginning “cannot rest from travel: I will drink”. There is a complete different tone. It is the opposite of the first section. The first section is the opposite of the second section. There is a great sense of glory. There is a heroic language that has a great sense of the self. The speaker is so proud, so determined, and so full of achievement. In this section, the language is grand and uplifting or encouraging. 

The third section starts from 33until 43. In this section the speaker speaks about his son. We feel that the speaker despises his position and looks down to his duty as a king. At the same time, he glorifies his son and respects him. He knows that his son is an accomplished king. The language here is different. There is no energy like the energy in the previous lines but here there is a flat language. 

In the fourth and last section from 44 until 70 we reach a resolution. The poem seems like a play as there is an introduction, rising of action, climax and resolution. In the last lines there is a sense of melancholy. He uses a grandeur language but underneath this great language we have a great sense of melancholic tone because the speaker is an aged person approaching death. In the last section we feel also the determination of the speaker that he intends to pursue his aim. The tone of the poem is very complex because there are different levels according to the self analysis.  It expresses Ulysses’ past life and his present life and that is why the tone is complex as the two tones are opposing between the glorious past life and the boring and quiet present life.  He wishes for the past life and to have a future life like the past life even though the future is limited. In the past, the past life was great and rich kind of life and the present and confined in a way as there is nothing new. Then he is looking forward to the future to have a kind of some aspect of the past life. 

In the poem, there is a lot of metaphorical language as Tennyson employed many figures of speech like metaphors, similes and personifications. There is one metonymy which is a figure of speech when one uses something closely related to the thing that he means. It is not a substitute of something significant like “free hearts, free foreheads”. There is a great blend of beautiful language. The poem is not very long but elaborate in its psychological depth. 
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