Poetry
Third Year-second semester
The 5th lecture:                                                                                               د.علياء بدر
Lord Alfred Tennyson
Ulysses
We will continue with ‘Ulysses’.
What is the mood/the tone of the poem? You have given me two contradicting moods that he is afraid not to continue and he wants to continue. Do you think that he s hopeful or hopeless? 
A student: I think he is hopeful but maybe he realizes that his age does not help him to continue.
The doctor: do you think that this feeling is overwhelming/controlling the poem and you see it from the beginning till the end or is it a hint? It is a hint.
So, the tone and the mood is that of courage, of excitement, of enthusiasm, of motivation for adventure and for work (to strive).

The last line is the most important line in the poem (To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.).  It carries the theme of the poem. He is old, but this does not mean to stop (I will drink Life to the lees.). I will drink life to the lees if I am old or not. How many times you see old people who act as young and young people whom you think that they are old. So, here though he says that he is old, still he does not stress on this fact at all. This is why he ends his poem with all this energy in the last line. 
A student: We also notice the overflow of his ideas and thoughts which is shown in the running-on lines and long sentences. 
The doctor: What does it mean also if we are speaking about adventure and that he wants to drink life to the lees? Still he has many things to do. (long sentences, short sentences, and long sentences), it gives you feeling of continuity, and still there are many things to do. It is long life maybe.
So, the run-on lines give the feeling of continuity and long life in which he still has many things to do.
You cannot in fact explain every feeling he tries to convey to you, but you feel it. 
Let us go back to the poem and try to explain it more. 
When we spoke about Tennyson, we said that he is very good in describing scenes. When he describes the scenes, he tries to relate them to the state of mind. This is very clear here in ‘Ulysses’.
It little profits that an idle king,
By this still hearth, among these barren crags,
Matched with an aged wife, I mete and dole
Unequal laws unto a savage race,	

It is very strange to call the people of his island which he rules as savage race. 
That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me.

Do you think that here he criticizes those idle people who sleep and feed and do not adventure life? 
It is very short stanza in the beginning (5lines) in order to express his restlessness, and his unsatisfaction although he is a king. 
I cannot rest from travel: I will drink
Life to the lees:
He has made up his mind to go abroad. We have a very short sentence unlike the other sentences. It is a decision. It is a very short sentence which differs from the other sentences in the poem which are longer. It is a firm decision and he will not change his mind. You see how the state of mind is expressed in the form itself (short sentences, long sentences and so on).



                                       all times I have enjoyed
Greatly, have suffered greatly, both with those
That loved me, and alone; on shore, and when
Through scudding drifts the rainy Hyades
Vest the dim sea:
Who loved him? The mariners. 
I am become a name;

I became famous. I became a legend. 
For always roaming with a hungry heart

He became a legend because he is always hungry for knowledge and experiences and because of his travels. Ulysses is known because he was away for 20 years away from his country; ten years in his Trojan War and ten years when he was lost on his way back to his island. 
For always roaming with a hungry heart
Much have I seen and known; cities of men
And manners, climates, councils, governments,

You see how he is so proud. He is counting them.
Myself not least, but honoured of them all;
And drunk delight of battle with my peers;

See the word ‘drunk’ here; does not it recall the word ‘drink’ ?(I will drink Life to the lees: ………. And drunk delight of battle with my peers;). As if the lines which are between these two lines are حشو; what he has done. 
This is my past. This is why I will drink life to the lees. Still I have the same spirit. 

Far on the ringing plains of windy Troy.
I am part of all that I have met;

I am part of them. We are a part of our experiences in life. 
Yet all experience is an arch wherethrough
Gleams that untravelled world, whose margin fades
For ever and for ever when I move

It is a very long sentence. 

How dull it is to pause, to make an end,
To rust unburnished, not to shine in use!

Man has to work till the end. And what does Ulysses know? Travel, fight, war. 
As though to breath were life. Life piled on life

What is the meaning of ‘Life piled on life’? What is life according to Ulysses? Adventure and experience. This is how experience piles over another and this is what makes a man.
Were all to little, and of one to me
Little remains:
Still he needs more. 
                    but every hour is saved
From that eternal silence,
What is eternal silence? Death. Any minute and every hour is saved from the eternal silence. 
                            something more,
A bringer of new things;
Every hour is precious. It can bring new things and new experiences. 
and vile it were
For some three suns to store and hoard myself,
And this gray spirit yearning in desire
To follow knowledge like a sinking star,
Beyond the utmost bound of human thought.
Almost these expressions in fact recall Homer’s ‘Ulysses’. Many phrases, like sinking star and three suns to store, recall Homer’s ‘Ulysses’. 
We know that during the Victorian Age, poets especially Tennyson and his friend Arthur Hallam who died very early were well-educated. They read the classics and they learnt a lot from them. 
We said last time that ‘Ulysses’ recalls Dante’s Ulysses more than Homer’s Ulysses. 
Homer’s ‘Ulysses’, the epic ends with Ulysses coming back home and although he was planning to another voyage, he died in his island. Dante came and took the theme of ‘Ulysses’ before he dies and he imagines that Ulysses travelled again and went on his journey. Dante’s Ulysses, because he thought more than he should be, he was punished and he went underground. And he died; he faced his destiny like the lady of Shalott because he wanted to know more and more.
Tennyson’s ‘Ulysses’ took from both, but he has another theme and another purpose. ‘Ulysses’ of Tennyson is more like Shakespeare’s ‘Ulysses’. Ulysses is a very popular character. Ulysses is a character who inspired many writers.
Tennyson lost his friend Hallam. Hallam was in a very young age when he died and he was a very close friend to Tennyson and he inspired Tennyson. After the death of Hallam, Tennyson felt great lost and in order to encourage himself to continue after friend, he wrote this poem few weeks after the death of Hallam as if he is addressing him that even I have one hour in my life, I have to adventure and live my life to the less. He is encouraging himself. Any desperate hint would ruin him this is why it is full of energy. 
Of course, he deeply in his heart feels the sorrow, but as a poet he has to continue and this is what he did. After around 15 years (after the death of his friend Hallam) he was assigned as a Poet Laureate. So, he wants here to say that it is not the end of the world; he wants to console himself and to push himself forward. This is why he said I will strive. He wants to strive his sorrow and his sadness. He wants to strive to live alone without his friend. So, ‘to live’ means ‘to strive’. 
So, For Tennyson, he wrote this poem after the death of his close friend; Hallam, and he wants to console himself and 
How dull it is to pause, to make an end,
To rust unburnished, not to shine in use!
As though to breath were life. Life piled on life
Were all to little, and of one to me
Little remains: but every hour is saved
From that eternal silence, something more,
A bringer of new things; and vile it were
For some three suns to store and hoard myself,
And this gray spirit yearning in desire
Notice the word ‘yearning’ if you want to count the words which express adventurous spirit, you will find many. 
To follow knowledge like a sinking star,
Beyond the utmost bound of human thought.

In his ‘Ulysses’, Tennyson took from Homer’s ‘Ulysses’; the character itself (the characterization of Homer’s ‘Ulysses’). And he took from Dante’s ‘Ulysses’ his yearning to know more (knowledge, knowledge), but he did not end his poem with death like Homer and like Dante. He ended his poem with evoking and hopeful line (to strive, to know, to go). So, this is the spirit of Dante’s ‘Ulysses’ (seeking knowledge).
 This is my son, mine own Telemachus,

He is leaving the ruling of his island to his son. 
To whom I leave the scepter and the isle—

Scepter= it is this kind of stick which the king usually hold with jewelries صولجان .
To whom I leave the scepter and the isle—
Well-loved of me, discerning to fulfill
This labour, by slow prudence to make mild
A rugged people, and through soft degrees
Subdue them to the useful and the good.
Most blameless is he, centered in the sphere
Of common duties, decent not to fail
In offices of tenderness, and pay
Meet adoration to my household gods,
When I am gone. He works his work, I mine.

(Well-loved of me) he loves his son. 
What is he leaving to his son? 
A student:  He is leaving him all his stationary life in the island, his people, his governess and his responsibility. He thinks that traveling and seeking experience is more difficult than governing the island and his son is able to govern the island, but he is not able to experience life.
The doctor: as if he says one inexperienced man can govern these rugged or savage people.
Most blameless is he, centered in the sphere
Of common duties, decent not to fail

What does Tennyson want us to feel? To feel that his duties are more important than the common duties in offices; his duty is more important than ruling the government. As a poet, he will continue but others will do other works. 
There lies the port; the vessel puffs her sail:
There gloom the dark broad seas.
Now he is pointing to the port. 
(The dark broad seas) they are dark because they are mysterious and unknown. He is going to discover them. 
It is the spirit of the age. Do not forget England and controlling three quarters of the world, do not forget that during Queen Victoria, England became so prosperous. And do not forget after all this is an English man and of course he has spirit of colonizing people. 
If you gathered the short sentences in the poem, you will follow the theme. 
My mariners,
Souls that have toiled, and wrought, and thought with me—

These are the people whom he is proud of, not the savage people sitting there. 
That ever with a frolic welcome took
The thunder and the sunshine, and opposed
Free hearts, free foreheads—you and I are old;

He wants now to try to evoke and invoke the adventurous spirit in his sailors’ hearts. 
Old age had yet his honour and his toil;

Do not think that because we are old, it is done. When Tennyson wrote this poem, he was still young, but here he is referring to Ulysses as a character. Through him he is trying to convey his own pain. 
Old age had yet his honour and his toil;
Death closes all: but something ere the end,
Some work of noble note, may yet be done,
Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods.
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks:

I want you to feel the strength of the rhythm itself, of the short vowels and exclusive consonants. 
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks:
The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs: the deep
Moans round with many voices.
Here he is telling them that we are to about to die. We have short time to make more, but still we have things to do. 
Come, my friends,
'Tis not too late to seek a newer world.

It is a very short sentence. 
Push off, and sitting well in order smite
The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths
Of all the western stars, until I die.

He wants to die sailing like the lady of Shalott. He does not want to stop here after the death of Hallam. The real Ulysses, according to Tennyson, is that Ulysses who continued to travel and adventure. 
You see the image here. It is very beautiful (To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths Of all the western stars).

It may be that the gulfs will wash us down:
He tells them, maybe we will die abroad. 
It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles,

We might die or reach to touch the happy isle. 
(look at number 4 and 5  down in the footnotes.)

Number 4 
(The outer ocean or river which, in Greek cosmology, surrounded the flat circle of the earth, and into which the stars descended). 

During the Greek time, they believe that the earth is flat, it is not round, and starts would fall there. 

Number 5
In Greek myth, the Islands of the Blessed (which he calls here happy isles), a paradise of perpetual summer ( summer which does not end), were thought to be located in the far-western ocean (after the Atlantic Ocean). They were peopled by great heroes without having died (immortal), had been translated there by the gods and made immortal. In later versions of the myth, the heroes became immortal after their deaths. Achilles, who had been killed at Troy, would have been one of these heroes.

So, either we will die abroad in the sea or we may reach happy isles. What does it mean for him as a poet and as Ulysses? Immortality. As a poet, he seeks immortality through his poetry.

And see the great Achilles, whom we knew.

He meets Achilles there who is immortalized also in the myth. 

Though much is taken, much abides; and though
We are not now that strength which in the old days
Moved earth and heaven; that which we are, we are,

Although we are not strong and young as before, we are: 

One equal-temper of heroic hearts,

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will
To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

The repetition of ‘to’ is insisting on the verb, on action. And to end the poem with this strong line (to do, to do, to do) is affirming/asserting action. 


What is the theme of the poem? We have the theme of the poem according to Ulysses and according to Tennyson the poet. Of course they are one, but I want you to tell me what the theme of the poem is. 

A student:  The theme according to Ulysses is that life lies in adventures, seeking knowledge and experiences. However, for Tennyson, life does not end at one experience but goes on. Both of them (Tennyson and Ulysses) seek immortality by his own way, Ulysses by his adventures and Tennyson by his poetry.


The doctor:


I cannot rest from travel: I will drink
Life to the lees:
There lies the port; the vessel puffs her sail:
There gloom the dark broad seas.
Come, my friends,
'Tis not too late to seek a newer world.

It is the theme of the poem. He is frustrated at the idle life which he lives it in the island. He made up his mind to go abroad. The vessel is waiting and thin he calls his comrades; his sailor, to go with him to adventure and to discover newer world. This will lead you to the last line and the theme which you have mentioned. You see how the form helps you. We cannot at all ignore any element of the poem; the words, the tone, the tune of the words, the rhythm, and the meter.
Tune = it is more related to tuning the musical devices. 
Tone= it is more related to the mood. It is the emotional feeling. 


The division of the stanzas:

We have four stanzas. The first stanza consists of five lines. The second stanza consists of 27. The third one consists of 11 lines. And the fourth stanza consists of 27 lines. 
In the first stanza, he expresses his Dissatisfaction. In the second stanza, he speaks about his decision, his old life and his old adventures; about himself. In the third stanza he speaks about his son and the duties of his son. In the last long stanza, he speaks again about himself; his aim and his future.  
 
He starts the second stanza, which is the first long stanza, with his decision (I cannot rest from travel: I will drink Life to the lees,). In the fourth stanza, he started with another decision (There lies the port; the vessel puffs her sail: There gloom the dark broad seas.). And in the last line, he has strong will (To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.). There is a lot of work to be done; to seek his goal, to find it (there is hope) and not to stop in the middle. 

So, we have four stanzas; two short and two long. Where he speaks about himself and his past and present and his future, he uses long sentences as long stanzas. It means that he expresses himself freely. The words/vocabulary he uses are also strong.  
We do not have regular rhyme scheme. It is written in blank verse; most of the lines are written in pentameter but unrhymed.  

The form in general:

It is a dramatic monologue. It means the speaker not necessarily at all to be identified with the poet( we should not say that Tennyson is speaking here but we should say the poet), also the audiences are unknown although here we have an exception. In the last stanza, we feel that he is addressing the sailors, but we do not know if they are present or not (when he tells them come with me). We do not know the reaction of the sailors. They are absent but still we know that they might be there. He speaks about his son, but he is not there as if he is speaking to imagined audience. This is dramatic monologue. It is somehow like the soliloquy in drama, but in drama, we know that there is audience. He is speaking to himself, but there is an audience. Here in poetry, the audiences are not necessarily to be there. This is the dramatic monologue. What is the most important thing in dramatic monologue? Why do you think poets use dramatic monologue?  
When people are alone, they express themselves freely. When you know that there is audience in front of you, you try to choose words more carefully. Dramatic monologues usually are more thoughtful, deep, and expressive. The feeling would be more sincere. So, in dramatic monologue, one speaks to himself his own thoughts, expresses his own feelings to himself. 

A student:  the blank verse supports the dramatic monologue.

The doctor:  of course, it is a good idea. Because when you want to stick to the rhyme, it means that your mind is thinking more than your emotions; your mind in speaking more than your emotions. Here it will be more spontaneous. 
Dramatic monologue was so popular during the Victorian Age. Dramatic monologue was used by two of the outstanding poets of the age; Robert Browning and Tennyson. When we study Robert Tennyson, we will see that the dramatic monologue is stronger.
What they criticize Tennyson for is his ornamented language. Although he is here trying to express himself better and using dramatic monologue, but look at the images and the words which he uses. For him, he believes that Ulysses who goes back to the old ages and this is the language of that age. 
20th century and the late 19th century critics criticize Tennyson for this ornamented language believing that it is too much and this is why Tennyson failed when he wanted to tackle his contemporary issues. He could not speak in the language of the age because his language is so sophisticated and ornamented. This is why most of the Victorian poets went back to the Greeks and Romans to find their own topics and own characters, like Ulysses, and King Arthur’s date in The Lady of Shalott’. You remember the words and images he uses. Tennyson was so brilliant in such topics. The critics says that Tennyson was brilliant in such topics and he did not show his greatness in other topics which are related to his present days because he could not give up his ornamented language. Tennyson said that the Victorians were interested in nature like the romantics. For Tennyson, as we saw Lady Browning, nature played a very important role in inspiring their own images; they take their inspiration from nature. You see how he describes the scenes, life and experience in natural images. 
How does he reflect his age?
Ulysses can be compared to the English sailors and discoverers at that time; during the Victorian age and also the 17th and 18th century. They were discovering other dark seas like he told them. They thought that they brought light to those dark seas. Somehow, in one part, we can say that it is correct but in another part we can say no. the western historians were the ones who record history from their own point of view and they did not know but the world around them. This does not mean that the other world was not there. 

We have two great allusions here; Ulysses and Achilles. And we have some lines which recall Dante and Homer because the poem speaks about Ulysses. He recalls Homer and Dante because he wants to be remembered as them. This is what he is struggling for; immortality.
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