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implies once again that the antagonism between the

tower of self and the city of society is too great and

cannot be overcome. Onsgarth there is but constant war

between good and evil.
This implication foreshadows the impending collapse of Came-
lot; it is no coincidence that the barge conveying the dead
Elaine suggests Arthur's coming death. When she arrives at
Camelot she is surmised to be "the Fairy Queen . . . come to
take the King to Fairyland" (LE, 11. 1247, 1249) and Lance-
lot sees her barge as "a blot upon the stream" (LE, 1.

1381), thus employing an image which recurs at the end of

The Passing of Arthur. Arthur is alone in wishing that

Lancelot could have married Elaine. The rest of the court
is filled with a cynicism typified by Gawain and deem her
unworthy cf Lancelot even before they have seen her. The
mood of the idyll is set by the love of Lancelot and Guin-
evere, which has become "dead lowve's harsh heir, jealous
pride" (LE, 1. 1387). Yet, at the end of the idyll, a new
note is struck. Lancelot's melancholy leads him to resolve
to break with Guinevere, and, although he does not succeed
in doing so until much later, we are told that he will die
"a holy man" (LE, 1. 1418). Thus, the emphasis at the end
of the idyll shifts from the impending destruction of Came-
lot to the ability of the individual to achieve salvation.
As chaos overtakes the kingdom in the ensuing idylls this
positive element slowly rises into prominence.

In the next idyll, The Holy Grail, the disintegrat-
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ion of the kingdom becomes even more apparent as the knights
renounce their allegiance to Arthur and pursue a chimeral
vision. It is the eruption of sin within the court which
prompts the knights to adopt an ascetic idealism which is as
destructive as the sensuality it reacts against. As Lawrence
Poston says, "Tennyson repeatedly shows that the recoil from
passion is fully as dangerous as passion itself; asceticism
« « » is simply the far side of lust."69 Dwight Culler
points out that the Grail quest originates "in the frustrat-
ed sexual desires of a young woman who [has] been disapp-
ointed in love and gone into a nunnery."70 As Guinevere
realizes, it is a madness which has been visited on the
court for its sins. By pursuing the vision of the Grail, the
knights follow not only the lead of Pellam, who traces his
lineage back to Joseph of Arimathea (BB, 11. 98-99), but also
that of Merlin. The vision of the Grail appears when Galahad
sits in Merlin's enchanted chair, the chair in which "no man
could sit but he should lose himself" (HG, 1. 174). Galahad
justifies his action in Biblical terms, declaring that, "If
I lose myself, I save myself" (HG, 1. 178), but this is
ironic in view of Merlin's earlier loss of self. Arthur is
not present when the vision appears, but sees it from afar
and fears that Camelot is being consumed "in unremorseful
flames of rolling fire" (HG, 1. 261). This is, of course,
what is happening, and, when he discovers that his knights

have interpreted the vision in a different way, he declares
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that it is "a sign to maim this order which I made" (HG, 1.
297). He reminds his knights that they have a duty to per-
form in the world, a duty to follow the fire of God which
informs the Arthurian ideal rather than the "wandering fires"
(BHG, 1. 319) of the wilderness.

The quest for the Grail, undertaken individually,
signifies the retreat of each knight from the obligations
imposed upon him into his own inner being. Galahad, the
holiest of the company, passes from the world and becomes
one with the infinite, Percivale, perceiving the phantasmal
nature of the world, withdraws into the contemplative 1life,
Lancelot goes mad, Bors is unmanned by his discovery of the
resurgence of paganism, and Gawain abandons himself to lust.
The retreat of each breeds conflict and confusion in the
kingdom and this is reflected in the disjointed nature of
the narrative itself. As Dwight Culler says, "Camelot is
transformed into the Tower of Babel simply because it no
longer speaks with the single authoritative voice of Arthur
but with the contending voices of the individual knights."71

In The Holy Grail things fall apart and Camelot is racked by

a fierce gale which recalls that which occurred at the end

of Merlin and Vivien. The major point of reference in the

idyll is Percivale's vision of the world as phantasmal, a
place of sand and thorns which man has to retreat from in
order to discover meaning. This is reinforced by the fact

that Percivale himself has become a phantasm by the time of
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the tale's telling. As John D. Rosenberg says, the idyll

is twice removed from the present. . . . As we overhear
the posthumous voice of Percivale the present seems vis-
ibly to rececde before our eyes, and the ghastly heaps of
stone which greet the returning knights appear even more
ruinous, for §Ee narrator who describes them is now him-
self a ghost.

But, just as the dominant mood of Lancelot and Elaine is

undercut at the end of the idyll by reference to Lancelot's
eventual conversion, so is Percivale's resolve to withdraw
from the world into the contemplative life undercut by
Arthur's final speech. In this speech, Arthur admits that
the world is phantasmal and that reality resides with the
infinite, yet he insists that man has a duty to perform in
the world:

And some among you held, that if the King

Had seen the sight he would have sworn the vow:

Not easily, seeing that the King must guard

That which he rules, and is but as the hind

To whom a space of land is given to plow.

Who may not wander from the allotted field

Before his work be done; but, being done,

Let visions of the night or of the day

Come, as they will; and many a time they come,

Until this earth he walks on seems not earth,

This light that strikes his eyeball is not 1light,

This air that strikes his forehead is not air

But vision--yea, his wvery hand and foot--

In moments when he feels he cannot die,

And knows himself no vision to himself,

Nor the high God a vision, nor that One

Who rose again: ye have seen what ye have seen.., 4
(HG, 11. 899-915)

This shows Arthur's growing awareness of the illusory nature
of the world, yet this does not lead to his withdrawal from

the world. His attitude reflects Tennyson's conviction that
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man can only come to know himself and, hence, his relation
to the infinite by working in the world. Even if his work
will be negated by the forces of the world, this work is

the necessary prelude to union with the infinite. Tennyson's
belief in the ethical nature of work can be seen in the ad-
vice he gave to a young manr about to go up to university:

If a man is merely to be a bundle of sensations, he had
better not exist at all. He should embark on his career
in the spirit of selfless and adventurous heroism;

should develop his true self by not shirking responsib-
ility, by casting aside all maudlin and introspective
morbidities, and by using his powers cheerfully in acc-
ordance with the obvious dictates of his moral conscious-
ness, and so, as far as possible, in harmony with what

he feels to be the Absolute Right.

Self-reverence, self-knowledge, self-control,
These three alone lead life to sovereign power.
Yet not for power (power of herself

Would come uncall'd for) but to live by law,
Acting the law we live by without fear; ~
And, because right is right, to follow right
Were wisdom in the scorn of consequence.

It is motive, it is the great purpose which consecrates
life. The real test of a man is not what he knows, but
what he is in himself and in his relation to others.

For instance, can he battle against his own bad inher-
ited instincts, or brave public opinion in the cause of
truth? The love of God is the true basis of duty, truth,
reverence, loyalty, love, virtue and work. I believe in
these although I feel the emptiness and hollowness of
much of life.

The ninth idyll, Pelleas and Ettarre (1869), which,

!

according to Tennyson, describes "the breaking of the storm,’
75
is strongly parodic. As an anti-romance, it can be seen

as a parody of Gareth and Lynette, but, as has been pointed

out, it also presents a gloomy version of the Geraint and
76
Enid story and of the Lancelot-Guinevere-Arthur triangle.
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Pelleas comes from "the waste islands" (PE, 1. 82), seem-
ingly the only place where the beauty which once suffused
Camelot can now be found. Pelleas projects "all the young
beauty of his own soul"” (PE, 1. 79) not onto Camelot and
the Arthurian ideal as Gareth had done, but onto Ettarre,
an action which recalls Arthur's fatal misapprehension of
Guinevere. Ettarre considers him a fool, but, in the hope
of having a champion at Arthur's court, flatters him in a
manner reminiscent of Vivien's flattery of Merlin. Pelleas
is transfigured by his love for Ettarre, and, when he
reaches Camelot, his face shines

. « . like the countenance of priest of old

Against the flame about a sacrifice

Kindled by fire from heaven.

(PE, 11. 137-139)

His appearance astouhds the knights, an indication of their
forgetfulness of the fire from heaven which formerly de-
scended upon Arthur. Pelleas's worship of Arthur does not
spring directly from his own innate nobility, as Gareth's
had done, but is filtered through the medium of his love for
Ettarre. His idealization of her becomes the illusory basis
for his espousal of the Arthurian icdeal.

Pelleas can be seen as a type of Arthur who is
transformed, in the course of the idyll, into an antitype,
"a scourge . . . / To lash the treasons of the Table Round"
(PE, 1l. 553-554). The battle between him and Arthur in The

Last Tournament (1871) signifies the war of Camelot against
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itself. As Henry Kozicki says, the "ferocious disregard for
rules of war" in this battle "suggests a furious self-recog-
nition in this mirror image of Camelot."77 Even though Pell-~-
eas, the Red Knight, is defeated, it is his nihilistic vision

which now guides Arthur's knighthood. At the beginning of

The Last Tournament, Dagonet, the fool whom Gawain has made

"mock-knight of Arthur's Table Round" (LT, 1. 2), is pres-
ented. Although Gawain's action reflects the corruption
which has overtaken Camelot, Dagonet is, in fact, the truest
knight in Arthur's company at this stage. He declares himself
to be "the wisest knight of all" (LT, 1. 248), and, in his
description of Arthur as "my brother fool, the king of fools"
(LT, 1. 354), provides a sad commentary on the degeneration
of the Arthurian ideal. At the end of the idyll, he and
Arthur are left in sole possession of Camelot, and Dagonet's
blatant folly casts the less obvious folly of the King into
perspective. Arthur's folly has been his conviction that he
can, through his union with Guinevere, make

Figs out of thistles, silk from bristles, milk

From burning spurge, honey from hornet-combs,

And men from beasts. (LT, 11. 356-358)
It is in this idyll that Arthur becomes aware of his failure
and begins to recognize the folly of his belief in the poss-
ibility of social regeneration. When he departs to overthrow
the Red Knight, Lancelot assumes control in Camelot, symbol-
ically usurping the King. His major function as mock-king is

to preside over the Tournament of the Dead Innocence. The
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prize at this tournament is the necklace of a foundling
which, under the influence of Guinevere's death-giving ster-
ility, died shortly after its introduction to the court. It
is Tristram, another degenerate Lancelot, who wins the prize,
even though he violates thg conventions of the tournament.
Lancelot, filled with the world-weary conviction that "the
glory of our Round Table is no more" (LT, 1. 189), lets
these violations pass. Tristram replies to Dagonet's accus-
ation that he has broken the music of the Round Table by
declaring, "I came late, the heathen wars were o'er, / The
life had flown, we sware but by the shell" (LT, 11. 269-270).
Indeed it is only the shell of the Arthurian ideal which re-
mains, and Tristram's cynicism is in the ascendent. Part of
the reason for this sad change, as Tristram explains to
Isolt, is that Arthur's knighthood, aware that men "are not
angels here / Nor shall be" (LT, 1l. 693-694), have asserted
their right to be free from the impossible constraints
placed on them by Arthur. This desire to be free from rather
than to be free to entails a rejection of moral obligation
and a reversion to a state of savagery and moral nihilism..78
It is, as we are reminded over and over again in the Idylls,
a self-destructive desire which, when it becomes the social
norm, leads to the collapse of order. Arthur perceives the
imminence of such a collapse in the behaviour of his knights
during the attack on the Red Knight's court (LT, 1ll. 454-

485) .
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As R.B, Wilkenfeld says, the mood in the last two
idylls is "sombre and elegiac" and "Tennyson develops some
sense of partial recovery from the profound despair and
brute violence that mark the tenth idyll."79 The eleventh

idy1ll, Guinevere (1859), can be seen as a parody of The

Coming of Arthur. Lancelot and Guinevere, the two pillars

of Arthur's kingdom, have betrayed him and he is left def-
enceless against the resurgence of the forces of nature.
In this idyll, the trump sounds not to celebrate his wedd-
ing to Guinevere but to announce his final departure from
her, and he is viewed in terms not of his emergence from
the great deep but of his return to it. The erosion of the
Arthurian ideal has been caused by the progressive with-
drawal of Arthur's knights from their allegiance to him,
and their abandonment to self-destructive forces. Their
withdrawal was a consequence of the perception of the ill-
usory nature of the Arthurian ideal. In Guinevere it is
Arthur who experiences this disillusionment and it leads
him to the suicidal melancholia which has already overtaken
the rest of the court. He says to Guinevere,

Thou hast not made my life so sweet to me,

That I the King should greatly care to live;

For thou hast spoilt the purpose cof my life.

(G, 11. 448-450)

Arthur's reaction to this sense of depression is somewhat

. £
different ;gmany we have previously encountered, however. He

does, it is true, go off to fight in a battle which he re-
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gards as suicidal (PA, 11. 70-74), yet he does not abandon
his love for Guinevere. In other words, he does not abandon
his folly. He still believes that his order could have been
maintained had it not been for Guinevere's sin, and it is
this persistence which redeems him. His refusal to abandon
his illusory ideal in the face of its negation by the forces
of nature is, in effect, a refusal to abandon his duty to
God. It is this allegiance which provides him with the means
to come to self-knowledge and, thus, to comprehend his rel-
ation to the infinite. As R.B. Wilkenfeld says,
Arthur's realm was populated by fools, and it is no
surprise to discover he was, himself, the greatest fool
of all. He endured and that was his greatness; he died
for his vision and that was his folly. Yet although he
has to "pass on and on" and go "from less to less and
vanish,"” it is into "light" that he vanishes. . . . The
light of the "new sun" bringing in the "new year,"” ill-
uminates both the triumph and the defeat of the Order--
a triumph and defeat stunningly concentragsd in the over-
arching, multiplex concept of the "fool."
To see Arthur's upbraiding of Guinevere as a ref-

lection of Tennyson's own feelings is, however, as false as

to see The Coming of Arthur as a blueprint for the estab-

lishment of a terrestrial New Jerusalem. The apocalyptic

vision of The Coming of Arthur is undermined by Leodogran's

dream, virtually the sole intrusion of reality into the
idyll. As the illusion has crumbled, so has this reality be-
come ever more insistent. In Guinevere it is predominant.
The dream is recalled in the sister's story of the troubled

prophet (G, 1ll. 275-305) and by details such as Arthur's
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ghostlike appearance at the end of the idyll. In a sense,
Arthur is right to associate Guinevere's sin with the coll-
apse of the kingdom, yet, in his failure to comprehend the
reason for her sin, he misses the significance of the ass-
ociation. As John D. Rosenberg says, "Arthur is never more
blind . . . than when he concludes his denunciation of
Guinevere, 'And all through thee!'"81 Guinevere's withdraw-
al from the Arthurian ideal into the trammels of lust was
due to her inability to live up to an impossible ideal. The
realization that she was less worthy than Arthur led her to
the conclusion that she was absolutely evil since Arthur
was, she believed, absolutely good. It was this conviction
which led her to behave as she did. She tried to convince
herself, in other words, of the validity of her own self-
assessment. Her sin was not due to an inherent flaw of
character, as her ultimat¢e elevation to the position of
abbess "for her good deeds and her pure life" (G, 1. 687)
shows, Her conversion is due to her realization that Arthur
is "the highest and most human too" (G, 644). She ceases to
regard him as an embodiment of absolute virtue and realizes
that, while he is the most noble of men, he is also the most
deluded. This realization enables her to perceive the mix-
ture of good and evil in herself and to substitute a posi-
tive illusion for the negative one which led to her de-
structive self-abasement. Thus, she repents and loocks for-

ward to a coming apocalyptic marriage in heaven, "where be-



243

yond these voices there is peace" (G, 1. 692).

The final idyll, The Passing of Arthur (1869), is

an expansion of the "Morte d'Arthur," yet it achieves a
very different effect from the earlier poem. In the "Morte"
Tennyson had implied, by giving a narrative frame to the
poem, that the brand of heroism exemplified by Arthur could

work effectively in the world. In The Passing of Arthur the

frame has disappeared along with this implication. Arthur's
vision can only be achieved in death, for the world is fun-
damentally and irrevocably opposed to the heroic ideal. Nev-
ertheless, the vision can only be fulfilled in death if it
has been striven for in life. Striving for it does not mean
contemplating its fulfilment in the manner of Percivale. It
means actively working towards it by an imposition of the
will onto the flux of history, even though this cannot ul-
timately affect the historical process.

Thus, man must work towards the realization of his
vision even though he realizes the essential pointlessness
of such an action in terms of the world. However, striving
for such a realization is not pointless because it enables
the individual to attain self-knowledge. The unstated impli-
cation is that the individual is justified in any action
which furthers his inner development and elevates him to
the rank of hero in a meaningless cosmos. Tennyson's react-

ion to the Governor Eyre case reveals his willingness to
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subordinate means to ends and echoes Carlyle's similar re-
action to the case.82 It is something of a twentieth-cent-
ury commonplace that the world is meaningless. What is far
less common is the idea that, given this meaninglessness,
any action which can be seen in terms of heroic determinat-
ion is automatically justified. While this idea has been in-
corporated into the philosophies of Communism and National
Socialism, both of which can be seen as millenarian doc-
trines, it has, in what is generally referred to as "the
West," succumbed to what Paul Fussell has described as an
essentially ironic vision.83 Today, Cecil Rhodes and the
ideals he embodied seem part of a totally alien culture,

and one that it is difficult to view with much sympathy.

But to condemn the attitudes towards the role of the hero

in society held by Tennyson and Carlyle in the latter stages
of their careers out of hand does little to further our un-

derstanding either of them or of their society. The Idylls

of the King is permeated by the fear that society is on the

brink of apocalyptic conflagration, and this fear is much
more in evidence in the group of idylls composed between
1868 and 1874 than in the group composed between 1854 and
1859, a clear indication of growing pessimism. It is this
conviction which gave rise to the desperate appeal for heroic

endeavour. The ominous epilogue to the poem, To the Queen,

sums up the pessimism which informs the poem, despite its

attempt to provide a balanced picture:
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. . o« take withal
Thy poet's blessing, and his trust that Heaven
Will blow the tempest in the distance back
From thine and ours: for some are scared, who mark,
Or wisely or unwisely, signs of storm,
Waverings of every vane with every wind,
And wordy trucklings to the transient hour,
And fierce or careless looseners of the faith,
And Softness breeding scorn of simple life,
Or Cowardice, the child of lust for gold,
Or Labour, with a groan and not a voice,
Or Art with poisonous honey stolen from France,
And that which knows, but careful for itself,
And that which knows not, ruling that which knows
To its own harm: the goal of this great world
Lies beyond sight: yet--if our slowly-grown
And crowned Republic's crowning common-sense,
That saved her many times, not fail--their fears
Are morning shadows huger than the shapes
That cast them, not those gloomier which forego
The darkness of that battle in the West,
Where all of high and holy dies away. (1. 45-66)

In a discarded passage from the epilogue Tennyson went even
farther than this, declaring that, were he "to 'play Tiresias

to the times,' he could foretell only civic disorder, law-

lessness, the betrayal of old values, and 'fierce Transit-
ion's blood-red morn.'"84 The heroic individual becores an
alienated being in a doomed society, vainly appealing for
the preservation of 0ld values and justified in whatever

steps he may take to postpone that doom.

This is one way of summing up the Idylls of the

King. Yet this poem of "shot silk with many glancing col-

ours,"” the meaning of which depends on the interaction of

its conceptual components--dialectical opposition, illusion,

t

and transcendence--can be seen, like "Ulysses," as an admon-

itory work, an indirect critique of nineteenth-century soc-
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iety, an analysis of the process by which a particular soc-
iety came to disintegrate.85 In this case, the initiative
behind the process would be Arthur's blind confidence in the
imminence of a secular millennium, a confidence shared by
many in the nineteenth century. The connexion between such
confident millenarianism and social degeneration had been

a major theme of prophetic literature since the time of
Amos, and, in the Idylls, Tennyson does give a vivid des-
cription of the consequences of unwarranted optimism. This
is not to say that Arthur is a bad leader. Quite the cont-
rary, vet his prodigious qualities of leadership are under-
mined by a fatal blindness to the nature of the world.
Barbara Lovenheim suggests that, through Arthur's blindness
to Guinevere's adultery, "Tennyson seems to be suggesting
that any governing body or leader who cannot 'see' the real
needs and imperfections of his people is doomed to fail."86
I implied earlier that only through such blindness, through
an illusory belief in the individual's ability to reform the
world, can man achieve salvation. Seen in this way, Arthur's
blindness is a positive rather than a negative guality.
However, if we see the Idylle as a prophetic work in the
tradition of Amos, it is decidedly negative. So we have two
conflicting approaches to the poem's meaning, both of which
seem at least partially wvalid. What this suggests is that

the poem is founded on a dialectical principle, a fundamen-

tal uncertainty as to the possibility of social regenerat-
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ion. Tennyson does, to be sure, incline towards the view
that society cannot be redeemed, but he does not go so far
as to state this as a conviction. The poem rests on a belief
that society will, if it continues along its present course,
soon come to "the darkness of that battle in the West, /
Where all of high and holy dies away."” Tennyson seems to
feel, with Carlyle, that society will continue along this
course and that civilization is doomed, but he does not see
this process as necessarily irreversible. According to
Charles Tennyson, the poet's grandson, Tennyson "became
more and more oppressed with doubts about the usefulness of
his own work and the future of humanity” in his later years,
"obsessed by the thought that the world was standing on the
brink of a revolution such as had never been seen before--
'a last dim battle in the West' which, if it came, would be
87
world wide." In a comment he made to his son in 1886, how-
ever, he gqualified this pessimism somewhat:
You must not be surprised at anything that comes to pass
in the next fifty years. All ages are ages of transit-
ion, but this is an awful moment of transition. It seems
to me as if there were much less of the old reverence
and chivalrous feeling in the world than there used to
be. I am old and I may be wrong, for this generation has
assuredly some spirit of chivalry. We see it in acts of
heroism by land and sea, in fights against the slave
trade, in our Arctic voyages, in philanthropy, etc. The
truth is that the wave advances and recedes. I tried in
my 'Idylls' to teach men these things, and the need of
the Ideal. But I fee&asometimes as if my life had been

a very useless life.

Thus, the dialectical mode of the Idzlls reflects an un-
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certainty coloured by pessimism, rather than a conviction
of impending doom. That Tennyson saw the wrath of God being
visited upon his society through the operation of malignant
forces similar to those delineated in the poem is certain.
He did not believe its fate to be sealed, yet the shooting
of Niagara which Tennyson, along with Carlyle, saw in the
social changes of the later nineteenth century, bred in him

a despair which is reflected not only in the Idylls of the

King but also in other poems written between 1855 and 1892,
Two poems which appeared between the composition of
the first and second groups of Idylls--"Aylmer's Field"
(1864) and "Lucretius" (1868)--are among the most important
of these. In "Aylmer's Field" there is a return to the
themes of the English idyls which appeared in the 1840s.
Yet, if we compare the poem to these idyls, we can see that,
troubled though the vision which informs them might be, it
is nowhere near as bleak as the vision in this poem. The
aged custodians of the great house prevent their daughter's
marriage to the brother of the vicar, thus precipitating
her death and his suicide. Their deaths trigger the literal
collapse of the great house amid the echoes of apocalyptic
execration hurled by the vicar from the pulpit. Its ruins
are taken over by animals and it soon reverts to an "open
field" (1. 853). This poem, set at the time of the French
Revolution, describes not only the utter breakdown of any

possibility of reconciliation between warring elements in
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society but also the commitment of the custodians of the
0ld order to a self-destructive opposition to change. Aver-
ill, the vicar, is, like Pelleas and the persona of "Locks-
ley Hall," an agent of the wrath of God who inspires the
peasants in his congregation with revolutionary ardour and
sends Lady Aylmer shrieking into a swoon at the feet of her
husband, who wanders
. « . as a footsore ox in crowded ways
Stumbling across the market to his death,
Unpitied; for he groped as blind, and seemed
Always about to fall, grasping the pews
And oaken finials till he reached the door.
(11. 819-823)
Tennyson, ever opposed to revolution, was never more hostile
to it than he became in the 1860s, vet, as "Aylmer's Field"
shows, he was well aware of the reasons for revolutionary
change. The o0ld order, by failing to seek regeneration,
fosters a new, animalistic order which assumes control when
the old order collapses.

The passing of the Second Reform Bill in 1867, which
was accompanied by economic crisis and widespread demonstrat-
ions, must have seemed to Tennyson to mark the beginning of
a social usurpation by a class which the nation's leaders
had been reluctant either to assist or to lead. His fears at
this time are reflected in "Lucretius." As Henry Kozicki
says, "Lucretius's Rome was characterized by the breakdown

of law and order, a great extension and adulteration of the

franchise, a vast unemployed proletariat numbering perhaps
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300,000, the corruption and ineffectuality of the senate,
and the rise of demagogues."89 In Tennyson's poem this
social breakdown is reflected in the breakdown and suicide
of Lucretius, which is caused by the administration of a
love potion to him by his wife, Lucilia. Yet, although this
indicates the triumph of sense over soul in a manner which
Tennyson would have seen as applicable to his own age,
where a rise in sexual licence went hand in hand with the
rise of social conflict, Lucretius is not presented simply
as a noble being overpowered by animralistic forces. His
life has been devoted to the pursuit of "sacred everlasting
calm" (1. 110), and it is this which drives Lucilia to her

desperate action. Thus, Lucretius, in a roundabout way, de-

stroys himself. As in the Idylls of the King, the quest for

purity within the world produces a sensual, destructive
force which overwhelms it. Lucretius himself compares the
havoc created among "those tender cells" (1. 22) of his
brain by the "tickling" of "the brute brain within the
man's" (1. 21) to the civic tumult of his age:

How should the mind, except it loved them, clasp

These idols to herself? or do they fly

Now thinner, and now thicker, like the flakes

In a fall of snow, and so press in, perforce

Of multitude, as crowds that in an hour

Of civic tumult jam the doors, and bear

The keepers down, and throng, their rags and they

The tasest, far into that council-hall

Where sit the best and stateliest of the land?
(11. 164-172)

Lucretius's quest for purity is a reflection of a similar



251

pursuit in the social sphere by the nation's leaders, and
his neglect of and eventual destruction by the forces of
sensuality reflects their neglect of and eventual destruction
by the mob. Thus, the poem can be seen as an attack on a
nation which maintains a complacent belief in the inevitab-
ility of progress in the face of growing anarchy, a nation
which can ask, as Lucretius does with his dying breath,
"What is duty?” (1. 280).
By the 1880s, Tennyson's pessimism had become even
more pronounced, and this is reflected in his poetry,
which also shows a greater concern with the realm beyond
"our bourne of Time and Place" ("Crossing the Bar" (1889),
1. 13). He maintained the belief that
The man remains, and whatsoe'er
He wrought of good or brave
Will mould him through the cycle-year
That dawns behind the grave.
("The Charge of the Heavy Brigade: Epilogue”
(1885), 11l. 73-76)
yet, in poems such as "Locksley Hall Sixty Years After"
(1886) and "The Dawn" (1892), he implies that a better soc-
iety will only be achieved after a chaotic interregnum,
which will totally annihilate the existing order and may
last for thousands of years. In "Despair" (188l) he again
tackles the question of suicide. The headnote to the poem
explains that
A man and his wife having lost faith in a God, and hope

of a life to come, and being utterly miserable in this,
resolve to end themselves by drowning. The woman is
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drowned, but the man rescued by a minister of the sect
he had abandoned.

Three days later the man explains the reasons for his action
to the minister:

See, we were nursed in the drear night-fold of your fat-
alist creed,

And we turned to the growing dawn, we had hoped for a
dawn indeed,

When the light of a Sun that was coming would scatter the
ghosts of the Past,

And the cramping creed that had maddened the peoples
would vanish at last,

And we broke away from the Christ, our human brother and
friend,

For He spoke, or it seemed that He spoke, of a Hell with-
out help, without end.

Hoped for a dawn and it came, but the promise had faded

away;
We had passed from a cheerless night to the glare of a
drearier day. (11. 21-28)

Despair has proceeded, then, from the rejection of an an-
thropomorphic deity in favourf; secular millenarianism. The
poem expresses Tennyson's conviction that this kind of sub-
stitution can only lead to despair, for man is essentially
alienated from the phenomenal world. He must seek union
with the infinite by a quest for the divine within himself
and a projection of his divine faculties onto an unknowable
deity. A purely mundane view of existence can only lead to
the perception of ultimate meaninglessness:

Why shguld we bear with an hour of torture, a moment of

If egg;;’man die for ever, if all his griefs are in vain,

And the homeless planet at length will be wheeled through

the silence of space,
Motherless evermore of an ever-vanishing race,

When the worm shall have writhed its last, and its last
brother-worm will have fled
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From the dead fossil skull that is left in the rocks of
an earth that is dead? (11. 81-86)

This horrific vision is one which runs through Tennyson's
writings in the 1880s, reflecting his revulsion from a
world whose processes had finally come to seem totally
arbitrary. The effect of evolutionary and geological theor-
ies in opening up tracts of time unsuspected by previous
generations is nowhere more apparent than in utterances
such as these, which seem to deny any possibility of dis-
covering meaning within history. Tennyson does, however,
tackle the problem of historical meaning in "Locksley Hall
Sixty Years After." In this poem, the persona of "Locksley
Hall" returns to tell us that "the fires of youth, the
follies, furies, curses, passionate tears" (1. 39) have
"gone like fires and floods and earthgquakes of the planet's
dawning day" (1. 40). This suggests that he has experienced
some kind of apocalyptic rebirth, but he goes on to declare
that the only products of the "fires that shook me once"
have been "silent ashes" (1. 41). World-weariness has re-
placed desperate idealism:

Gone the cry of 'Forward, Forward,' lost within a growing

gloom;

Lost, or only heard in silence from the silence of a tomb.

Half the marvels of my morning, triumphs over time and

Stal:gagg'frequence, shrunk by usage into commonest comm-

onplace!

'Forward' rang the voices then, and of the many mine was
one.
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Let us hush this cry of 'Forward' till ten thousand years
have gone. (11. 73-78)
The world has succumbed to the forces of flux, to the
"sickening game" of "Chaos, Cosmos! Cosmos, Chaos!" (1. 127).
The persona fears that man is reeling "back into the beast
again" (1. 148) and he knows that, whatever happens, he will
not live to see "the stormy changes" of the world usher in
"a changeless May" (1. 156). He sees history as a sicken-
ingly meaningless process of "Evolution ever climbing after
some ideal good, / And Reversion ever dragging Evolution in
the mud" (11l. 199-200). In the face of such meaninglessness,
the only comfort which the persona can offer his grandson,
the inheritor of Locksley Hall, is to "Follow Light, and do
the Right--for man can half control his doom-- / Till you
find the deathless angel seated in the vacant tomb" (11.
277-278).
"The Dawn," one of Tennyson's last poems, is also
one of his most pessimistic. The idea for the poem came
from Plato's Timaeus, in which Solon is told by an Egyptian
priest that the Greeks
are young in soul . . . for therein (they! possess not
a single belief that is ancient and derived from old
tradition, nor yet one science that is hoary with age.
And this is the cause thereof: There have been and there
will be many and divers destructions of mankind of which
the greatest are by figs and water, and lesser ones by
countless other means.

Tennyson expanded the implications of this passage into a

dialectic which runs through the poem. On the one hand, the
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speaker declares that the "noon of man" (1. 20), even though
it be "a million summers away" (l. 25), is approcaching. On
the other hand, he implies that civilizations never get be-
yond the stage of infancy before being destroyed, and that,
each time this happens, a new start has to be made. He seems
to believe that England, which he associates with Tyre,
Babylon, Rome, and even Dahomey, notorious in the nineteenth
century for mass human sacrifice, is on the verge of apoc-
alyptic destruction. At the end of the poem this dialectic
is left unresolved, and he asks, "what will our children

be, / The men of a thousand, a million summers away?" (l1l.
24-25) . The extension of historical speculation into an
unimaginably remote future is tantamount to a denial of
meaning within history, at least in so far as it concerns the
individual. The o0ld order has crumbled and in the ensuing
chaos the individual can only find meaning within himself,
or in the one clear call which summons him to the boundless

deep from whence he came.



THE APOCALYPTIC LEGACY

l. Carlyle and Tennyson: The Millenarian Illusion

Although Carlyle and Tennyson both started out as
optimistic millenarians, interpreting the degeneracy of
their age as a sign that a brighter epoch was about to dawn,
they gradually became convinced that the course of western
civilization was drawing to a close, and that a new barbar-
ism would soon engulf the world. This movement from millen-
arianism to what we may term apocalypticism was a predict-
able, if not inevitaktle one. The millenarianism they cderived
from Romanticism, which was reinforced by Evangelicalism
and theories of historical periodicity, laid the basis for
the apocalyptic visions they subsequently developed. It im-
parted to them a sense of destiny which informed both their
hopes and their fears. While the revolutionary climate of
the times had a profound influence on the nature of the
apocalypticism they developed, it did not generate it. Their
optimistic millenarianism depended upon a transcendent vis-
ion of society, and the failure of this vision to become a
reality led to a condemnation of society and a search for
transcendenc; within the self,

One trait shared by Tennyson and Carlyle was a dep-

256
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endence on dialectical modes of expression. This dependence
is a crucial factor in defining the nature of the apocalypt-
icism they developed. From the later writings of both men
there emerges the picture of a world governed by flux, by
irreconcilable but inseparable forces, a world both demonic
and divine. In such a world, meaning can only proceed from
a willed perception of meaning, or, in Tennyson's words,
from "what is highest within us." Furthermore, transcend-
ence, in these terms, can only be achieved by an engagement
of opposition, a confrontation with the dialectical forces
of the world. As Blake says, "without contraries is no pro-
gression. Attraction and repulsion, reason and energv, love
2
and hate, are necessary to human existence." PRuskin defined
the aesthetic of transcendent dialecticism in his descript-
ion of the Gothic spirit:
It is that strange disquietude of the Gothic spirit that
is its greatness; that restlessness of the dreaming mind,
that wanders hither and thither among the niches, and
flickers feverishly around the pinnacles, and frets and
fades in labyrinthine knots and shadows along wall and
roof, and yet is not satisfied. The Greek could stay in
his triglyph furrow, and be at peace; but the work of the
Gothic heart is fretwork still, and it can neither rest
in, nor from, its labour, but must pass on, sleeplessly,
until its love of change shall be pacified for ever in

the change that §ust come alike on them that wake and
them that sleep.

Gothicism and Romanticism, from the point of view of
the writers we have been discussing, share a tendency to
view the individual as a reservoir of unlimited possibilities

with an innate capacity to achieve union with the infinite.
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Set against him, however, are the delusive forces of the
phenomenal world, a world from which meaning can be educed
only through a willed perception of its dialectic, self-
cancelling nature. If a passive attitude is adopted towards
the world any attempt to discover meaning will be thwarted;
the shunning of passivity is, however, no light matter, and,
as it involves opposition to the forces of the world, the
world inevitably comes to be viewed as malignant. A percept-
ion of the world as malignant and a desire to engage the
forces of opposition are essential features of millenarian-
ism. At the same time, they lead to the conviction that the
phenomenal world is an affront to being, and that, as a
self-cancelling entity, it is appropriate that it should
destroy itself and remove the barrier between the individual
and transcendent reality. This, then, is a sublimated death-
wish, and such a wish is a latent factor not only in mill-
enarianism but also in Romanticism. Shelley said as much at
the beginning of the nineteenth century and Schopenhauer
went even further when he declared that the human will

could not bear to continue through endless time the

same actions and sufferings without true gain, if memory

and individuality were left to it. It throws them off;

this is Lethe; and through this sleep of death it re-

appears as a new being, refreshed and equipped with

anothei intellect; "A new day beckons to a newer

shore!

In these terms, both millenarianism and Romanticism,

when applied optimistically to the phenomenal world, can Le

seen as fundamentally inconsistent--one cannot redeem the
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irredeemable. Yet this inconsistency serves only to under-
line the emotional appeal of such ideas-~-the individual
desires to inhabit a world which is in harmony with his
conception of transcendent reality, a world which will en-
able him to achieve union with such a reality. He must, how-
ever, if he faces the issue squarely, come to the realization
that millenarianism—--whether of the spiritual or the secular
variety--is founded upon an illusion, and that his desire is
not directed at the phenomenal world but at a transcendent
reality.

While such a desire may be a constant element in
human nature, it seems reasonable to suppose that it will
increase or decrease in intensity according to the individ-
ual's sense of harmony with the phenomenal world. The more
meaningless the phenomenal world appears to him to be,
whether because of inherited patterns of thought or because
of widespread social dislocation, the stronger the desire
will be. The Victorians not only inherited ideas of transc-
endent reality from Romanticism and Evangelicalism; they
also lived through an era of unprecedented and often dis-
turbing social change and unrest. That Carlyle and Tennyson
should have come to view their society in apocalyptic
terms is hardly surprising. That they should have rejected
secular millenarianism in favour of a vision of the tran-
scendent faculties of the individual marks their recognit-

ion of the fundamental inconsistency inherent in millenar-
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ianism. They accepted, as it were, the meaninglessness and
irredeemability of the world, which became more glaring to
them as the century progressed, and, turning inward, sought
to commune with a reality beyond the bourne of Time and

Place.

2. Carlyle and Victorian Apocalypticism

There is no doubt that Carlyle contributed a great
deal to the apocalypticism which developed in the nineteenth
century. He made a decisive impact not only on Tennyson but
also on virtually every other mid-nineteenth-century writer,
as well as on many who came to maturity much later.5 Among
those most deeply indebted to him were Dickens, Matthew
Arnold, Kingsley, Mrs. Gaskell, Ruskin, Disraeli, Morris,
and Lawrence.6 But the nature of his influence has to be
defined. There seems little doubt, for example, that Tenny-
son would have developed along roughly the same lines as he
did if Carlyle had not written, and, to a certain extent, the
same holds true for the other writers I have mentioned. Will-
iam Oddie, in his discussion of Carlyle's influence upon
Dickens, suggests that Carlyle "offered an imprecise but
consistent structure of ideas and opinions that happened to
overlap . . . with many of Dickens's disparate and disorg-
anised feelings about particular issues and about life in

general," and that "this structure of ideas presented him

with a nucleus around which his own ideas could form and
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also, perhaps, with a mirror by which he could recognise
their shape."7 This, I think, sums up the nature of Carl-
vle's influence on his contemporaries admirably. He did not
present them with any radically new ideas; rather, he art-
iculated their feelings and gave them a coherent framework
within which they could develop their own ideas.

That Carlyle was the first to be able to sum up the
spirit of the age in the way that he did may have been
partly due to his thorough knowledge of French and German
literature and philosophy, but, for his contemporaries, this
was not where his appeal lay. The hero of Charles Kingsley's

Alton Locke (1850) indicates where Carlyle's significance

lay for the majority of his readers:

I know no book which at once so quickened and exalted
my poetical view of man and his history, as that great
prose poem, the single epic of modern days, Thomas
Carlyle's "French Revolution". Of the general effect
which his works had on me, I shall say nothing: it was
the same as they have had, thank God, on thousands of
my class and of every other. But that book above all
first recalled me to the overwhelming and yet ennobling
knowledge that there was such a thing as Duty; first
taught me to see in history not the mere farce-tragedy
of man's crimes and follies, but the dealings of a
righteous Ruler of the universe, whose ways are in the
great deep, and whom the sins and errors, as well as e
virtues and discoveries of man, must obey and justify.

It was, in other words, the neo-Calvinist vision which

Carlyle developed in The French Revolution, the vision of a

world ruled by a providential force, which affected his con-
temporaries most profoundly, and while his later, increas-

ingly apocalyptic pronouncements continued to exert an in-
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fluence on the course which many writers followed, it was
this initial revelation which was his most enduring legacy.
In order to examine the nature of Carlyle's relationship to
his contemporaries in more detail and also to gain a broad-
er picture of Victorian apocalypticism I will turn now to
the work of two very dissimilar writers--Charles Dickens
and Matthew Arnold--both of whom can be discussed in the
light of their debt to Carlyle.

Charles Dickens, as many critics have shown, was
deeply influenced by Carlyle.9 His early works show little

in the way of direct influence, although Oliver Twist (1837-

38) and Barnaby Rudge (1840-41) both deal with familiar

Carlylean themes--the workhouses created by the Poor Law of
1834 and revolutionary fervour. As Michael Goldberg says,
however, "the first and unmistakable evidence of Carlyle's
influence on Dickens' writing is to be found . . . in A

10
Christmas Carol and The Chimes." In A Christmas Carol

(1843) the prophetic voice of Christmas Present warns,
"This boy is Ignorance. This girl is Want. Beware them
both, and all of their degree, but most of all beware this
boy, for on his brow I see that written which is Doom, un-

11
less the writing be erased." A Christmas Carol is, for all

its air of good humour, an unrelenting attack on the prin-

ciple of laissez-faire, as well as a dire warning of its

consequences. Shortly after writing it, Dickens declared

that society was "approaching the period when, being incap-
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able of reforming itself, it will have to submit to being
12
reformed by others off the face of the earth."

In Dombey and Son (1847-48), which, as A.E. Dyson

says, embodies "the nightmare vision that Dickens was com-
ing to have of nineteenth-century capitalism," the attack
on laissez-faire is even more unrelenting than in A Christ-

13
mas Carol. Yet while the novel is, as Michael Goldberg

says, "a stark Carlylyean parable on the sacrifice of hum-

anity demanded by the money fetish," Dickens is also con-
14
cerned to expose the inadequacies of the ways of the past.

Steven Marcus argues that Dombey and Son is, above all,
15
about the need for change. The principal agent of change

in the novel is the railway, and, even though this is a
product of the society which he condemns, Dickens sees
railway construction as a positive development. Barbara
Lovenheim argues that Dickens portrays the railway as an
agent of apocalyptic change, yet she goes on to point out
that

while this description suggests that Dickens was att-
empting to applaud the benefits of the new industrial
order, the action of the novel proper seems to challenge
and defy this optimism. The unfortunate fate of almost
all the characters in Dombey, both those associated with
the aristocratic past and E%ose associated with the in-
dustrial present, suggests that the new industrial world
is no more successful in esta?%ishing human happiness
than the one it has replaced.

Steven Marcus sees in this inconsistency a fundamental am-

biguity of purpose:
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In Dombey and Son, we can see how deeply divided Dick-
ens has become. On the one hand he is affirming the
changing world symbolized by the railroad, and on the
other condemning the society which produced it. That
society has in every way grown morf7uncongenial to the
life of feeling and moral decency.

The deep division which Marcus sees in Dombey and Son is,

however, more apparent than real, for Dickens can be seen

to be following the example set by Carlyle's Past and Pres-

ent in his depiction of society. In that work, Carlyle's
condemnation of a do-nothing aristocracy and a middle class

committed to laissez-faire is coupled with an appeal for

leadership, and for this he looks to the Captains of Indust-
ry. Carlyle condemned railway development because it was
in the hands of men like George Hudson, whom he castigates

in Latter-Day Pamphlets, rather than under the supervision

of such captains. That it was an agent of change was beyond
qguestion; whether the change would prove in the end to be for
the better or for the worse remained to be seen. Dickens
portrays the railway as an agent which can be used to effect

positive change, but which, in the hands of laissez-faire

industrialists, can only perpetuate a corrupt system.

In Bleak House (1852-53) Dickens' indictment of soc-

iety deepens in intensity. The promise held out by the rail--

way in Dombey and Son has all but disappeared, and, by the

introduction of Esther Summerson into the novel, he implies
that the individual has, in some measure, to withdraw from

society in order not to be destroyed by it. Dickens' attack
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on society is focused on the Courts of Chancery, which

Carlyle had condemned in Past and Present (p. 261), and

which serve, as Michael Goldberg says, "as an index to a
wholesale institutional malaise throughout Victorian soci-
ety."18 John Butt and Kathleen Tillotson suggest that the
novel renders in fictional terms Carlyle's portrait of

England in Latter-Day Pamphlets, in which he declares that,

in the smoke of this universal, and alas inevitable and
indispensable revolutionary fire, and burning-up of
worn-out rags of which the world is full, our life-
atmosphere has (for the time) become one vile London
fog, and the eternal loadstars are gone out for us!
(LDP, p. 51)

They go on to suggest that

in Bleak House [Dickens] set himself to translate this
diagnosis into the terms of his own art, choosing in-
dividual characters and groups of characters to repres-
ent "the great dumb inarticulate class", those who re-
garded social iniquities as inevitable, and the rose-
water philanthropists; finding symbols in the images of
fog and fire; and representing bty a plot the way the
evil spreads upwards féll it impinges "on all classes
to the very highest".

Perhaps the most potent symbol of England in the novel is
the figure of Krook, who is described as

short, cadaverous, and withered; with his head sunk
sideways between his shoulders, and the breath issuing
in visible smoke from his mouth, as if he were on fire
within. His throat, chin, and eyebrows were so frosted
with white hairs, and so gnarled with veins and puck-
ered skin, that he looked from hia breast upward, like
some ©¢ld root in a fall of snow.

Krook's death by spontanecus combustion serves as a prophecy
of the consumption of a decadent society by the fires of

discontent. Two comments made by Dickens in 1855 make the
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parallel between Krook and England clear, at the same time
as they underline the apocalyptic nature of the novel:

I am hourly strengthened in my old belief, that our
political aristocracy and our tuft-hunting are the
death of England. In all this business I don't see a
gleam of hope. As to the popular spirit, it has come to
be so entirely separated from the Parliament and the
Government, and so perfectly apathetic about themzfoth,
that I seriously think it a most portentous sign.

There is nothing in the present time at once so galling
and so alarming to me as the alienation of the people
from their own public affairs. . . . And I believe the
discontent to be so much the worse for smouldering, in-
stead of blazing openly, that it is extremely like the
general mind of France before the breaking out of the
first Revolution, and is in danger of being turned by

any one of a thousand accidents . . . into such a
devil 35 a conflagration as has never been beheld
since.

Hard Times (1854) and A Tale of Two Cities (1859)

are, by common consent, the two works which show most
clearly the influence of Carlyle on Dickens. Of the former
Dickens wrote to Carlyle, "I know it contains nothing in
which you do not think with me," and in the preface to the
latter he wrote that "no one can hope to add anything to
the philosophy of MR. CARLYLE'S wonderful book" in dealing

23
with the French Revolution. Hard Times is primarily an

A
attack on Utilitarianism, yet, as Michael Go%?erg points

out, Dickens' "attacks on wrongheaded schooling, abstract
theories about human welfare, and the faulty arithmetic of
social salvation were ways of dramatizing his profound
disquiet about the dominant shaping forces of his civilizat-

24
ion." Raymond Williams, however, sees Dickens' identific-
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ation with Carlyle in Hard Times as essentially negative.

He argues that

there are no social alternatives to Bounderby and Grad-
grind: not the time-serving aristocrat Harthouse; not
the decayed gentlewoman Mrs Sparsit; nowhere, in fact,
any active Hero. Many of Dickens' social attitudes can-
cel each other out, for he will use almost any reaction
in order to undermine any normal representative posit-
ion. . . . The only reservation is for the passive and
the suffering, for the meek who shall inhsgit the earth
but not Coketown, not industrial society.

This may seem somewhat harsh, but it does point to a basic
dissimilarity between Carlyle and Dickens. Carlyle's prim-
ary concern is with the hero, Dickens' primary concern is

with human goodness and the preservation of integrity in a
hostile world. The concern with human goodness also domin-

~ates A Tale of Two Cities, yet along with it Dickens pro-

vides a stern warning to society of the inevitable conse-

quences of its actions. In the final chapter of the novel

he declares that

there is not in France, with its rich variety of soil
and climate, a blade, a leaf, a root, a sprig, a pepp-
ercorn, which will grow to maturity under conditions
more certain than those that have produced this horror.
Crush humanity out of shape once more, under similar
hammers, and it will twist itself into the same tortur-
ed forms. Sow the seed of rapacious licence and opp-
ression over again, and it wi%l surely yield the same
fruit according to its kind.

By the late 1850s, Dickens had become convinced that
the times were ripe for revolution. As Edmund Wilson says,
he came to believe that "if the British upper classes . . .
[did] not deal with the problem of providing for the health

and education of the people, they Cwould] fall victims to
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27
the brutal mob." But, as in pre-Revolutionary France, no

change of heart seemed likely, and, in the last decade of

his life, Dickens' pessimism deepened. As Barbara Lovenheim

says,
Although his last novels . . . lack the fiery quality
of his earlier books, they are even more pessimistic,
and they contain a more resonant and desperate apocal-
yptism. The civilization presented in these last novels
is beyond hope; it is not only waiting for a giant and
climactic conflagration, but a near di imminent death.
It is civilization after the deluge.

While there can be no doubt that Carlyle made a pro-
found and lasting impression on Dickens, it is possible to
overestimate the extent of his influence. There seems little
reason to believe that Dickens' views would have been rad-
ically different if he had not come into contact with Car-
lyle. The pessimism and sense of imminent doom he developed
in his later years were conditioned rather than caused by
his reading of Carlyle. As William Oddie says, Dickens "re-
sponded to no part of Carlyle's doctrine that did not find

29
an echo--sometimes slightly distorted--in his own heart."
What Dickens did gain from Carlyle was the ability to pre-
sent a more ccherent and more comprehensive view of society
than he might otherwise have done. As William Oddie goes on
to say,

It is in the various social interconnections of his
novels that we see Carlyle's essential contribution. He
would still have distrusted Exeter Hall, despised a do-
nothing aristocracy, felt pity for the plight of the
under-privileged and the uneducated in a ruthless and

competitive world, hated the cant and lack of charity of
some ministers of the gospel, and admired the energy and
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initiative of the enlightened Captain of Industry:; but

he would almost certainly not have drawn the same conn-

ections of cause and effect, and established the s3ge
antitheses between them, as he did in Bleak House.

To sum up, Dickens' view of society as a network of

complex interrelations, ultimately subject to a provident-

ial law, clearly owed much to Carlyle's influence, while his

basic ideas and attitudes, although similar in many ways to

those of Carlyle, did not. And it was almost certainly the
comprehensive vision of Carlyle's writings which appealed
most strongly to other social novelists--to George Eliot,
for example, who, as Raymond Williams says,

is unrivalled in English fiction in her creation and

working of the complication and consequence inherent in

all relationships. From such a position in experience
she naturally sees society at a deeper level than its
pclitical abstractions indicate, and she sees her own
society, in her own choice of word, as "vicious". Her

favourite metaphor for sgfiety is a network: a "tangled

skein"; a "tangled web".

With Matthew Arnold the gquestion of Carlyle's in-
fluence is somewhat more problematic. Barbara Lovenheim,
who discusses Arnold's development of apocalypticism in
terms of Carlyle's influence, sees in Arnold's career the
familiar pattern of vouthful idealism followed by a grad-
ually deepening pessimism.32 Attractive as such a theory
may be, however, it is demonstrably false. If we look at
Arnold's poetry, for example, the only two works which
stand out as expressions of optimistic millenarianism are

"Obermann Once More" (1867) and "Bacchanalia; or, the New

Age" (1867), both written in the early 1860s, a period in
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which, according to Lovenheim, Arnold believed that England
was "on the verge of a fatal epochal disaster."33 If we turn
to the poetry he wrote in the late 1840s, a period in which
she claims that he was an optimistic radical, we not only
look in vain for any evidence of this, but we also find
evidence to the contrary. In "To a Republican Friend--Cont-
inued" (1849), for example, he dismrisses the prospect of a
secular millennium and declares that man is "o'ershadowed
by the high / Uno'erleaped Mountains of Necessity" (ll. 6-
7).34

In the last decade of his life Arnold did, it is
true, express a sense of cultural pessirism similar to that
expressed by Carlyle, yvet in the earlier stages of his car-
eer he pursued a course in many ways diametrically opposed
to that of Carlyle. The works he produced prior to the late
1850s were suffused with feelings of powerlessness and enn-—
ui, occasioned, it is frequently arqued, by his father's
death; subseguently these feelings gave way to a confident

meliorism, tinged with millenarian ideals, which can be seen

in a somewhat modified form in Culture and Anarchy (1869),

and which did not wholly disappear for nearly twenty years.
This disparity between the careers of Carlyle and Arnold
would not be so remarkable if Arnold had been ignorant of or
hostile to Carlyle's ideas. However, Arnold was not only
deeply impressed by Carlyle, but also displays a fundamental

35
kinship with him. The disparity ketween their careers does
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not form an obstacle to reaching an understanding of nine-
teenth-century apocalypticism, however; on the contrary, it
helps us to a deeper appreciation of it. It indicates that
the development of optimistic millenarianism or of bleak
apocalypticism was not primarily dependent on social cir-
cumstances, but on something more intangible--in Arnold's
case, upon the way in which he adapted to the providential
imperatives of the Evangelical tradition.

The most decisive influence on Arnold was that of
his father, Dr. Thomas Arnold (1795-1842). He was a man of
heroic self-determination and high moral principle, a
Carlylean hero, according to Thomas Hughes, who viewed

36
history as a revelation of divine law. In the last decade
of his life he became convinced that the world was heading
for destruction. In 1831 he declared that "we are engulfed,
I believe, inevitably, and must go down the cataract," and
in 1839 he reflected gloomily that
My sense of the evils of the times, and to what pros-
pects I am bringing up my children, is over-whelmingly
bitter. All in the moral and physical world appears so
exactly to announce the coming of the 'great day of the
Lord,' i.e. a period of fearful visitation to terminate
the existing state of things, whether to terminate the
whole Syistence of the human race neither man nor angel
knows.
Yet Dr. Arnold was not simply an Evangelical alarmist. He
had a profound sense of the injustices prevalent in his soc-

iety and was committed to their reformation. The greatest

evil, as he saw it, was "the unhappy situation in which the
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poor and the rich stand towards each other," and he declared

that this "evil is in our hearts quite as much or more than
38

in our outward condition." He was vehemently opposed to

the principle of laissez-faire, which he called

one of the falsest maxims which ever pandered to human

selfishness under the name of political wisdom. . . .

We stand by and let this most unequal race take its own

course, forgetting that the very name of society implies

Fhat it shgll not be a mere race, but tha§9its object

is to provide for the common good of all.
This is all very Carlylean--indicating that Carlyle's ideas
were not, as has sometimes been supposed, strikingly orig-
inal--and it is not surprising that Arnold, given the rever-
ence in which he held his father, should have been attract-
ed to Carlyle. However, Arnold's father died when Arnold
was nineteen, and this bereavement left him not with a sense
of stern resolution but with a feeling of impotence, ennui,
and regret which lasted for well over ten years. It is hard
to resist a psychological interpretation of this phenomen-
on, and, while I will not enter into the complexities of
the issue, it seems fairly clear that Arnold took many years
to come to terms with his relationship to his dead father,
and that his inability to do so coloured his attitudes.
"Rugby Chapel" (1867), which was written in the late 1850s,
indicates that at this period Arnold was finally coming to
terms with his father's legacy and establishing a sense of

his own identity, and this may have been a decisive factor

in his development of an optimistic millenarianism in the
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early 1860s.

In his early poetry, Arnold expresses an ennui-filled
sense of alienation from his age. There is, it is true, the
early Newdigate prize-poem on "Cromwell"” (1843), which cel-
ebrates "A life--that wrote its purpose with a sword, /
Moulding itself in action, not in word!"™ (11. 221-222) in

the manner of Carlyle's On Heroces and Hero Worship, but

Arnold's later would-be heroes, in such poems as "Mycerin-
us" (1849), "The Sick King in Bokhara" (1849), and Empedoc-
40

les on Etna (1852), are cast as impotent saviour-kings.

Indeed, Empedocles' "fire-baptism," unlike that of Teufels-
drockh, leads only to his death. Arnold believed that his
age was a profoundly troubled one, yet saw in it "a blank-
ness and barrenness” rather than the seeds of epochal
change."41 However, he was familiar with writers such as
Senancour, to whom he pays tribute in "Stanzas in Memory of
the Author of 'Obermann'" (1852), and felt keenly his inab-
ility to aspire to a transcendent vision of history. This

inability he attributed to the chaotic nature of his age:

What shelter to grow ripe is ours?
What leisure to grow wise?

Like children bathing on a shore,
Buried a wave beneath,

The second wave succeeds, before
We have had time to breathe.

Too fast we live, too much are tried,

Too harassed, to attain

Wordsworth's sweet calm, or Goethe's wide
And luminous view to gain. (11. 72-80)
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In "To a Republican Friend--Continued” he not only declares
his disbelief in the possibility of a secular millennium,
but also paints a cynical view of human nature:

Nor will that day dawn at a human nod,

When, bursting through the network superposed

By selfish occupation--plot and plan,

Lust, avarice, envy--liberated man,

All difference with his fellow-mortal closed,

Shall be left standing face to face with God.

(11. 9-14)

For Arnold it was the "strange disease of modern life, /
With its sick hurry, its divided aims" ("The Scholar Gipsy"
(1853), 1l1l. 203-204), which militated against the develop-
ment of a transcendent wvision. Modern man is a desperate,
alienated being, he declares in "To Marguerite--Continued"
(1852), anéd the historical process is no more than "the
turbid ebb and flow / Of human misery" ("Dover Beach”" (1867),
11, 17-18) -~

And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,

Where ignorant armies clash by night. 42

("Dover Beach,"” 11. 35-37)

The feeling of failure, powerlessness, and ennui
which characterizes the poems we have been discussing dis-
appeared from Arnold's writings during the 1860s, however,
and in "Obermann Once More" the lassitude of "Stanzas in
Memory of the Author of 'Obermann'" is replaced by an opt-
imistic millenarianism. This change of heart, I would sugg-
est, was due to a change in Arnold's relationship to soc-

43
iety rather than to actual social change. The 1860s were,
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after all, a decade of growing pessimism for Carlyle, Tenny-
son, and Dickens. I suggested earlier that Arnold's develop-
ment of an optimistic millenarianism in this decade was
largely due to a coming to terms with his father's influence,
to a positive revaluation of his relationship to his fath-
er's heroic qualities. This may be stating the matter some-
what bluntly, but I think, nevertheless, that the nature of
Arnold's attitude to society in the 1840s and 1850s can be
indicated by Callicles' description of Empedocles:

'Tis not the times, 'tis not the sophists wvex him;

There is some root of suffering in himself,

Some secret and unfollowed vein of woe,

Which makes the time look black and sad to him.
(Empedocles on Etna, I, i, 150-153)

In the 1860s, to pursue this analogy, Arnold succeeded in
eradicating this "root of suffering,” and, in this context,

it is interesting to note that in his essays On the Study

of Celtic Literature (1867) and Obermann (1869) he detected

and criticized a similar basis for social disaffection in

two of his literary mentors--Byron and Senancour.44
Arnold's feeling that "the world's great order"”

("Obermann Once More," 1. 293) was about to dawn was accom-

panied by a movement from withdrawal to commitment and from

poetry to prose. In 1869 he published Culture and Anarchy,

and, although the mood of the work is not one of unbounded
optimism, it is a world away from the ennui-filled desper-
ation of his earlier poetry. It is also a world away from

Carlyle's Shooting Niagara, which had been published two
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years earlier, both in the urbanity of its tone and in its

assurance that England will undergo "revolution by due
45
course of law." The work does, however, echo many of Car-

lyle's ideas. Arnold declares that society is "mechanical
and external," and given over to laissez-faire, or, as he

46
calls it, "doing as one likes." These two features are,

moreover, intimately related--"the worship of the mere
freedom to do as one likes," he goes on to say, "is worship
of machinery."47 Such freedom leads to anarchy, and it is
to "culture" that Arnold looks "to counteract the tendency
to anarchy which seems to be threatening us."48 "Culture,"
for Arnold, is synonymous with the "will of God."49 It is
derived from our "best self," which is "the truest friend
we all of us can have; and when anarchy is a darger to us,
to this authority we may turn with sure trust."50 it repre-
sents, moreover, "the universal order which seems to be in-
tended and aimed at in the world," and it behoves those who
have discovered their "best selves"--Carlylean heroes, per-
haps--to take the reins of power.51 As none of the three
classes of British society are motivated by the "will of
God," Arnold calls on the "remnant" from each class, "per-
sons who are mainly led, not by their class spirit, but by
a general humane spirit, by the love of human perfection,”
to form the nucleus of a new democratic system.s2 If such

a "revolution by due course of law" does not come about, he

warns, the consequences of class-motivated power-seeking
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will reduce the country to a state of total anarchy. The

conflicting aspirations of an entrenched aristocracy, a
greedy middle-class, and a disenfranchised but inchoate and
resentful populace have to be subsumed under strong state
control.

Even though Culture and Anarchy is an affirmative

work, Arnold does not ignore the dangers which confront
society. His belief that England would enter a new age of
strong government gradually dwindled in the 1870s and by
1880, as Patrick McCarthy says,
forces were set in motion that . . . threatened Arnold's
hope that England could make a peaceful gradual transit-
ion to the age of popular rule. . . . It seemed to
Arnold that demagoguery, anarchy, and rebellion had been
loosed upon the land. He called for coercion, censor-
ship of the press, and Conservative rule as the only
means of saving England from becoming part of the immense

procession of ages, . . . coug&less communities (whichl
have arisen and sunk unknown.

Thus, Arnold did eventually develop a sense of apocalyptic
doom similar to that of Carlyle, but his manner of arriv-
ing at it was very different. In a sense, however, this
difference is superficial. Throughout his career, Arnold
viewed his age as anarchic and applied to it ideas of imma-
nent provicdentiality, of "the universal ordgr which seems

5

to be intended and aimed at in the world.” Exactly the

same could be said of Carlyle. If we compare Culture and

Anarchy with Shooting Niagara we find that, different though

the attitudes of the two men to the political crisis of the

late 1860s were, they both applied the same criteria to it.
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We thus have the curious configuration of two men applying
the same paradigm to the same circumstances, yet reaching
markedly different conclusions. This indicates that the
conclusions were not solely dependent on social circumstances
but owed much to the standpoint of the individual. Arnold
was, for a start, twenty-seven years younger than Carlyle,
and was only nine when the first Reform Bill was passed.
This, we recall, was the period when Carlyle's optimistic
millenarianism was at its zenith. Moreover, Arnold seems to
have been dominated and enfeebled for many years by his
father's stern self-determination, only coming to terms with
it in the late 1850s. If, as I have suggested, the provi-
dential sense of history inherited by the Victorians was
such that it led the individual to embrace an optimistic
millenarianism, and then, with the failure of hope, to succ-
umb to an apocalyptic pessimism, it does not seemr unreason-
able to assume that Arnold’'s optimism in the 1860s was of a
similar order to that of Carlyle in the early 1830s. The
1867 Reform Bill did, after all, represent as significant a
watershed in British political history as the 1832 Reform
Bill, and it has to be borne in mind that, while Carlyle had
reached the age of thirty-seven by 1832, Arnold was still
only forty-five in 1867. Carlyle's optimistic millenarian-
ism, therefore, can hardly be termed youthful, nor can
Arnold's conversion be regarded as excessively belated.

What emerges from the comparison of Carlyle and Arnold is
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of significance in attempting to discover the genesis of
Victorian apocalypticism. Both men viewed their society as
anarchic and wvicious, but, in early middle age, both became
convinced that a new and infinitely better society was about
to emexrge from the ruins of the old.one. Subsequently, the
anarchic tendencies they had seen as signs of hope agrew pro-
gressively worse and they abandoned their optimism for cul-
tural pessimism. However, Arnold's development lagged over
thirty years behind Carlyle's and the zenith of his optimism
coincided with the nadir of Carlyle's. This seems to indicate
that the optimistic millenarianism and subsequent apocalypt-
icism of both men were derived from the historical paradigm
they inherited rather than from detached social analysis.
Neither of them could escape the chaotic, unstable world he
inhabited, both desired to return to an ordered and harmoni-
ous age, and both imposed a variant of the millennial dream
onto the age, proclaiming that a new era was about to dawn.
But, as they both came to realize, the age was one of con-

stant change, and fixity was nowhere to be found.

3. The Apocalyptic Leagacy

While the preceding discussion of Matthew Arnold
should put us on our guard against seeing the Victorian
age as one in which cultural pessimism gradually deepened
across the board, it also indicates that the development of

a bleak apocalypticism in the nineteenth century can be seen
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as a consequence of the Evangelical or pseudo-Evangelical
view of providential design within history which many Vic-
torians held. Such an historical perspective inevitably re-
inforced the basic human need for order and stability, and
when it came into contact with the historical realities of
the nineteenth century--a century of rapid and constant
change--it led quite naturally to pessimism and despair.

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century,
pessimism and despair had become virtual commonplaces of
intellectual discourse. While there were some who did not
follow the general trend--William Morris, for example, who
maintained a qualified millenarianism to the end--the mood
of the late nineteenth century was, on the whole, one of
ggggiffilled despair. As Bernard Bergonzi says, there was a
general feeling that the nineteenth century "had gone on
too long, and that sensitive souls were growing weary of

56
it." James Thomson's The City of Dreadful Night, perhaps

the supreme late-nineteenth-century statement of apocalyptic
despair, appeared in 1874, and, three years later, cultural
pessimism was so prevalent that James Sully could attack it

57
in a work entitled Pessimism: A History and a Criticism.

George Gissing's New Grub Street (1891) provided a harrowing

illustration of the author's conviction that the evils of

society were part of "a cosmic necessity too powerful for
58
human resources to resist.” Lionel Johnson wrote that
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. .« . our world is done:
For all the witchery of the world is fied,
And lost all wanton wisdom long since won.

59
And, taking their lead from Walter Pater, the poets of the
'nineties sought a transcendent vision not in order to im-
part it to the world but in the hope of escaping the press-
ures of the world. Even in this, they failed. The individ-
ual, it seemed, was trapped within the sordid confines of
mean necessity, like the pathetic, frustrated beings in
John Davidson's "Thirty Bob a Week" (1894).

The best-known late-nineteenth-century pessimist is
Thomas Hardy. It is not surprising to find that Hardy
started out as an optimist, but it may be somewhat surprising
to find that this optimism was based on an amalcam of the
philosophies of Darwin and Comte.60 As J.H. Buckley says,
Comte had been anathematized by many writers because of his
belief that progress involved the ascendancy of "the posi-
tive facts of science" over "creative art," which "belonged
to the lost childhood of the race."61 To look back to that
"lost childhood" often seemed the only means of escape from
the "world of inhuman wvalues and of little apparent harmony
or purpose" presented by the new sciences.62 Yet, for all
his positivism, Hardy was never content with the existing
state of affairs. In 1867 he loocked forward hopefully to

A century which, if not sublime,
Will show, I doubt not, at its prime,

A scope above this blinkered time,
("1967" (1867), 11. 7-9)



282

vet, in the aftermath of the Second Reform Bill, his vision
slowly darkened.63 The moody and qualified meliorism of "The
Darkling Thrush" (1902) is a world away from his earlier
optimism; he had become, as he said in "In Tenebris (I)"
(1902), one who waited loocked to the future with "unhope"
(1. 24). In his last and most pessimistic novel, Jude the
Obscure (1896), a trace of his earlier optimism survives in
Jude's belief that his and Sue's ideas are fifty years
ahead of their time, yet this does not prevent Jude from
agreeing with the doctor that Father Time's nihilistic
actions represent ;Zhe beginning of the coming universal

wish not to live."

Fifteen years before Jude the Obscure was published,

Ruskin, in the first essay in the series Fiction, Fair and

Foul, had traced the morbid violence of much contemporary
fiction to what John Rosenberg calls "a kind of death-wish
engendered by the tedium, depersonalization, and anxious
65
rootlessness of modern urkban culture.” In this essay, Rus-
kin, who grew, in his later years, even more pessimistic
than Carlyle about the fate of England, describes urban life
as a "hot fermentation and unwholesome secrecy . . . in the
smoking mass of decay" and adds that
the disgrace and grief resulting from the mere trampling
pressure and electric friction of town life, become to
the sufferers peculiarly mysterious in their undeserv-
edness, and frightful in their inevitableness. The power

of all surroundinags over them for evil; the incapacity
of their own minds to refuse the pollution, and of their
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own wills to oppose the weight, of the staggering mass
that chokes and crushes them into perdition, brings
every law of healthy existence into guestion with thegv6
and every alleged method of help and hope into doubt.

Thus,

the theroughly trained Londoner can enjoy no other
excitement than to which he has been accustomed, but
asks for that in continually more ardent or more vir-
ulent concentration; and the ultimate power of fiction
to entertain him is by varying to his fancy the rodgs,
and defining for his dulness the horrors, of Death.

Ruskin admits that "it might have been thought . . . that
the denial of their natural food to human feelings would
have provoked a reacticnary desire for it; and that the
dreariness of the street would have been gilded by dreams
of pastoral felicity," but declares that "experience has
shown the fact to be otherwise."68 Although Puskin is per-
ceptive in his definition of the nature of much late-nine-
teenth-century literature, this last statement is somewhat
misleading.

Alongside the rise of naturalism in the late nine-
teenth century, there was an ever increasing tendency to
withdraw, if not into a changeless past, at least into a
seemingly changeless world of aesthetic contemplation. As
W.B. Yeats noted, "there are 'stars' in poem after poem of
certain writers of the 'nineties as though to symrbolize what
is inviolate and fixed."69 John Reed, in discussing Richard
Le Gallienne, declares that, for him, as for many of his

contemporaries, "an esthetically 'recollected' past prom-

ised attractive refuge because through its speechless art
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it provided sensations subject to the reflective will."

Yet such withdrawal was not always taken with the sole aim
of shielding the individual from the pressures of his age.
Even at the very end of the century, as Reed says, writers
were still able to project "the interests of memory into
aspirations for the future,"” even though many "were aware
that their elegant poetic regrets for an ideal past were,
in reality, 'lying dreams of history.'"71

For many, it was Socialism which held the key to a
brighter future. Le Gallienne looked forward to "an imminent

return to Simplicity-~Socialism the unwise it call,"” and

Oscar Wilde, in The Soul of Man Under Socialism (1891) proph-

esied the coming of a "peaceful utopia where pleasure would
reign."72 William Morris was better known as an advocate of
Socialism, and, along with Ruskin, he had a decisive impact
on the future course of Socialism in Britain. In News from
Nowhere (1890) he envisages a catacysric transition to a
socialist state, in which the urban-industrial complex of
nineteenth-century Britain is replaced by a post-industrial,

quasi-medieval system.

News from Nowhere is one of a number of utopian

works that appeared in the late nineteenth century. The
visions of the future presented in many of these works
often differed considerably from Morris's. Basically, how-
ever, they fall into three categories. First, there are

those which envisage the collapse of industrial society and
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the establishment of a post-industrial society. Into this

category fall News from Nowhere, W.H. Hudson's A Crystal

Age (1888), and Richard Jefferies' After London; or Wild

England (1885). Into the second category fall those works
which envisage a utopia in which technology has been harn-
essed to create an ideal society. Such a work is Winwood

Reade's The Martyrdom of Man (1873), which is unmistakably

Darwinian in its vision of the coming race:
These bodies which we now wear belong to the lower
animals; our minds have already outgrown them; already
we look upon them with contempt. A time will come when
Science will transform them by mreans which we cannot
conjecture. . . . Disease will be extirpated; the
causes of7gecay will be removed; immortality will be
invented.
It is man, however, not nature, who will superintend the
perfecting of mankind, for "men will master the forces of
Nature; they will become themselves architects of systems,
manufacturers of worlds. Man will then be perfect; he will
then be a creator; he will therefore be what the vulgar
74
worship as a god." To the twentieth-century mind, this
"glorious" vision of technological man, with unlimited gen-
etic and biological control over the future of the race, is
a frightening one, and we are likely to regard Reade's book
as misquided, if not downright dangerous. In one sense,
however, the boock is an expression not of optimism but of a
cultural pessimism allied to a death-wish. Reade declares

that, for all the technological achievements of the nine-

teenth century, "Earth . . . is now a purgatory," and, in
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his attitude of contempt towards "these bodies which we now
wear," and his desire to see man become "what the vulgar
worship as a god," it is difficult not to detect a subcon-
scious longing to escape not only from the trammels7gf late

Victorian society but also from the physical world.

Edward Bellamy's Looking Backward: 2000-1887 (1888)

also falls into the second category of utopian fictions,
although his vision is different from Reade's. Bellamy was
an American, but his work had a considerable impact in
Britain, provoking from William Morris not only a savage

76
review but also the savage rebuttal of News from Nowhere.

Bellamy's vision of Boston in the year 2000 is of a highly
organized socialist megalopolis, in which technology has
been harnessed to social equality. To Morris, as, indeed,
to the twentieth-century reader, Bellamy's utopia seems to
take no account of liberty on the one hand nor of creativ-
ity on the other. As Morris says, "a machine-life is the
best which Mr. Bellamy can imagine for us on all sides."77
The utopianism of Reade and Bellamy is inspired by an in-
tense dissatisfaction with the organization of society in
the late nineteenth century, yet it embodies an implicit

faith in the virtue of technological progress, which was,

for many, as much anathema as the laissez-faire capitalism

with which technology was associated. It is worth pointing

out that The Martyrdom of Man was to find a negative echo

in Aldous Huxley's Brave New World (1932), while Looking
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Backward was to find one in George Orwell's 1984 (1949). The
two most widely known dystopias of the twentieth century are
thus unequivoeal condemnations of the technological utopian-
ism of the late nineteenth century.

The third category into which late-nineteenth-century
utopian fictions can be divided contains works which are
essentially satirical dystopias, such as Edward Bulwer-Lytt-

on's The Coming Race (1871) and Samuel Butler's Erewhon

(1872) . In Bulwer-Lytton's novel the hero enters a mine
shaft and discovers himself in a subterranean world which
gives the appearance of having been designed by John Martin.
He finds it inhabited by a people called the Vril-va,
descendents of earthlings who have, through their discovery
of a mystical force known as vril, developed a civilization
superior in many ways to that on the surface. Not only are
the Vril-ya physically stronger than earthlings, but they
are also organized into a model republic, in which technol-
ogy, the basis of their system, is supervised by a benign
dictator known as the Tur. Yet their civilization is by no
means ideal. Having eliminated conflict, they have also
eliminated history and poetry, and their emotional life is
non-existent. They are totally passionless, concerned only
that the system should continue to maintain them in the
comfortable hebetude to which they have become accustomed.
Bulwer-Lytton informs us that at some remote point in the

future they will emerge from their subterranean world and
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exterminate the human race, but this hint of apocalyptic

doom is subordinate to the novel's main purpose, which is

to demonstrate the insufficiency of a scientific utopia.
Samuel Butler's Erewhon, which appeared in the

following year, is even less apocalyptic than The Coming

Race, vet it is interesting to note that Butler's satire
concerns not a society dependent on machinery, but a society
which is devoid of machinery, and which has set its face not
only against technological progress but against all progress.
Here, then, is the organic, stable, non-industrial society
which many Victorians used as a hypothetical standard to
judge their own chaotic age. The trouble is that the Erewhon-
ians not only lack any moral consciousness but also live
lives of virtually unrelieved dulness, constricted not by
their environment but by the mechanistic habits of thought
which have been handed down to them., Their whole system of
conduct is based on hypothetical or abstract reason (or
"unreason"), which ensures that there is no originality of
thought. One of the most ludicrous results of this is that
illness is treated as a crime while crime is treated as a
sickness. Erewhon is a satire on late Victorian society,

but it is more than that. Butler, by implication, ridicules
the idea that society is as it is because of the presence

of machinery, and indicates that the reformation of mankind
cannot be achieved by retreating into a pre-industrial

system, but has to emanate from the individual.
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When we turn to the first cateagory of utopian

fictions and to Richard Jefferies' After London; or Wild

England, we find a very different kind of vision. Like

Erewhon, however, After London can be seen as a rebuttal of

the kind of utopianism which Morris expressed several years

later in News from Nowhere, with its implicit assumption

that man, once freed from the constraints of industrial
society, would be able to form a society based on mutual
trust and goodwill. Jefferies' novel is little regarded
today~--J.H. Buckley calls it "deservedly forgotten"--yet

it is one of the most remarkable documents in the history
of late-nineteenth-century apocalypticism.78 The setting
for the novel is England after the deluge--literally, in
this case, for a vast lake has formed in the midlands of
the country, and along its shores are dotted feudal settle-
ments, heavily defended against the hordes of savages
settled farther inland. William Morris declared that, when
he read the novel, "absurd hopes curled round my heart,"
but Jefferies' England is, in its brutality and meanness, a

79
world away from the socialist utopia of News from Nowhere.

After London is, admittedly, an uneven work, but it

does contain two passages of real narrative power. The
first of these is the description of the triumph of nature
with which the novel opens. Jefferies tells us little of
the circumstances surrounding the collapse of England and

the emigration of those wealthy enough to be able to afford
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it, but one thing is certain--the collapse is total. Nature
repossesses the land and those who remain in it revert to
barbarism. This England is no pastoral utopia, populated as
it is by wild beasts and savages. Interestingly enough,
Brian Aldiss sees a clear connexion between Jefferies'
description of nature coming back into its own and evolut-
ionary thought. He declares that the moral of the story is
that, "if mankind does not prove fit enough to rule the
world he arrogantly claims as his, then nature will return
and overwhelm him. It has its connections with the guilty
fear of the Disraelian 'two nations' theme, that the supp~-
ressed and oppressed will rise up again."80

The action of the second part of the novel takes
place after a considerable amount of time has elapsed. A
rudimentary form of social organization, confined to isol-
ated communities, has been established. After the day-to-day
life of one of these communities has been described in
detail, there follows an account of a journey round the un-
explored shores of the lake by the son of the ruler of the
community. There is little in the second part of the book
which is up to the standard of the first part, but there is
one section which surpasses even the first part in narrative
intensity. This is the description of the explorer's visit
to the site of London. The city has bkeen transformed into a

spectral marsh lit only by a dull red glare, and, as the
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explorer journeys into its ghastly recesses, his skin
blackens and his head begins to reel with the noxious vap-
ours emanating from below the surface. He comes upon the
charred remains of those who have ventured into the marsh
before him, and, enfeebled by the poisonous atmosphere of
the place, barely manages to make his escape into the clear
waters of the lake. Jefferies creates here as chilling a
wasteland as any in Victorian literature, a near-hallucinat-
ory vision of the end of western civilization.

After London is a fascinating novel, worthy of more

attention than it has received, yet it is not easy to arasp
Jefferies' intentions in it. Althouch he seems to regard
the cdlapse of civilization and the return of nature with
satisfaction, he harbours no illusions as to the kind of
society which will emerge from the ruins. When i is not
downright barbaric, it is, for the most part, mean, narrow-
minded, and bloocdthirsty. It seems that Jefferies is prep-
ared to see nineteenth-century civilization destroyed at
any cost. He realizes that a perfect society cannot be
created by placing human beings in a natural environment
and expecting them to organize themselves according to an
overriding feeling of brotherly love. Jefferies' explorer
is, in many ways, as alienated by reason of his idealism
and high aspirations as he would have been in the nineteenth
century, and his life is certainly more fraught with danger.

But in one respect he has an advantage over his nineteenth-
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century couterpart. The society he lives in is in its form-
ative stages, and there is the unstated implication that he
can help it to develop in a positive way, a possibility not
open to the nineteenth-century idealist. His election as
ruler of the shepherd tribes at the end of the novel sugg-
ests this possibility, but, as I said before, the most strik-
ing features of the work are its visions of social collapse
and apocalyptic doom,

W.H. Hudson's A Crystal Age, which appeared in 1888,

is a far more coherent work than After London, yet, although

it paints a far more idyllic picture of the future than
Jefferies' novel, its underlying intentions are similar.
The narrator is a discontented young man who is rendered
unconscious when he falls into a ravine and only regains
consciousness many centuries later. The society he finds on
waking is a very different one to that which he has been

accustomed to. As in After London, society is organized into

isolated communities, but there the similarity ends. People
live in great houses, living in harmony with the natural
world and cultivating their aesthetic sensibilities. Each
house is ruled over by a father and a mother and it is to
them alone that the propagation of the species falls, All
of the other inhabitants are guite happy with this arrance-
ment, however, as love, in the romantic sense, is unknown
to them. At the end of the novel, the narrator, dejected by

this lack of passion, poisons himself. Although Hudson's
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utopia seems flawed by lack of passion, there are indicat-
ions that the fault lies in the character of the narrator,
who confesses that he was a complacent philistine in the

nineteenth century, and whose passion for Yoletta, one of

the women of the house he takes up residence in, is compared
81
to that of a hungry animal, eager to devour its victim,

Throughout the novel, Hudson's desire for a world
devoid of change, founded on steadfast laws, is apparent.
It is announced by his choice of epigraph:

Then gin I thinke on that which Nature sayd,
Of that sare time when no more change shall be
But stedfast rest of all things firmely stayd
Upon the pillars of Eternity.

In the book from which the father of the house reads to the
assembled company, the collapse of the former civilization

is attributed to its restless nature and to the affront it

offered to the dictates of eternal law:

In the past men sought after knowledge of various kinds,
asking not whether it was for good or evil: but every
offence of the mind and the body has its appropriate
reward; and while their knowledge grew apace, that retter
knowledge and discrimination which the Father gives to
every living soul, both in man and in beast, was taken
from them. . . . But they knew not their poverty and
blindness, and were nctsatisfied; but were like ship-
wrecked men on a lonely and barren rock in the midst of
the sea, who are consumed with thirst, and drink of no
sweet spring, but of the bitter wave, and thirst, and
drink again, until madness possesses their brains, and
death releases them from their misery. . . . But their
vain arbition lasted not, and the end of it was death.
The madness of their minds preyed on their bodies, and
worms were bred in their corrupted flesh . . . and the
Mother of men was thus avenged of her children for

their pride and folly, for they perished miserably,
devoured of worms. . . . Of the human race only a small
remnant survived, these being men of a humkle mind, who
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had lived apart and unknown to their fellows; and after
long centuries they wen§3forth into the wilderness of
earth and repeopled it.

After having spent some time in the house, the narrator
begins to look back on his former life as "a repulsive

dream” and to wonder how he "had ever found that listless,
84
worn-out, luxurious, do-nothing existence endurable."”

Towards the end of the novel he identifies the dominant
mood of the late nineteenth century as apocalyptic:

In that feverish, full age--so full, and yet, my God,
how empty!--in the wilderness of every man's soul, was
not a voice heard crying out, prophesying the end? . . .
A little while, the thought said, and all this will be
no more; for we have not found the secret of happiness,
and all our toil and effort is misdirected; and those
who are seeking for a mechanical equivalent of conscious-
ness, and those who are going about doing good, are

alike wasting their lives; and on all our hopes, beliefs,
dreams, theories, and enthusiasms, "Passing away" is
written plainly as the Mene, mene, tekel, upharsin ggen
by Belshazzar on the wall of his palace in Babylon.

This longinc for dissolution is something the narrator has
not shaken off, however, as his later suicide demonstrates.

News from Nowhere, although similar in many ways to

the fantasies of Jefferies and Hudson, is a different kind
of work. In it, Morris describes a society in which the
pressures of division have given way, after the overthrow

of capitalism, to a socialist utopia. The Enagland he depicts
is a decentralized, essentially agrarian state, inspired by
medieval ideals of harmony and order. While there are fact-
ories in this utopia, Morris, as Jack Lindsay says, "is not

concerned to elaborate these aspects of the new society or
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the ways in which the forms of association operate in the
productive and social spheres,” but concentrates on "purely
human aspects."86 This is not as serious a weakness as Morr-
is's inability to reconcile his vision of a stable, harmoni-
ous society with the forms of growth and moverent within
the society, which, at the same time as they prevent stag-
nation, also threaten social equilibrium. It is too easy to
criticize Morris's vision, howewver, and, in doing so, to
lose sight of his heroic attempt to envisage a society in
which all forms of competition and conflict have been
eradicated and in which man is no longer an alienated,
fragmented being. But it is necessary to realize that this
vision is, essentially, the expression of a desire for a
world secure of change, a desire to retreat into a change-
less past. Morris's desire to see nineteenth-century civil-
ization destroyed is no less fervent than Jefferies', but,
whereas Jefferies seems to want destruction at any cost,
Morris's desire is palliated by the idealistic conviction
that a new, unspeakably better society will arise out of
the ruins of the old.

An optimism of a totally different kind can be
found in the writings of H.G. Wells, many of whose utopian
fantasies are similar to those of Bellamy. His imagination
was fired by the prospect of apocalyptic conflaagration, and,
as J.C. Garrett notes, "he loved to elaborate the carisly

details of Armaceddon. Having disfigured the world beyond
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recognition through his imaginary wars of destruction, he

then proceeded, with equal relish, to describe the reorgan-
87
ization and tidying up of our shattered planet." However,

Garrett goes on to point out that

it is important to recognize the central characteristies
of Wells's mind as revealed in his Utopias: he is pre-
occupied with physical comfort; he is enchanted by mrech-
anical devices and technological processes; he has a
compulsive attachment to standardization; he is enthrall-
ed by systems of organization and control. . . . Many
readers also remembered that a favourite theme of Wells
had been the eugenic selection and breeding of superior
individuals; they remembered that on more than one occ-
asion he had recommended the sterilization of the crim-
inal and dull-witted. It was clear that, whatever were
the attractions of Wells's scientific, socialized

World State, it would treat human beings as if they were
things, or digits in statistical tables; that instead of
freedom Wells was proposing the restrictions of a per-
fectly sanitary prison.

But, alongside this alarming optimism, which was attacked by

E.M., Forster in The Machine Stops (1928) and by Aldous Hux-

ley in Brave New World, Wells was affected, throughout his

life, by a pessimism equally apocalyptic in scope, which fin-
ally triumphed over his faith in a technological millennium,

In The Time Machine (1895), the Time Traveller returns with

news not only of a coming "golden age," in which a decadent
élite, the Eloi, fall wvictim to the "automatic civilization”
they have created, and to the Morlocks, who have keen forced
into underground servitude to maintain this civilization,

but also of the ultimate desolation of the world.89 Faced

with the realization that "the growing pile of civilization

(is] only a foolish heaping that must inevitably fall back
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upon and destroy its makers in the end,” the Time Traveller
90
eventually leaves nineteenth-century England for good.
A similar dissatisfaction with the present can be

seen in Tono-Bungay (1908), a savage and comprehensive in-

dictment of English society. On Bladesover, the great house
in which the narrator's mother works, "the hand of change
rests . . . , unfelt, unseen; resting for awhile, as it

were half reluctantly, before it grips and ends the thing
91

for ever." As the novel progresses, Bladesover becomes a
symbol for England, a land drifting towards disaster. Sim-
ilarly, the radio-active "quap" with which the narrator
vainly tries to shore up his uncle's business ermpire becomes

a symbol of "atomic decay," of "the ultimate eating away
92
and dry-rotting and dispersal of all our world." At the

end of the novel the narrator sails down the Thames estuary
on a destroyer as darkness falls over England:

And now behind us is blue mystery and the phantom flash
of unseen lights and presently even these are gone,
and I and my destroyer tear out to the unknown across a
great grey space. We tear into the agreat spaces of the
future and the turbines fall to talking in unfamiliar
tongues. Out to the open we go, to windy freedom and
trackless ways. Light after light goes down, England
and the Kingdom, Britain and the Empire, the old prides
and the old devotions, glide abeam, astern, sink down
upon the horizon, pass—-pass.gghe river passes--London
passes, England passes. . . .

For the narrator, the destroyer represents the only reality

he has found. All else is "crumbling and confusion, . . .
94

change and seemingly endless swelling." But this reality

is not, as he claims, simply the transcendent, inhuman real-
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ity of science, "irrelevant to most human interests," for,

in the form in which he perceives it, it has one function--
to destroy.95

The bleak apocalypticism of the last section of Tono-
Bungay may have been influenced by Joseph Conrad's Heart of
Darkness (1902), which also takes the Thames estuary as the
setting for the narrative sections which frame Marlow's
tale. The narrator declares that "nothing is easier for a
man who has, as the phrase goes, 'followed the sea' with
reverence and affection, than to evoke the areat spirit of
the past upon the lower reaches of the Thames."96 He refers
to the cavalcade of Fnglish history, but Marlow interrupts
with the statement that "this also . . . has keen one of
the dark places of the earth" as a prelude to the tale of
his journey to the "heart of darkness."97 By the time he
has finished the tale, darkness has fallen, and he sits
apart, "indistinct and silent, in the pose of a meditative

98
Buddha."” The Thames, flowing "sombre under an overcast

' seems to the narrator to be leading "into the heart
99

of an immense darkness."

sky,'

Francis Ford Coppola's film adaptation of Heart of
Darkness, set in war-torn Vietnam rather than colonial
Africa, emphasizes the apocalyptic nature of Conrad's work,
which is, nevertheless, apocalyptic enough in its own

right. In Heart of Darkness Marlow returns to England hav-

ing glimpsed a savage reality which gives the lie to the
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fragile sense of reality which sustains western civilizat-

ion. In Coppola's Apocalypse Now (1979), Willard, Marlow's

counterpart, returns to Saigon having glimpsed a similar
reality and performed a sacrificial ritual which contrasts
sharply with the meaningless war he has been involved in.
In both works, civilization is seen as decadent and meaning-
less, and meaning can only be discovered in a primitive and
terrifying confrontation with the "heart of darkness." Such
a recourse to primitivism is, in effect, the expression of
a desire to see western civilization, in all its stupendous
and spurious effrontery, overthrown.

Much apocalyptic imaagining of the past one hundred
years has been bound up with primitivism, which has been
viewed as both a hostile and a beneficent force. The echo

in the Marabar Caves in E.M. Forster's Passace to India

(1924), for example, is, for all its vagueness, as potentially
menacing as the rough beast which W.B. Yeats sees slouching
towards Bethlehem in "The Second Coming" (1921). In The

Waste Land (1922), however, T.S. Eliot, who again uses the

Thames as the setting for parts of his poem, takes a differ-
ent point of view, juxtaposing the fragmented vestiges of
western civilization with a primitivism which can be red-
eemed from darkness by the positive vision of the Upanishads.
Similarly, D.H. Lawrence sought to recover a primitive, in-

tuitive vision, and in his last work, Apocalypse (1931),

stripped the Book of Revelation of what he considered to be
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loathsome Judaeo-Christian encrustations to reveal its dark
and "pagan splendour."lOO

If there is one thing which seems to characterize
all, or almost all, of the apocalyptic visions we have been
discussing, it is that they deal with the resuragence of the
repressed. In some cases this coming resurgence is viewed
with fear; in others it is viewed with hope. Either way, it
is viewed as something which has to happen because the act
of repression has set up a disequilibrium within the cosmos,
a disequilibrium which has to be righted one way or another.
The agency behind this repression is, invariably, nineteenth
century civilization, characterized by urban, industrial,
and, especially in the latter part of the century, colonial
expansion. As the century wore on, those who felt a sense
of disequilibrium became more and more convinced that this
civilization could not recover equilibrium through its own
efforts. It was set, in fact, not to unite and harmonize
but to disunite and disharmonize, to exacerbate the already
existing disequilibrium. It could not, therefore, be reform-
ed. It had to be abolished, and this would be effected by
the resurgence of those forces which it had repressed. For
many Victorians, these forces were represented by the work-
ing classes, but they were also represented by nature, the
heroic individual, and primitivism. The list could be ex-
tended, but I think it is clear that, however much individ-

wal visions may have differed from one another, there is a
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common element to them all. They all start from the premise
that modern civilization is an aberration, a degrading and

dehumanizing force, which is doomed to destruction.

4, Apocalyptic Visions in an Apocalyptic Age

Apocalypticism, as I arqued earlier, has its roots
in a fundamentally Romantic conception of man as an innate-
ly divine, potentially superhuman being. It can also be
seen as an expression of the sublimated death-wish inherent
in Romanticism. This applies equally to the bleak, ennui-
filled apocalypticism which characterized the late nine-
teenth century and to the optimistic millenarianism which
survives even today, despite the pessimisr which pervades
our culture, Ours is, indeed, an apocalyptic age, and our
apocalypticism is not only more profound but also more pre-
valent than that of the Victorians. We seem to live, as
George Steiner says, in a "post-culture," filled with an
aching nostalgia for the "golden time" of the nineteenth
century, the century whose apocalypticism we have inherit-
ed.lol It may seem, in the century of total war, nuclear
proliferation, and global pollution, that our apocalyptic-
ism is no more than a balanced appraisal of the evidence
which confronts us, while that of the Victorians was simply
an exaggerated fear of social revolution. But, as I have
shown, the apocalypticism of the Victorians was not, in

essence, a response to the rise of the working classes or
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to any other development which threatened the existing soc-
ial order, but the expression of a detestation of that soc-
ial order. With our ironic perspective on the world, we may
seem to have little in common with the Victorians, and their
stern emphasis on the dictates of the providential imperat-
ive, but, as D.C. Muecke suggests, this may not be the case:

In our conscious life we have all the "innocent unaw-
areness" of the typical victim of irony who assumes

that things are what they appear. This makes us all
unconscious hypocrites living a "life of continuous

and uninterrupted self-deception." . . . The things that
we say happen to us against our will may really be things
which secretly we will to hapoen. We may have our reasons
for accidentdlly breaking our leg, getting hopelessly in
debt, falling sick, or, as a nation, getting involved in
a war; even the thoughfogf universal nuclear suicide is
undeniably attractive,

An integral part of our apocalypticism is a sense
of alienation. To say that modern man is an alienated being
is to do little more than reiterate a tired cliché, vet it
is essential to define the nature of this alienation. Erich
Fromm defines alienation as "a mode of experience in which
the person experiences himself as an alieg. BHe has become,

0

one might say, estranged from himself." Lewis Feuer de-

clares that

Alienation lies in every direction of human experience
where basic emotional desire is frustrated, every dir-
ection in which the person may be compelled by social
situations to do violence to his own nature. "Alienat-
ion" is used to convey the emotional tone that accom-
panies any behavior in YB%Ch the perscon is compelled to
act self-destructively.

The concept of alienation can be traced back to Calvin, who

saw man as alienated from God because of original sin.
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"Spiritual death," he wrote, "is nothing else than the al-
ienation of the soul from God, we are all born as dead men,
and we live as dead men, until we are made partakers of

the life of Christ."105 Secularized in the late eighteenth

century, alienation became a central concept in the writings

of Hegel and the earxrly Marx, and, as Lewis Feuer says, it

106
has become "the key ethical concept of our age.” North-
rop Frye suggests that, in the modern world,
the root of . . . alienation is the sense that man has

lost control, if he ever had it, over his own destiny.
The master or tyrant is still an enemy, but not an
enemy that anyone can fight. . . . In a world where the
tyrant-enemy can be recognized, even defined, and yet
cannot be projected on anything or anybody, he remains
part of ourselves, or more precisely of our own death-
wish, a cancefoyhat agradually Jdisintegrates the sense
of community.

Frye thus identifies the death-wish which permeates our
culture as a desire to destroy a world we cannot reform.
The ennui-filled sense of alienation which leads to such
negativism can only be opposed, according to Sir Herbert
Read, by heroic self-affirmation, for
the death wish that was once an intellectual fiction
has now become a hideous reality and mankind drifts
indifferently to self-destruction. To arrest that drift
is beyond our individual capacities; to establish o§8és
individuality is perhaps the only possible protest.
Frye goes on to give another definition of modern alienation,
one that is perhaps even more telling:
In earlier times the sense of alienation and anxiety
was normally projected as the fear of hell. . . . In
our day this fear is attached, not to another world

followisg this one, but to the future of our own
world.
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George Steiner makes much the same point:
Whether or not our intimations of utter menace are
justified is not the issue. They permeate our sensibil-
@ty. It is inside them that the post-culture chSucts
its fragmentary, often contradictory business.
Thus, we conceive of the future in apocalyptic terms, and,
I would suaggest, part of the reason for this is that these
are the terms in which we wish to conceive of it. It is in
this way that our death-wish can find expression. By envis-
aging an apocalyptic future our inchoate resentment against
the world can take shape.

The dorinant cultural assumption of our age is that
civilization, as we know it, is doomed. J.B. Priestley,
writing in 1974, declared that "there's a slithering down
of civilization. The whole scientific and industrial civil-
ization which becan in the 16th century is comi§% to an end.

It won't last. Something will take its place.” Jacob

Bronowski concludes his study, The Ascent of Man, with the

following rerarks:

The ascent of man will co on. But do not assume that it
will go on carried by Western civilization as we know
it. We are being weigdhed in the balance at this moment.
If we cive up, the next step will be taken--but not by
us. We have not been given any cuarantee that Assyria
and Egypt and Rome were not given, We are waiting to

be sorebody's past too, and not necessarily that of our
future. . . . Tf we do not take the next step in the
ascent of man, it wi}}zbe taken by people elsewhere,

in Africa, in China.
Farlier in the century, John Maynard Keynes saw in the

turmeil of post-war Furope "the fearful convulsions of a

dying civilization," while Bertrand Russell, in 1920, de-
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113
scribed the west as "doomed."” Behind much of this cul-

tural pessirism lies the conviction that western civilizat-
ion has become so irredeemably pernicious that it deserves
to perish. Thomas Hardy, writing in the aftermath of Worldad
War One, declared that he did not think "a world in which
such fiendishness is possible to be worth the saving,
Better let western 'civilization' perish, and the black and
vellow races have a chance."114 D.H. Lawrence, writing from
Germany in 1924, stated that "the positivity of our civil-
ization has broken. . . . The cld spell of the o0ld world has
broken, and the old, bristling, savage spirit has set in."ll5
Perhaps the clearest example of this kiné of cul-
tural pessimism is to be found in the writings of H.G. Wells.
As Warren Wagar notes, in 1902 Wells "predicted a colossal
war among the nations which, he hoped, would end in the
seizure of real power throuchout the world by a new breed
of men conscious of the fatal futility of nationalism and
tough-mindedly prepared to recrcganize the world in a 'larger
synthesis.'"116 But, when the two colossal wars of our cent-

ury failed to usher in the new world order he hoped for, he

announced, in Mind at the Fnd of Its Tether (1945), that

"the end of everything we call life is close at hand and
cannot be evaded. . . . There is no way out or round cr

through the impasse. It is the end. . . . Homo sapiens, as

he has been pleased to call himself, in his present form, is
117
played out." Wells was fascinated by violence, and, even



306

when he became convinced that violent dissolution would not
be the prelude to a new acge, he was prepared to accept the
demise of life on earth rather than see it perpetuated in
its present state, He did not say this in so many words--he
claimed to ke describing irreversible cultural trends--but
it seems that he looked forward to the prospect of a purg-
ing fire, even if that fire would purge man from the face
of the earth. Wells's apocalypticism was clearly the pro-
duct of desire rather than detachment, of ideological bias
rather than impartial observation.
Wells was not alone in his prophecies of doom. As

George Watson says,

Catastrophe is the master-ryth of two literary generat-

ions, from D.H. Lawrence's Rainbow (1915) and Women in

Love (1920), W.B. Yeats's 'Second Coming' (1920) and,

two years later, Joyce's Ulysses and EFliot's The Waste

Land. It ends climactically, not with a whimper but a

bang: with the Marxist ffgcalyptics of W.H. Auden and
others in the Thirties.

D.H. Lawrence, writing in 1928, declared that the cataste~

rcphe had already happened:

Ours is essentially a tragic ace, so we refuse to take
it tragically. The cataclysm has happened, we are among
the ruins, we start to build up new little habitats, to
have new little hopes. It is rather hard work: there is
now no smooth road into the future: but we go round, or
scramble over the obstacles. Wf'ge got to live, no matt-
er how many skies have fallen. 1

In a preface he wrote for Dostoyevsky's The Grand Incuisitor

in 1930, Lawrence declared that a laissez-faire economy led

to the making of "the terrible mad mistake that money is

life," and thus "to a condition of competitive insanity and
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ultimate suicide."” Fifteen years earlier, in "Within the

Sepulchre," he had defined even more precisely the death~-
wish he saw lurking at the heart of his society. In the

modern democratic state, he wrote,

the tacit utterance of every man , . . is 'Apres moi le
Deluge'. . . . Circumscribed within the outer nullity,

we give ourselves up to the flux of death, to analysis,
to introspection, to mechanical war and destruction, to
humanitarian absorption in the body politic, the poor,
the birth-rate, the mortality of infants, like a man
absorbed in his own flesh and members, looking for ever
at himself. It is the continued activity of disintegrat-
ion~-disintegration, separating, setting apart, invest-
igatifg1 research, the resolution back to the original
void.
For Lawrence, the only hope lay in individual regeneration,
in a renewal of contact with the life-force which society,
in its cobsession with death, had rejected. Yet his scorn
for "humanitarian absorption in the bhody politic, the poor,
the birth-rate," and his fascination with the process of
fiery renewal display a kind of death-wish which may le
more compelling than that he saw around him, but which, in
many ways, is no less alarming. He was, after all, convinced
that England had "a lona and awful process of death to go
122
throuch."
Even though the formulations of Wells and Lawrence
may seem somewhat extreme today, their sense of cultural
decadence and apocalyptic destiny is still with us, and,

like it or not, the work which, perhaps more than any other,

fuelled their apocalypticism--Oswald Spengler's Decline of

the West (1918)--is, as Northrop Frye says, "inseparably
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part of our perspective." Spengler's cyclical theory of

history was not original, nor was his clair that the west
had entered a period of decline during the nineteenth cent-
ury, similar to that which the Roman Fmpire had experienced
in its latter days. As J.H. Buckley points out, the book
presents little more than "a recapitulation of concepts of
decadence current in the nineteenth century."124 Cultures,

Spengler argued, can be described in seasonal terms--an idea

Tennyson had already employed in the Idylls of the King.

Thus, the middle acges were the "springtime" of the west,
"summer” had been heralded in by the Reformation, and "aut-
umn" by Kant and Goethe. In the nineteenth century, "winter”
had set in, as mechanism and materialism had crushed the
spiritual principle upon which the west had been founded.
The impact the book made when it appeared was due
partly to the force with which Spengler presented his arou-
ment and partly to the timing of its appearance. F. Scott

Fitzgerald, whose novel, The Great Gatsby (1925), was in-

spired by The Decline of the West, declared that Spengler's

worklggesented the "dominant supercessive idea" of the new
age. Limited though Spengler's vision is, Fitzgerald's
assessmrent is essentially valid. The idea of decadence per-
vades contemporary culture, conditioning our response to the
future, and, inevitably, conditioning the future. Even if we

are not prepared to accept the deterministic, organic anal-

ogy which Spengler applied to culture, we are forced to won-
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der, with George Steiner, whether "the phencmenology of enn-
ui and of a longing for violent dissolution is a constant
in the history of social and intellectual forms once they
have passed a certain threshold of complication."126 We
have, almost without knowing it, become accustomed to view-
ing history in cyclical rather than linear terms and to
viewing ourselves as the bewildered inheritors of a civil-
ization which is fast approaching its epochal death. Fven
though we may view the coming end as termrinal, we do not
conceive of it as the culmination of a linear process but
as the ultimate retrogression of a cyclical one.

Whether or not our civilizaticn is doomred to per-
ish like that of Rome, our attitudes do bear an uncarny re-
semblance to manv of those exvpressed in the latter days cf
the Poman Empire. Saint Cyprian, for exarple, writing in
the third century A.D., warned of impending doom in terms
that sound very familiar today:

The world has grown old and lost its former vicor. . . .
Winter no longer gives rain enouch to swell the seed,
nor summer sun enough to toast the harvest. . . . The
mountains are gutted and give less marble, the mines

are exhausted and give less silver and gold.
There is no longer any justice in judgments, competence

in trades, discipline in daily life. . . . Epicdemics
decimate mankind, . . . the Day of Judoment is at
hand.127

Saint Cyprian has, as L.S. Stavrianos points out, many
counterparts today. Like him, we "foresee climactic cata-
strophe, soil and mineral depletion, and clobal famine,

. . and to these familiar placues . . . add rodern horr-
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ors: unbreathable air, unpotable water, lifeless oceans,
lakes, and rivers, and overhead the Damocles sword of the
hydrogen bomb."128 2t the same time, we lament "the lapse
of time-honored traditions--in this case law and order,
hard work, rugged individualism, and orthodox values and
1ife-—styles."129

Our culture is as mechanistic as that of the nine-
teenth century, if not more so, and, even thouch there has
been a widespread revulsion from mechanism, this has not
led, generally speaking, to a reaffirmation of the dynamic
principle, but to an apathetic, ennui-filled longinc for
dissolutior. This leaves mechanism in the ascendant, because
of the tacit assumption that there is ne alternative to
mechanism except annihilation. Thus, the death-wish of mod-
ern culture complements rather than opposes the mechanistic
principle. While mrechanical habits of thought threaten to
unleash the forces of destruction, those who have reacted
against mechanism look forward, on the whole, to the con-
flagration. In reality, then, this rejection of mechanismr
is not a rejection at all, but an acquiescence in it, an
acquiescence which is by no means comfortable but which
seems inescapable. As Paul Tillich says, "twentieth-century
man has lost a meaninaful world and §3gelf which lives in

meanings out of a spiritual center." Theodor Roszak goes

further by declaring that the "single vision" demanded Ly
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"urban-industrialism and the technocratic politics it
bPreeds" renders the dynamic or transcendent impulse "sub-
versive"--God has "become an enemy of the new industrial
state ., . . and it is single vision that underlies the de-
spair, the anomie, the irresponsible drift, the resignation
to genocide, the weakness for totalitarian solutions,
which make radical, enduring change in our society imposs-
ible."131 The empirical sciences have also played their
part in the development of the mechanistic consciousness,
for, as Warrer Wagar says, "biology has located man among
the higher apes; Pavlovian psychology has reduced him to a
machine, and Freudian psychcanalysis to a juncle of in-
stincts and irrational inhibitions in which the conscious
reasoninag ego. bharely survives."132

Confronted by this mrechanistic impasse, many con-
temporary cultural critics argue that only by transcending
the false limitations we have imposed upon our consciousness
can we hope to attain a more positive vision. Central to
the thought of many of these critics is a philosophy of
history which seems, on the face of it, much like that of
Spengler, yet, as Warren Wagar says, thev put the cyclical
concept of history "to radically new uses that preserve its
obvious merits, and yet subordinate it to a life-affirming
vision of world order."133 In other words, history is seen

not in terms of a series of self-contained cycles but as an

upward spiral. According to Warren Wagar, the leading ex-
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ponents of this helical theory of histoery, Arnold J. Toyn-
bee and Pitirim A. Sorokin, "hold out . . . the possibility
of something very much like the Millennium, and perhaps
even an absolute transcendence of the whole cyclical rhythm
134
of the past." For Toynbee, the signs of "breakdown" in
western civilization do not necessarily mean that the west
will simply disintegrate as earlier civilizations have
done. For a start, he claims that when civilizations have
disintegrated in the past they have cgiven rise to "higher
religions," such as Hinduism, Zoroastrianism, Judaism,
Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam, which
disencage the "spiritual oresences higher than man"
from "the highly integrated life of some particular
local community,"” with the supremely important result
that the realm of God, or atsolute spirit, "comes to be
thought of as coextensive, not with some state or some
regional civilization, but with the entire Universe,
while Its worshippers come to feel themselves merbers
of a church that3 in principle and in intention, em-
braces all men.!l
Toynbee argues that, given this relicgious impulse and the
contraction of the world into a "glokal wvillage," the way
is clear for man to forge a world state, not by conquest,
but "by federation, by voluntary association, and in a
136
spirit of love and good will." The rillennial drear once

realized, "the vain repetitions of the heathen" will come

to an end, for "this union sacrée in the face of imminent

self-destruction will be, if it is achiewved, man's finest
137

achievement and most thrilling experience up to date.”



313

Spenagler's ideas are also echoed bty "neo-primitiv-
ist"” thinkers such as L.S. Stavrianos. Stavrianos predicts
that western civilization will be engulfed by a dark aqge
comparable to that which engulfed the Roman Empire. Unlike
Spengler, however, he views this prospect with hope rather
than with despair. He writes that
the Western world today is reexperiencing the decay and
despair of its early post-Roman centuries, but it is
also reexperiencing their sense of creative renewal and
anticipation. Just as green shoots took root among the
ruins of imperial Rome, they are growing now amid the
wreckage of contemporary civilization. But to see to-
day's green shocts we must discard the perspective of
many mrodern observers who, like their Riggn predecess-
ors, perceive only darkness about them.

Stavriancs goes on to predict that "aristo-technology” will

agive way to "dermo-technology,"” "boss control" to "worker

control," "representative democracy" to "participatory demo-

"

cracy," and "self-subordination"” to "self-actualization."

He warns, however, that the transition will not be a com-
fortable one for western man, for it is the Third Vorld
which now spearheads the forces of change, just as it was
the barbarians who spearheaded those forces in the latter
days of the Roman Fmpire. Stavrianos's mressacge of hope may
seem a somewhat dubious cne, and his proposition that west-
ern civilization cannot reform itself but must collapse, to
be succeeded by a dynamic "barbarism,” well argued though

it is, is open to serious criticism. Nevertheless, his icdeas

are in the mainstrear of the apocalyptic tradition. Fis

division of the clobal cormmunity into two camps--the wealthy
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but decadent west and the downtrodden but dynamic Third
World--is remriniscent of Carlyle's division of Enaland into
two nations, while his prophecy of an impending barbarism,
although optimistic rather than pessiristic, also recalls
Carlyle. He is, in effect, a latter-day William Morris,
looking forward, as Morris did, to "barbarism once more
flooding the world, and real feelinas and passions, however
rudimegtary, takino the place of our wretched hypocri-
sies." *

While the wvisions of Tovnkee and Stavrianos are
rooted in meta-historical analysis, cther cultural critics,
such as Judson Jerome, Theodore Roszak, and William Trwin
Thomson, tend toward a mystic or visionary approach. Their
basic preriseis that a revoluticor of consciousness is
occurring and their work is suffused with the conviction
that any attempt to come to terms with this revolution by
applying rationalistic concepts to it would be an exercise
in futility. It is cenerally assumed that the heyday of
revolution of consciousness theories care in the late 'six-
ties, but in actual fact most of the statements made at
that tire were of a somewhat shallow and ephereral nature,
ané most of the Jdiscussions which are worthy of serious att-
ention have appeared in the last ten years. Unfortunately,
the lecacy of the 'sixties has given revolution of conscious~
ness theories somewhat of a bad name. Georae Steirer, for

example, writing in 1971, declared that "there are current-
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ly, particularly in the United States, some fashionable,
140
silly theories about total revolutions of consciousness."”

Yet in the same work, In Bluebeard's Castle, he goes on to

say that

our ethics, our central habits of consciousness, the
immediate and environmental membrane we inhabit, our
relations to age and to rerembrance, to the children
whose gender we may select and whose heredity we may
programme, are being transformed. As in the twilit time
of Ovid's figles of mutant beings, we are in meta-
morphosis.

Jerome, Roszak, and Thompson are not so much utopians as
neo-Romantics, affirming the spiritual principle of man in
a world which, having reglected that principle in favour
of a mechanistic cynicism, can only affirr its own Jdeath-
wish. In reading them we are reminded of the millenarian
optimism of Blake, Shelley, and the early Carlyle, and of
their belief in the illimitable potential of mankind.
Judson Jerome, proclaiming himrself to be an anarch-
ist, writes that

prophets of this disposition do not predict the future
so much as they intuit the meaning of the flow of time.
The world they describe is one of open-ended possibil-
ities. . . . Some scientists have described conscious-
ness as nothing but a rear-view mirror, a sort system
for the past disappearing behind us. But in the world-
view I am describing it is also an awareness of the
élan vital welling under us, the wisdom of the surfer
making the infinite, instantaneous, sutrational choices
that maintain balance and direction in accord with our
sense of the roverent of overwhelming evolutionary
power, guessing the future on the bhasis of our cross
yet definite sympathy with the intention of the wave . 142

Jerome thus places his faith in intuition rather than rat-

ionalism, and calls on mankind to "unleash the new anarch-
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ism with its promise not of chaos but oflthe supreme order-
liness and dependable rhythm of nature."” * He optimistic-
ally declares that, "whether it be through drugs, or yoga,
or meditation, or biofeedback mechanisms or other means of
extending awareness, we seem to be on the verge of regain-
inog a capacity to relate to natural processes from which we
have been excluded, like black sheep returnina to our
Edenic herme." Lad Jerome's vision may be scorewhat simplist-
ic, but he is worth citing because he clearly expresses the
basic tenets of the new Pomanticism. Intuitive awareness is
to replace rational consciousness, and intuitive awareness,
which can be equated with the sacramental vision, entails a
reintearation of man with nature. Nature, in this sense, is
interpreted very broadly. Thompson, for example, writes
that "the landscape of the New 2Age is not a recressive . . .
fantasy of nineteenth-century American agrarian life. We
are not going back to what Marx called 'the idiocy of rural
life'; we are coing back to nature with the consciousness
of civilization behind us and the adventure of planetizat-
ion in front of us."l45 And, although the universe thus
envisaged is "in perpetual flux, perpetual evolution,’ nat-
ure is not the demonic-divine force which Carlyle took it

l46
to ke in The French Revolution. The demonic is eaguated

with the "single vision" of rationalism and mechanism, a
vision which man can shake off.

Theodore Roszak uses the Gnostic myth of avocatast-
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asis to convey his vision of the future:

In the Gnostic myth, the apocatastasis is the illumin-
ation in the abyss by which the lost soul, after much
tribulation, learns to tell the divine licht from its
nether reflection. So a new reality replaces (or rather
embraces) the o0ld and draws the fallen spirit up, wiser
than if it had never fallen. For us, this mrmeans arn awak-
ening from 'single vision and Newton's sleep', where we
have dreamrt that only matter and history are real. This
has been the bad, mad ontology of our culture, and from
it derives that myth of objective consciousness which
has densified the transcendent syrbols and persuaded us
to believe in the reality of nothing that cannot be
weighed and measured--not even our own soul, which is
after all a subtle cdancer. So long as that myth rules
the mind, not even the most humanely intentioned among
us will find any course to follow but roads that lead

us deeper into the wasteland. But the miné freed of
_that myth may begin to find a project as vast as re-
pealing the urgan—industrial dominance not only feasible
but necessary. a7

Roszak arcgues that "urban-industrialism is a failed cultural

experimrent ," dependent on the "secularized myth of progress”
which we have to reject if we are to rediscover the "meta-
physical issues which science and sound logic have for the
last two centuries heen pleased to recard as closed."l48

His characteristic optimism is temrpered by an awareness

that the myth of prooress retains its deadly crip on civil-
ization, driving it towards "techneocratic elitism, affluent
alienation, environmental klicht, nuclear suicide."149 The
recovery of the sacramental vision is threatened }ry the
entrenched anti-sacramental vision of materialism and by the

cynicism which reacts against materialism. Roszak makes it

clear that he is not,
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as has become so much the morbid fashion arong western
intellectuals since the fin de siécle, rejecting the
pursuit of secular proagress in favor of a wholesale cyn-
icism. Such cvnicism, tkeing leaitimately unacceptatle

to society at large as a basis for life, has only in-
creased the desveration with which the millions cling
to that myth despite their inadmissible misaivings. "e
must rerember Blake's warning.

Man rust & will have Some Religion: if he has not
the Religion of Jesus, he will have the Peligion of
Satan & will erect the synacogue of fatan, calling
the Prince of the World, God, and destroying ali
who do not worship Satan under the name of God. 50

One of the most dynamic figures in the new Romantic
movement is William Irwin Thompson, the founder of the
Lindisfarne Association. The aim of this association is "to
create, on a hicher plane with the rost advanced scientific
and spiritual thoucht . . . , the planetary meta-industrial

151

village." Much of his writing shows a strong commitment

to spiritual mysticismr--this, for example, which recalls

Carlyle in the palingenetic analogy it draws bhetween indiv-

idual and cultural receneration:
Our entire civilization is dyina. But what is death?
Consider the yoci: when he stops his heart consciously,
he is dead by technical definitien, but actually he is
reborn, for in taking the enercgy out of the cardiovascul-
ar into the central nervous system, he experiences
ecstasy and enlightenment. He cdoes not die, he dances
his cdeath. So now we need to dance out the death of in-
dustrial civilization and experience, not its painful,
apocalyptic destruction, but its joyous mrillennial de-
structurina. And if we cannot, then we will nofsareate
our destiny, but be forced to endure cur fate.

But his mysticism is allied to a profound awareness of cul-

tural realities, and it is his tireless eclecticisr which

makes him such a commandinc figure amona contemporary cul-
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tural critics. In addition to the Lincdisfarne Association,
he has been closely involved with the Findhorn Foundation
in Scotland, and, in writing of this community, he sketches
out a blueprint for twenty-first-century culture, which
bears a striking resemblance to the architectural fantasies
of Hundertwasser:

In this mroment of late winter we can see that prein-
dustrial and postindustrial are coming together to put
an end to industrial civilization. . . . Urbanization
and nationalism have reached their limits to orowth
along with industrialization, so the culture of the
presently emerging future is one of decentralization
of cities, miniaturization of technology, and planeti-
zation of natiors. In the twenty-~first century, the
trees shall be great, the buildings small, and the
miniature machines in just proportion to man. 2nimism
and electrerics are the landscape of the New Age, and
animism aESBelectronics are already the landscape cf
Findhorn.

Central to the philosophy of the new Pomantics is
the belief that human consciousness is undergoing a massive
transformation which we can, if we choose, resist, but which
we cannot prevent. Twenty-first-century man will be a being
in harmony with nature, no longer alienated, his soul no
longer crushed by the "single vision" of ratiocnalism and
materialism. But, one hundred and fifty years ago, Carlyle
was saying much the samre thing:

Indications do we see in other countries and in our own,
signs infinitely cheering to us, that Mechanism is not
always to be our hard taskmaster, but one day to be our
pliant, all-wministering servant; that a new and bricghter
spiritual era is slowly evolving itself for all men.

. « . That great outward changes are in progress can be
doubtful to no one. The time is sick and out of joint.
Many things have reached their heicht; and it is a wise

adage that tells us, "the darkest hour is nearest the
dawn." . . . The thinking minds of all nations call for
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change. There is a deep-lying strugcle in the whole

fabric of society; a boundless grinding collision of

the New with the 01d. The French Revolution, as is now

visible enough, was not the parent of this mighty move-

ment, but its offspring. (CME, II, 81-82)
Does this mean, then, that the optimism of latter-day
Carlyles such as Thompson will prove as groundless as
Carlyle's was? Maybe so. But the axiom that history repeats
itself is, at best, a half truth. Carlyle's age was, on the
whole, characterized by the doctrine of progress; ours is
characterized by a death-wish which is the chastly counter-
part of the decctrine of proaress. Yet, through the vicissi-
tudes of the past two hundred years, there have been those
who have raised their voices in protest against the dominant
materialism of their times, affirming that man is a spirit-
ual being, who, whenr robhed of spiritual nourishment, will
adopt, as Blake said, "the PRelicginn of Satan."154 And there
are signs that things ray be changing, that Thompson may be
right to assert that consciousness is undergoing a major
transformation. After all, did not Carlyle say that it
would take two hundred years from the outbreak of the French
Revolution for derocracy to "go throuch its due, most bale-
ful, stages of Quackocracy; and a pestilential World be
burnt up, and [begin] to grow areen and young again" (FR, I,
133)2

Yet it seems that we are involved in a desperate

race acainst time, a race we have to win if western civili-

zation is to survive at all. And, while we mray talk of a
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general transformation of consciousness we have to admit
that the west seems, on the face of it, to have sunk into

a torpor of affluent alienation, The idea that consciousness
is beinc transformed has mrillennial overtones and is very
attractive, but it is also nebulous. There is nothinco nebu-
lous, on the other hand, about "the forces of Satan." The
global community of the present day reserbles, in many ways,
pre-Revolutionary France. It is even divided into three
estates~~-the First Second, and Third Worlds--held in antag-
onistic alliance by a burgeoning technocracy and threatened
by nuclear proliferation. Os Guiness declares that our cult-
ure is experiencing a "terporary 1lull," a "vacuum in thought

1"

and effective action," which can be interpreted either as

the calm before the storm or as a cultural paralysis inspir-
155
ed by fear. Whichever way we lock at it, we know instinct-

ively that things cannot go on as they are. Miaghty changes
are on the way, and, while we may hope they will te for the
better, we fear they will be for the worse. Yet, as Georce
Steiner asks,

Who, in the clecsing phases of the Thirty Years War,
when, as chroniclers put it, there were only wolves for
wolves to feed on in the empty towns, foresaw the near
upsurge of cultural energies and the counterbalancing
strength of the Americas? It may be that our framework
of apocalypse, even where it is low-keyed and ironic,

is dangerously inflationary. Perhaps we exaagerate both
the rate and vehermence of crisis--in internatioral aff-
airs, where there has, on the larce scale, been a quart-
er-century of peace under unlikely conditions; in the
ecology, which has teen savaged refore (witness the man-~
made Sahara) and has recovered; in society and personal
consciousness, both of which have known previous morents
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of extrere challence. %

thread of hysteria runs through
our current "realism."156

5

It may well be that we are on the brink of discovering a
"new world"--a new dimension of reality which will render
our present modes of thought as cbsolete as the empirical
sciences have assumed the occult sciences to be. The Colum-
buses of our day have not only pushed back the frontiers
of space but have also journeyed into hitherto unsuspected
recesses of the human brain, revealing in each case a real-
ity often more akin to that envisaced by the mystic than to
that of the materialist. As Northrop Frye says, "we may be,
if we survive, the primitives of an unknown culture, the
157
cave men of a new mental era." To use ar analoay from
modern astronocmy, we seem to be entering a "black hole," a
dimension of future time in which there are no recognizable
landmarks, a dimension in which we cannot even recoanize
ourselves., For George Steiner, this "black hole" is the last
door in Bluebeard's Castle:
We cannot turn back. We cannot choose the dreams of
unknowing. We shall, I expect, open the last door in
the castle even if it leads, perhaps because it leads,
on to realities which are beyond the reach of human
comrprehension and control. We shall do so with that
desperate claiwoyance, so marvellously rendered in Bar-
tok's music, bec?gse opening doors is the tragic merit
of our identity. 8
Perhaps the last word should be left to Tennyson, who, a

century and a half ago, surmmed up the need to voyage into

the unknown with unflinching courage:
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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.

It may be that the cqulfs will wash us down:

It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles

And see the areat Achilles, whom we knew.

Though much is taken, much abides; and though

We are not now that strength which in old days

Moved earth and heaven; that which we are, 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.
("Ulysses,"” 11. 58-70)
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