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Abstract: This paper explores Alfred Lord Tennyson’s nuanced approach to portraying women
characters in his poetry, with a particular focus on The Lady of Shalott, Mariana, and Idylls of
the King. Tennyson's representations reflect the ideological tensions of the Victorian era,
oscillating between idealization and constraint. His female figures are often cast as passive,
tragic, or morally emblematic, yet they possess a symbolic depth that complicates
straightforward readings. By examining themes of isolation, emotional stagnation, moral
judgment, and constrained agency, this study argues that Tennyson’s women serve not merely
as reflections of patriarchal ideals but as vehicles for interrogating the limitations placed upon
women in Victorian society. The paper concludes that while Tennyson's portrayals may echo
traditional gender norms, they also subtly critique them, revealing the emotional and

psychological cost of such societal expectations.
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1. Introduction

Alfred Lord Tennyson, the poetic voice of Victorian England, engaged deeply with the cultural,
moral, and social tensions of his time. Among the many themes woven into his verse, the
representation of women emerges as one of profound complexity and contradiction. Tennyson’s

women occupy a wide emotional and symbolic spectrum from passive mourners and cursed
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enchantresses to queens burdened by guilt and maidens lost in longing. His poetry captures not
only the idealized feminine virtues upheld by Victorian society but also the silent struggles of
women constrained by rigid social expectations. This article seeks to examine how Tennyson
crafts his female characters through both narrative structure and poetic technique. It
investigates the balance he strikes or fails to strike between artistic sympathy and cultural
conditioning, between portraying women as full emotional beings and using them as
instruments in larger moral or national allegories. By analyzing key poems such as Mariana,
The Lady of Shalott, and Idylls of the King, this study reveals how Tennyson’s art both reflects

and interrogates the gender norms of his era.
2. Idealized Women and the Angelic Archetype in Tennyson’s Poetry

Alfred Lord Tennyson’s portrayal of women frequently reflects the Victorian ideal of
femininity—pure, passive, self-sacrificing, and ethereal. This angelic archetype, deeply
rooted in the cultural and moral values of the 19th century, finds profound expression in many
of Tennyson’s female characters. Women in his poetry are often not individuals with agency,
but rather symbols of virtue, beauty, and moral superiority. They serve as emotional

touchstones, existing more as ideals than as fully fleshed-out human beings.

One of the clearest examples of this archetype is found in “The Lady of Shalott”, where the
central character is presented as a mysterious, almost otherworldly figure. She lives in isolation,
weaving a magical web, forbidden to look directly at the world outside. Her existence is one
of passive creation and detachment—a poetic embodiment of the Victorian "angel in the
house." She observes life only through a mirror, suggesting her removal from the harsh realities
of the outside world, a world dominated by male activity and danger. When she finally dares
to act on her desire and look out directly at Sir Lancelot, she brings about her own demise. This
tragic end serves as a commentary on the peril faced by women who step beyond the boundaries

of accepted roles and behaviors.

In “Mariana,” another poem steeped in the theme of feminine idealization, the female
protagonist waits endlessly for a man who never returns. Her identity is reduced to longing,
patience, and sorrow. Tennyson paints her as a figure of deep emotional sensitivity and fidelity,
yet she remains completely powerless, trapped in a stagnant world that reflects her own

emotional decay. The repetition of the line "She said, 'l am aweary, aweary, I would that I were
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dead!" emphasizes her helplessness and unfulfilled yearning, reinforcing the trope of the

woman as a sufferer and a martyr.

Similarly, Lady Clara Vere de Vere, in the poem of the same name, is a figure who, though
beautiful and noble by birth, is portrayed with ironic detachment. She represents the cold,
untouchable ideal of aristocratic womanhood—elevated but emotionally distant, admired but
ultimately hollow in moral substance. Here, Tennyson critiques the empty idealization of

women based purely on social status and outward grace.

These depictions reflect the Victorian dichotomy of women as either angels or fallen figures.
Tennyson’s angelic women are beautiful, chaste, and emotionally resonant, but often lack
agency and are bound by the roles imposed upon them. Through them, Tennyson doesn't just
reflect the ideals of his time—he also subtly questions their fairness and the human cost of such

romanticized images.

Ultimately, the angelic archetype in Tennyson’s work underscores both the reverence and the
restraint Victorian society placed on women. His idealized female characters, though often
tragic and passive, illuminate the emotional depth and societal limitations of the feminine role.
They remain some of the most memorable figures in his poetry—fragile yet powerful symbols

of beauty, love, and loss
3. The Figure of the Fallen Woman in Tennyson’s Poetry

In the poetry of Alfred Lord Tennyson, the figure of the fallen woman emerges as a poignant
and morally complex symbol—often used to reflect Victorian anxieties around gender,
sexuality, and societal judgment. While Victorian literature frequently depicted such women as
cautionary tales, Tennyson's treatment of them is marked by nuance, sympathy, and a quiet
subversion of prevailing norms. His fallen women are not solely subjects of condemnation but

also figures of inner strength, moral courage, and deep pathos.

Perhaps the most striking example is found in “Godiva,” where Tennyson reinterprets the
legendary tale of Lady Godiva. Rather than portraying her as merely an object of male fantasy
or moral purity, Tennyson presents her as an active moral agent. When she chooses to ride
naked through the streets to save her people from oppressive taxation, she performs an act of
profound self-sacrifice. Though the poem does not directly label her as “fallen,” her defiance

of societal decorum—by shedding her clothes in public—risks her being perceived as one. Yet,
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Tennyson reclaims the narrative by emphasizing her nobility and silence, framing her as a
woman who transcends the shame others might project onto her: “But she / With a modest ease
and grace / Came through the velvet shadows.” This portrayal challenges the rigid moral

binary of purity and disgrace that Victorian culture so often imposed on women.

Similarly, in “The Lady of Shalott,” the title character might be read through the lens of the
fallen woman trope. Isolated from society and cursed to see the world only through reflections,
she is punished when she gazes directly at Sir Lancelot and ventures out into the world—a
metaphorical step into forbidden desire or autonomy. Her death upon reaching Camelot
suggests a moral warning, yet the tone is not accusatory. Instead, Tennyson fills the poem with
melancholy and reverence, treating her as a tragic figure whose downfall stems from the
incompatibility between personal longing and societal constraints, rather than any moral

failing.

This tragic note is echoed in “Mariana,” who—though not explicitly fallen—embodies the
despair of a woman abandoned and forgotten, her worth seemingly tied only to her romantic
relationship. Her descent into hopelessness reflects not guilt, but rather the social erasure
experienced by women left outside the bounds of marriage or male attention. Her repeated wish
for death “I would that I were dead”—is an indictment of a society that defines a woman’s

value through dependency on a man.

In these portrayals, Tennyson resists the typical Victorian impulse to moralize the fate of
women who step outside accepted roles. Instead, he engages with their experiences through a
lens of empathy and psychological depth, revealing their inner strength, sorrow, and
yearning. By doing so, he complicates the figure of the fallen woman, turning her into a site

of emotional truth and moral ambiguity, rather than mere social warning.

Tennyson’s approach thus reflects both a conformity to and quiet critique of Victorian gender
norms. His fallen women are often caught in tragic circumstances, but they are not devoid of
agency or dignity. In giving them a voice—or at least a powerful presence—Tennyson
contributes to a broader literary conversation about the roles, rights, and recognition of women

in a morally rigid society.

3.1 Complexity and Growth: A Shift in Perspective
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While Alfred Lord Tennyson is often associated with the idealized and angelic portrayal of
women, a closer examination of his body of work reveals a significant shift in perspective as
his poetry matures. Moving beyond static archetypes, Tennyson begins to explore women as
complex individuals—intelligent, conflicted, emotionally rich, and at times resistant to
traditional roles. This development marks a notable evolution in his poetic vision, aligning
with the broader intellectual and social currents of the Victorian age, particularly the early

waves of feminist thought.

One of the most illustrative examples of this shift is “The Princess” (1847), a narrative poem
that deals explicitly with the theme of women’s education and gender equality. The central
character, Princess Ida, challenges the conventions of her time by establishing a university for
women and vowing to live apart from men. She is portrayed as intelligent, assertive, and
visionary—qualities rarely attributed to female characters in earlier Tennyson works. Through
the poem’s layered narrative structure and shifting perspectives, Tennyson raises serious
questions about gender roles, the purpose of education, and the viability of gender-based

separation.

Though “The Princess” ultimately returns to a traditional conclusion—with Ida embracing
romantic love and the merging of male and female spheres—Tennyson’s treatment of the issue
is far from dismissive. The poem oscillates between irony, admiration, and critique, suggesting
Tennyson’s internal conflict: a desire to support women’s empowerment while remaining
tethered to societal norms. The dialogue and debates embedded in the text reflect this tension,

offering a platform for both progressive and conservative voices.

Another poem that shows a more emotionally intricate female character is “Oenone.” In this
dramatic monologue, Oenone expresses jealousy, grief, and betrayal after being abandoned by
Paris. Unlike the passive sufferers of his earlier poems, Oenone is articulate, emotionally self-
aware, and reflective. Her voice carries the weight of experience, and her monologue becomes
a study in emotional complexity and moral consciousness. She is not simply a victim, but a

person caught in a web of love, pride, and anguish.

Even in “Maud”, a poem dominated by the psychological turmoil of its male narrator, the
titular female character is more than a symbol of love or loss. Though Maud herself has limited
direct voice, her presence triggers a wide range of emotions and inner transformations in the

speaker. Tennyson uses her image to explore the fine line between idealization and obsession,
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sanity and madness, suggesting that women’s roles in men’s lives are not merely decorative but

deeply transformative—sometimes dangerously so.

Through these and other poems, Tennyson’s female characters begin to embody a broader
emotional and intellectual range. They are not confined solely to the roles of muse, martyr,
or angel; rather, they emerge as individuals shaped by internal and external conflicts.
Tennyson's poetry thus evolves to accommodate the complexities of real women, even if not

always fully escaping the pull of conventional ideals.

4. Emotional Resonance and Empathy in Tennyson’s Female Characters

One of the most striking aspects of Alfred Lord Tennyson’s portrayal of women is the
emotional depth and empathy he invests in their experiences. While many of his female
characters are framed within the social and moral expectations of the Victorian age, they are
not reduced to flat symbols or stereotypes. Instead, Tennyson gives voice to their inner
worlds—often filled with longing, sorrow, hope, and introspection—creating characters who

are emotionally compelling and psychologically rich.

In poems such as “Mariana” and “Oenone,” Tennyson explores the intimate anguish of
women abandoned or isolated. Mariana, for instance, is steeped in despair, her world described
in terms that reflect both external decay and internal desolation. Her emotional state is mirrored
by her surroundings—overgrown gardens, broken casements, and stillness—all contributing to
an atmosphere of stagnant sorrow. Her repeated cry, “I would that I were dead,” is not
melodrama but an expression of deep emotional exhaustion, evoking genuine compassion from

the reader.

Similarly, in “Oenone,” the titular character speaks with a voice full of wounded pride and
quiet devastation. Betrayed by Paris, she reflects not only on lost love but also on her own
dignity, creating a layered emotional portrait. Tennyson allows her to express vulnerability and
depth, positioning her not merely as a victim but as someone who feels and understands the
weight of her suffering. Her monologue is tender, dignified, and personal—evidence of

Tennyson’s ability to inhabit a female voice with sincere empathy.
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In “The Lady of Shalott,” although the Lady is largely symbolic, Tennyson still imbues her
with emotional resonance. Her silent yearning to participate in the world beyond her tower, to
break free from her curse and connect with life, lends a poignant emotional charge to her story.
Her final journey down the river is not just tragic—it is quietly heroic, an act of self-assertion

that reveals a powerful, if doomed, inner will.

What distinguishes Tennyson's handling of emotion is his capacity for subtlety and restraint.
He does not dramatize unnecessarily; instead, he uses rhythm, repetition, and natural imagery
to evoke mood and psychological depth. The empathy he shows toward his female characters
suggests a recognition of their emotional intelligence and quiet strength, even when their

outward circumstances seem passive or constrained.

Moreover, Tennyson’s empathy extends beyond the individual to a broader emotional critique
of society. Many of his women suffer not because of personal failings, but because of the roles
and expectations imposed upon them. Their inner lives are vivid and alive, yet their outer lives
are static, bound by gender norms. By giving these characters such poignant emotional
expression, Tennyson invites readers to feel their frustration, loneliness, and suppressed

desires.

In sum, emotional resonance is central to Tennyson’s art, and his treatment of women is marked
by a deep emotional sympathy. Even when shaped by the ideals of his time, his female
characters are given space to feel, to grieve, and to hope. Through them, Tennyson not only
crafts moving poetry but also gives voice to a silent suffering that Victorian society often

ignored or misunderstood
5. Conclusion

Tennyson’s art in handling women characters is a mirror of the Victorian age—idealistic yet
conflicted, romantic yet restrictive. His portrayals oscillate between reverence and realism,
often revealing the tension between societal expectations and individual desires. While at times
his characters seem trapped within the constraints of their time, they also express profound
emotional truths and subtle resistance. Through them, Tennyson not only reflects the roles
women were expected to play but also subtly questions the validity of those roles, making his
poetry a rich ground for feminist and literary analysis alike. he later stages of Tennyson’s poetic
journey reflect a growing sensitivity and openness to the changing realities of women’s lives.

While he does not entirely abandon the traditional frameworks of femininity, he increasingly
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uses his poetry to question, complicate, and challenge them. This shift in perspective not only

adds depth to his female characters but also enriches the thematic fabric of his work, making

Tennyson not just a chronicler of Victorian values, but also a subtle critic of their limitations.
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