Ulysses by A. Tennyson

Tennyson’s Ulysses is a representation of Homer's ancient hero who, according to myth, was able to go beyond the “Strait of Gibraltar” metaphorically considered the unknown. For this reason, many authors have analysed the figure of Ulysses and have given a personal interpretation of his choices: first Homer, then Dante who put him in the Inferno, Tennyson and finally Joyce who compared the figure of the Ulysses to that modern man’s one.  

Tennyson’s Ulysses
 is different from Homer’s as the poem is about what happened after the hero had returned to Ithaca.  

According to Victorian Age’s conventions, Tennyson adopted the dramatic monologue to convey Ulysses’ personal feelings and thoughts, mixing features of drama with poetry. 
The speaking voice is Ulysses himself; the extract is organized into two main parts. 

In the first line Ulysses introduces himself as a king. He returned to his homeland after a ten years-long journey and finds a ”still hearth“, ”barren crags“, ”an aged wife“ and ”unequal laws unto a savage race“. The reader can notice that his impossibility to act for his people is underlined by words referring to sterility. He does not feel at ease in the isle and does not believe to manage ruling his kingdom anymore. He travelled and experienced innumerable places and situations, now, in Ithaca, he feels like a prisoner among unfamiliar people. Ulysses’ willingness not to stay in such a suffocating place is underlined throughout the poem: he would like to escape from a place in which he cannot find his needs. Ulysses is aware of the little time left to him: he is an aged man who had already experienced great deeds and now he is not young any longer. His awareness permeates the whole monologue, and gives a sense of melancholia. This sequence helps the reader understand the importance of Ulysses’ voyage, a process that led the hero to get his own identity and what is more to know himself. The concept of self-knowledge is particularly relevant because it will later be associated to the modernist concept of consciousness and post-modernist awareness.
From lines 18 to 32 are expressed Ulysses’ personal thoughts about life and the way he conceived it; in particular he speaks about his experiences of which “he is a part” and moreover he conceives life as an ever going process of meeting the unknown. He says it is foolish to stop and have a pause, as the world won’t stop for you. On the other hand, every hour we save  “from the eternal silence” will bring “new things” and new experiences. And this is what Ulysses meant for living: to experience and follow knowledge. The phrase, at line 24, ”Life piled on life” recalls the idea of monotony referring to every day routine. Ulysses desires to know the part of world which he has never visited because he is attracted by what he doesn't know at all, novelties. Curiosity is the base of every form of knowledge. Ulysses doesn't want to live an ordinary, boring life, but he desires to expand his horizons.
In the second part (from line 33), Ulysses presents his son Telemachus, to whom he leaves both the isle and the sceptre because he is not interested in this aspects of life. Telemachus represents the hero’s “AlterEgo”, different from his father, he will be able to “make mild a rugged people” due to his slow prudence. Interested in “common duties”, Telemachus embodies all positive Victorian values and his father, who is going to leave, is sure he will “work his work”: to rule and civilize those inhabitants who did not know Ulysses. On the other hand, Ulysses too has an aim and a purpose. He embodies Victorian values too: his mission, more than just travelling to discover the unknown, represents the Victorian mission of colonization.
Line 44 introduces the reader to Ulysses’ new voyage which brings him memories of his past adventures, when his companions and he, still young, had to leave their island due to the Trojan War. Now he admits that they are old and perhaps do not have “the strength which in old days moved earth and heaven”, but he still believes that something could be done, “some work of noble note, may yet be done”. 
Ulysses represents an old man, aware of his weakness, but conscious that mental strength is more important than physical one. Ulysses believes he will be that “hungry heart” forever and neither the sea, nor death, will scare him. A man is considered an hero because of his desires, not because of his strength. Finally, analysing Tennyson’s poem, a reader is naturally invited to compare his Ulysses to Dante’s one. A closer analysis will reveal Tennyson's Ulysses seems to have included both of them inside the text: Ulysses represents the Victorian way of conceiving life, whereas Telemachus seems similar to Dante’s. As a matter of fact, Telemachus is well-behaved, “centred in the sphere of common duties”; on the other hand Ulysses is a dynamic figure, interested in discovering the unknown “per seguir virtute e conoscenza”. 

� Ulysses is the name of the Greek hero Odysseus, the mythical king of Ithaca who fought in the Trojan War. He spent ten years fighting in the war, and another ten years trying to get home. Tennyson’s Ulysses is an old aged character and he is displayed in Ithaca, after his glorious journey. Moreover, in the middle of the speech an other figure is inserted, that of his son Telemachus.








