
For discussion of Tennyson’s “The Epic,” “Morte D’Arthur,” and In Memoriam: 
 
1. Recall the end of Bleak House ch. 19, on Jo: 
 
And there he sits, munching and gnawing, and looking up at the great Cross on the summit of St. 
Paul’s Cathedral, glittering above a red and violet-tinted cloud of smoke.  From the boy’s face 
one might suppose that sacred emblem to be, in his eyes, the crowning confusion of the great, 
confused city; so golden, so high up, so far out of his reach.  There he sits, the sun going down, 
the river running fast, the crowd flowing by him in two streams – everything moving on to some 
purpose and to one end – until he is stirred up, and told to ‘move on’ too. (OUP edition pp. 290-
91). 
 
2. Excerpts from Emile Durkheim's The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1915): 

Before all, [religion] is a system of ideas with which the individuals represent to themselves the 
society of which they are members, and the obscure but intimate relations which they have with 
it.  This is its primary function; and though metaphorical and symbolic, this representation is not 
unfaithful.  Quite on the contrary, it translates everything essential in the relations which are to 
be explained: for it is an eternal truth that outside of us there exists something greater than us, 
with which we enter into communion.  That is why we can rest assured in advance that the 
practices of the cult, whatever they may be, are something more than movements without 
importance and gestures without efficacy.  By the mere fact that their apparent function is to 
strengthen the bonds attaching the believer to his god, they at the same time really strengthen the 
bonds attaching the individual to the society of which he is a member, since the god is only a 
figurative expression of the society. (257-58) 

If, as we have attempted to establish, the sacred principle is nothing more nor less than society 
transfigured and personified, it should be possible to interpret the ritual in lay and social terms.  
And, as a matter of fact, social life, just like the ritual, moves in a circle.  On the one hand, the 
individual gets from society the best part of himself, all that gives him a distinct character and a 
special place among other beings, his intellectual and moral culture.  If we should withdraw from 
men their language, sciences, arts and moral beliefs, they would drop to the rank of animals.  So 
the characteristic attributes of human nature come from society.  But, on the other hand, society 
exists and lives only in and through individuals.  (388-89) 
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