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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the representation of desire in seven Victorian poems:

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Sonnets from the Portuguese; Coventry

Patmore’s The Angel in the House; Augusta Webster’s Mother and

Daughter: an Uncompleted Sonnet Sequence; Arthur Hugh Clough’s

Amours de Voyage; Alfred Tennyson’s Idylls of the King; Robert

Browning’s Fifine at the Fair; and George Meredith’s Modem Love.

It focuses on desiring subjects, objects of desire, the pursuit of desires and

the question of desire and its satisfaction.

Traditionally, Victorian love poetry has been schematised as a “poetry of
relationships”, and located within a matrix of conflict between duty and
desire. This thesis argues that an enriched conception of desire, drawn
from a range of theories that have been developing over recent years, can,
when brought to bear on Victorian poetry, disclose new insights into and
common interests between these poems that have not been apparent within

the traditional interpretative matrices.

The picture of Victorian desire that emerges from this exploration is one of
desire expressed in acts of self-creation and self-articulation. Affinities
between the expressive, dramatic, and narrative poetry of the period
appear. New tones, ironic, rueful, and humorous, are audible alongside the
restrained and sincere avowals that have been argued to constitute the
discourse of Victorian lovers. Desires are self-consciously pursued and

performed within a context in which self-interest — both interest in self

and according to that self’s interests — predominates.
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