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.. .Gwendolen urged that instead of the mere
tableau, there should be just enough acting
of the scene to introduce the striking up of
the music as a signal for her to step down
and advance; when Leontes, instead of em-
bracing her, wasto kneel and kissthe hem of
her garment, and so the curtain was to fall.
.. Jarrett the village carpenter was absorbed
in the preparations for an entertainment
which, considering that it was an imitation
of acting, was likely to be successful since
we know from ancient fablethat animitation
may have more chance of success than the
origina .t

George Eliot described thisscenein her 1874 novel Daniel
Deronda. In it, the characters prepare to perform atableau vi-
vant. In the same year as Eliot published her book, Julia Mar-
garet Cameron created a series of photographs to illustrate
Alfred Lord Tennyson's Idylls of the King. These photographs
can beviewed asforms of tableaux vivants. Cameron presented
these photographs in a volume which she titled The Idylls of
the King and Other Poems Illustrated by Julia Margaret
Cameron. It isthisvolume and itstableau vivant artificewhich
will be the focus of this paper. The book includestwelve large
photographs measuring 13 3/4" x 10 1/2". Each is mounted on
blue gray cardboard and signed and titled in Cameron’s hand-
writing. The photographs areinterleaved with the correspond-
ing excerpts from Tennyson's poem, each also written in
Cameron’s hand.

Obvious artifice was employed by both Cameron and
Tennyson in the creation of amedieval fantasy world. Thedia-
logue between these artist’s artifices enhances the tableau vi-
vant play world found within the volume. The artifice as me-
diator which alows Cameron and her friends who viewed this
volumeto remain somewhat detached from themedieval scenes
may be examined.
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In the scene depicting the encounter of Vivien and Merlin
(Figure 1), Cameron’shusband, CharlesHay, and awoman sim-
ply known as*“alady visitor to Freshwater” were the models.?
An alternate text page for this studio photograph contains the
passage:

For Merlin, over talk’ d and overworn;

Had yielded, told her all thecharm, and dlept.

Then, in one moment, she put forth the charm

Of woven paces and of waving hands,

And in the hollow oak he lay as dead.

Andlost tolifeand use and name and fame.®
In thisidyll, the evil sorceress Vivien follows the wise magi-
cian Merlin into the woods, feigning love for the elder man.
She does thisin an attempt to convince Merlin to teach her an
incantation. The spell which she seeksrendersthe object of the
magicinvisibleto all except for the one who recited the incan-
tation. Vivien's youthful enchantment wins out over Merlin's
wisdom and he relinquishes the secret.* In this photograph,
Vivien is frozen just as she prepares to cast a spell on Merlin
which will change the course of Camelot forever.

In order to discuss this photograph, the tradition of the
tableau vivant and itsrelationship to book illustrations must be
explored. The tableau vivant was a popular Victorian parlor
entertainment and Cameron herself wasknown to have directed
such events in her own home. It entailed the use of elaborate
costuming and props to recreate a theatrical setting. Each par-
ticipant would be positioned in a poseillustrative of aclimac-
ticmoment inaparticular literary scene. The actorswould then
freezein their positionsfor afew momentsand allow the audi-
ence to admire the dramatic presentation. The players would
thus become part of aliving picture, or tableau vivant.

Generally, book illustrations could be seen as similar to
tableaux vivants as they too are frozen visual representations
of written stories. However, what sets tableaux vivants apart
from many other Victorian book illustrations is that they are
fractured fromtheorigina story. Tableaux vivantsillustrate only
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one scene and are presented independently from the compl ete
text. The tableau vivant was seen as an imitation of acting,
rather than a conventional performance, as was described by
Eliot. This artificiality did not alow for the complete fulfill-
ment of afantasy.

Cameron’svolume more closely resemblesthe tableau vi-
vant than other more conventional book illustrations. Although
Cameron’s photographs are rel ated to the text, they are placed
beside excerptsfrom the poem rather than inserted into the full
textual model. Theimagesarethereforeisolated from thewords.
Cameron did not merely insert her imagesinto Tennyson’s al-
ready existing text structure. Instead, she excerpted finite por-
tions of his text and placed it beside her images. She did not
merely transcribe the writings of Tennyson, nor did she decom-
pose them. She re-produced them. She isolated photographs
from the full text written by Tennyson. However, she placed
themin an album beside excerptsfrom thetext. They arethere-
fore divorced from their context as a part of a complete text
and image cycle. As atableau vivant isolates amoment in lit-
erature from the entirework or event, thisvolumeisolates mo-
ments from Tennyson’s poem. This prevents the viewer from
reading thefull story and further barstheviewer from full entry
into the fantasy world.

TheVivien and Merlin sceneisparticularly striking inthis
isolation due to the nature of the photographic process. Pho-
tography freezes amoment for eternity. The moment whichis
frozen hereisoneinwhich action isabout to happen. Vivienis
about to place a spell on Merlin. The action has not yet taken
place. In most myths, the villain isleft behind after a confron-
tation with the hero is completed.® However, here, the reader
must face Vivien's power. The story can not move on and refo-
cus on the protagonist. This frozen action, therefore, does not
merely serve to retain the reader’s interest, it also reinforces
theisolated character of thismoment asfractured from the com-
plete text.

This photograph does not merely mimic the tableau vi-
vant in its use of isolated scenes. It also mirrors the tableau
vivant in its creation of a stage-like presence. Vivien has her
back to the camera. Thelower third of theimageisobscured so
that the figures seem to be ungrounded. Thiscreatesadivision
between Spectator and Specter which emul ates the stage sepa-
ration of actor and audience. This separation deniesthe viewer
full access to the scene. Like a guarded fortress, this photo-
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graph tempts the viewer to enter into it. Yet, simultaneously,
with its division, it reminds the viewer of the impossibility of
such an endeavor.

To enhancethis staged presence, elements of the theatrical
setting are overtly displayed. Cameron’s studio is visible in
the background. Props, such as the tree which was brought in
from Cameron’syard, also reveal the artificiality of the scene.
This overt inclusion of anachronistic details and elements of
the contemporary world is aso found in the tableau vivant.
For instance, a character in the Eliot story suggests, “‘Our
dress won't signify,” Rex said laughingly, ‘it will be more
Shakespearian and romantic if Leontes looks like Napoleon
and Paulina like a modern spinster.’”® Thus, modern elements
insistently reveal themselves. Thisboth enhancestheartificial-
ity of the scene and allowsfor animitation rather than an origi-
nal. Because of this, the fantasy is never completely fulfilled
and the characters remain within a contrived playland.

The use of propsin this volumeis not solely the creation
of Cameron. Tennyson also utilized artifice to enhance his ap-
propriated text. In creating theldylls, Tennyson placed Sir Tho-
mas Malory’s fifteenth century legend within the context of
Victorian sensibilities.” In this way, he made the legend pal at-
ablefor hiscontemporariesby highlighting sinastheruin of al
noble ideas.® As Tennyson himself proclaimed, “When | write
anantiquelikethis, | must put it into aframe—something mod-
ern about it.”°® Tennyson, too, deniesfull realization of the fan-
tasy through the overt display of modern devices. This creates
an intriguing layering of appropriation and artifice within this
volume.

In order to understand Cameron’s use of layered artifice,
the Vivien and Merlin scene must be examined more explicitly.
The tactile quality of the photograph is striking. Merlin's soft
white hair lightly touches histhick black robe. Vivien's sump-
tuous jet black locks cascade down her milky-white dress.

Itisnot merely thetactile quality which makesthedress so
enticing. Itssignifying color isequally notable. Womeninwhite
havetraditionally represented purity and innocence.™® Yet, here,
thewhite dressisworn by Vivien, the embodiment of evil. This
convention of thewhite dressworn by afallen woman was used
by other pre-Raphadlite artists. The use of white in such im-
ages has traditionally been interpreted as a purification of the
evil woman by cloaking her invirgina white.t However, inthe
Cameron photograph, the white dress may take on additional
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meaning as it mirrors the white of Merlin's locks and beard.
When worn by Merlin, thiswhite is a conventional male sym-
bol of wisdom. Thismirroring of white could represent thetrans-
action taking place within the story. Vivien isin the process of
taking knowledge from Merlin and using it for her own pur-
poses. She has broken a male linguistic code and taken it for
her own. In accord with this newly acquired knowledge, she
appropriates the masculine meaning of white. She wears the
mal e white robe of wisdom. Thisrobe of knowledge, by virtue
of the fact that it isworn by awoman, takes on a sinister qual-
ity, appropriate for the villainessin this scene.

Vivien, then, significantly alters the connotation of the
whitedress.’? [t evolvesinto arobe of dangerousfemale power.
Her power is aresult of the knowledge which she has appro-
priated from Merlin.

This white dress is particularly vibrant in contrast to
Vivien'smass of flowing black hair. Thiswild hair isappropri-
ate to her role as a fallen woman and sorceress as can also be
seen in the Rossetti painting. Such hair is often viewed as a
symbol of entrapment.® Vivien uses her web of hair to entrap
Merlin and steal his knowledge.

Asthe active element in the image, she further defies the
conventional role allowed to women. She is not the passive
femalefoil to the active male hero.** Rather, the cameraisfo-
cused upon her active finger while her body is blurred. This
forces the gaze to rest upon the power source, rather than on
the traditionally coveted female body. Cameron’s lens is fo-
cussed on the powerful finger. Thischarged digit puncturesthe
space between Vivien and Merlin and calls attention to the un-
bridgeabl e gap between the two figures. Vivien is omnipotent,
not only through what she does, but al so through what she does
not do. Her finger comes so temptingly closeto Merlin’sface,
yet never touchesit. Vivienisallowed to not touch. Theviewer
isprevented from enjoying thedesired tactile quality. Thisyearn-
ing for touch is increased by the words “Vivien and Merlin,
taken from life” which are written out in Cameron’s handwrit-
ing. Thisleaves evidence of the touch whichisallowed for the
artist but denied to the viewer.™ Vivien's strength isnot in her
feminine caress, but in her refusal to caress. Thisfurther places
the sorceress outside of the accepted female sphere.
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In consideration of this focus on a woman’s power and
knowledge, the overt artifice revealed by Cameron becomes
important. It alters the seemingly subversive notion of the fe-
male appropriating knowledge from the male. The props and
obviously staged presence reminds the viewer of the innocent
playlike quality of the photograph. Cameron accomplishesthis
by placing the scene within the traditionally female realm of
the tableau vivant. Cameron, like the woman in Eliot’s story,
remainswithin the acceptabl e space all owed to nineteenth cen-
tury women of her class. Cameron is not creating a statement
about Vivien, but rather playing with her asadirector in afro-
zen tableau vivant. Sheistherefore not implicated as areflec-
tion of thevillainous Vivien. In thisway, Cameron’sappropria
tion of Tennyson's story is not threatening. Rather it isan in-
nocuous translation of hisstory within the vocabulary allowed
to women. It remains in a safely feminized realm.

The artifice al'so serves a secondary purpose. It reminds
the viewer of the unreal quality of the scene. It is this same
quality which is exaggerated by Tennyson's artifices. Both
Cameron and Tennyson use artifice to appeal to Victorian sen-
sibilities. Cameron’scircleof friends, like many Victorians, ro-
manticized the preindustrial past but were often unwilling to
relinquish thetechnol ogical advanceson which they had learned
to rely. They frequently viewed the middle ages through the
structures of their industrialized world. AsEliot explained, an
imitation may have more success than the original. Hence, the
artifices present in this volume could have served a dual pur-
pose for Cameron. They may have soothed Victorian viewers
who preferred to view medievalism through an obviously arti-
ficial lens. Simultaneously, these elements could detach
Cameron from affiliationswith theevil Vivien. Cameronisable
to offset thetangled hair, the white robes of knowledge, and the
charged finger with fractured action, obvious props and tab-
leau vivant artifice. Through these devices, Cameron controls
the fantasy. In this way, the middle ages can be viewed from a
safe distance. Simultaneously, Cameron asserts her position
within the space allowed to Victorian women.
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