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Note on the Author and Editor


ALFRED TENNYSON was born in Somersby in the Lincolnshire Wolds on 6 August 1809, fourth son of the rector in a family of eleven surviving children. At Trinity College, Cambridge, he met Arthur Hallam, who became his close friend, and whose early death in 1833 is reflected in a number of his poems, chiefly In Memoriam (1850). His first independent volume, Poems, Chiefly Lyrical, was published in 1830; the next, Poems (1833), contained some of his most celebrated poems and he was deeply hurt by the vehemence of antagonistic reviews. They were much revised for his next collection, Poems (1842), which established him as the foremost poet of the age. Before this his family had moved from Lincolnshire to Essex, and he had become engaged to Emily Sellwood. The engagement was broken off in 1840 partly because of his anxiety about his health and his financial prospects as a man committed to writing poetry. He lost his capital through a bad investment in 1843 and suffered an emotional breakdown in the following year. In 1850 he published In Memoriam, married Emily Sellwood and succeeded Wordsworth as Poet Laureate. Maud appeared in 1855; it was criticised as morbid and obscure, but a century later it was seen as central to Tennyson’s work. The first four parts of Idylls of the King appeared in 1859, and it was completed in 1885. He entered the House of Lords as Baron Tennyson in March 1884, and after his death in October 1892 was given a public funeral in Westminster Abbey.

MICHAEL BARON is Senior Lecturer at Birkbeck College, University of London. His publications include Language and Relationship in Wordsworth’s Writing (1995), an edition of T. L. Peacock’s Headlong Hall and Gryll Grange and articles on Romantic and post-Romantic poetry. Until 1994 he was co-editor of English.



Chronology of Tennyson’s Life




	Year

	Life




	1809

	(6 August) Born at Somersby, Lincolnshire, fourth son of the rector George Tennyson and Elizabeth Fytehe




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1815

	Attends Louth Grammar School




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1820

	Leaves Louth to be educated at home by his father




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1824

	Father suffers mental and physical breakdown




	1827

	Poems by Two Brothers with Charles and Edward. Enters Trinity College, Cambridge




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1829

	Friendship with Arthur Hallam begins. Member of the Apostles, an undergraduate society at Cambridge. Wins Chancellor’s Gold Medal with prize poem ‘Timbuctoo’




	1830

	Poems, Chiefly Lyrical. Visits the Pyrenees with Hallam




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1831

	Father dies (March). Leaves Cambridge without taking a degree. Hallam reviews Poems, Chiefly Lyrical




	1832

	Poems (dated 1833 on title page and usually referred to as Poems 1833). Edward Tennyson becomes insane




	1833

	Hallam becomes engaged to Emily Tennyson (spring); dies (September)




	1834

	Falls in love with Rosa Baring




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1837

	Family moves to High Beech, Epping. Family recognises engagement to Emily Sellwood




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1840

	Engagement broken off. Family moves to Tunbridge Wells, then Boxley (Kent)




	 

	 




	1842

	Poems (enlarged edition in two volumes)




	 

	 




	1843

	Loses his entire fortune after investing in a wood-carving business




	 

	 




	1844

	Emotional breakdown




	1845

	Receives Civil List pension (£200 per annum)




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1847

	The Princess




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1849

	Renews correspondence with Emily Sellwood




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1850

	In Memoriam published anonymously (May). Marries Emily Sellwood (June). Appointed Poet Laureate (November), succeeding Wordsworth




	1851

	Visits Italy with Emily




	 

	 




	1852

	Son, Hallam, born. ‘Ode on the Death of the Duke of Wellington’




	 

	 




	1853

	Moves to Farringford, Isle of Wight




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1854

	Son, Lionel, born




	 

	 




	1855

	Maud, and Other Poems




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1859

	Idylls of the King published (four parts)




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1860

	Helps F. T. Palgrave to compile the anthology The Golden Treasury




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1862

	New edition of Idylls, dedicated to the memory of Prince Albert. First audience with Queen Victoria




	 

	 




	1864

	Garibaldi visits the Tennysons at Farringford. Enoch Arden and Other Poems




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1869

	The Holy Grail and Other Poems




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1872

	Gareth and Lynette




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1875

	Queen Mary (play; produced at Lyceum Theatre, London, 1876)




	1876

	Harold (play)




	 

	 




	1878

	Son, Lionel, marries Eleanor Locker




	 

	 




	1879

	Death of brother, Charles Tennyson Turner. The Falcon (play) produced




	1880

	Ballads and Other Poems




	 

	 




	1881

	The Cup (play) produced by Henry Irving




	1882

	The Promise of May (play in prose) produced




	1883

	Accepts barony




	 

	 




	1884

	The Cup and The Falcon. Son, Hallam, marries Audrey Boyle. Becket (play)




	1885

	Balin and Balan and Tiresias and Other Poems




	 

	 




	1886

	Son, Lionel, dies. Locksley Hall Sixty Years After




	 

	 




	1888

	Suffers serious illness




	 

	 




	1889

	Demeter and Other Poems




	 

	 




	 

	 




	1892

	The Forester (play). Becket produced by Irving. Dies (6 October). The Death of Oenone, Akbar’s Dream, and Other Poems







Chronology of his Times




	Year

	Literary Context

	Historical Events




	1809

	Quarterly Review founded

	 




	1812

	
Crabbe, Tales

Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage


	Napoleon invades Russia




	1813

	Austen, Pride and Prejudice

	 




	1814

	
Austen, Mansfield Park

Wordsworth, The Excursion

Scott, Waverley


	Wellington enters Madrid. Napoleon abdicates




	1815

	Wordsworth, Poems

	 




	1817

	Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine founded

	 




	1818

	
Austen, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion

Keats, Endymion

M. Shelley, Frankenstein


	 




	1819

	
Shelley, The Cenci

Crabbe, Tales of the Hall Byron, Don Juan, I–II


	Birth of Queen Victoria




	1820

	
Shelley, Prometheus Unbound

Keats, Poems

Scott, Ivanhoe


	Prince Regent succeeds as George IV. Congress of Vienna




	1821

	
Byron, Don Juan, III–V, Cain

De Quincey, Confessions of an English Opium Eater


	Greek War of Independence begins




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1824

	Westminster Review founded

	 




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1828

	

	Wellington becomes Prime Minister




	1829

	

	Catholic Emancipation Act




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1830

	
Lyell, Principles of Geology, vol 1

Cobbett, Rural Rides


	George IV dies; William IV succeeds. July Revolution in France




	1832

	

	First Reform Act




	 

	 

	 




	1833

	
Browning, Pauline

Carlyle, Sartor Resartus


	Abolition of slavery




	1834

	

	New Poor Law. Burning of the Houses of Parliament. Tolpuddle Martyrs




	1836

	Dickens, Pickwick Papers

	Conclusion of Darwin’s Beagle voyage




	1837

	
Dickens, Oliver Twist

Carlyle, The French Revolution


	William IV dies; Victoria succeeds




	1838

	Dickens, Nicholas Nickleby

	Chartist movement begins




	1840

	
Dickens, The Old Curiosity Shop

Browning, Sordello


	Victoria marries Prince Albert




	1842

	Browning, Dramatic Lyrics

	Chartist riots




	1843

	
Dickens, A Christmas Carol

Wordsworth made Poet Laureate


	 




	1844

	
Dickens, Martin Chuzzlewit

Carlyle, Past and Present


	Newman becomes a Roman Catholic




	1845

	Browning, Dramatic Romances and Lyrics

	Co-operative movement founded




	1846

	

	Irish potato famine. Repeal of Corn Laws




	1847

	Thackeray, Vanity Fair

	California gold rush begins. Ten Hours Factory Act




	1848

	
Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto

Dickens, Dombey and Son

Clough, The Bothie of Tober-na-Vuolich

Gaskell, Mary Barton


	Revolutions in Europe. Louis Napoleon elected President of France. Roman Republic. Chartist demonstrations in London




	1849

	
Dickens, David Copperfield

Thackeray, Pendennis

Arnold, The Strayed Reveller


	 




	1850

	E. B. Browning, Sonnets from the Portuguese

	Re-establishment of Catholic hierarchy in England.




	 

	 

	 




	1851

	Ruskin, The Stones of Venice

	Great Exhibition. Napoleon III becomes Emperor of France




	1852

	
Dickens, Bleak House

Thackeray, Henry Esmond


	Death of Wellington




	1853

	
Arnold, Poems

Gaskell, Ruth and Cranford





	1854

	Dickens, Hard Times

	Crimean War begins. Working Man’s College opens




	1855

	
Browning, Men and Women

Dickens, Little Dorrit

Trollope, The Warden


	Sebastopol falls




	1856

	

	EndofCrimean War. Victoria Cross instituted. British war with China begins




	1857

	
Eliot, Scenes of Clerical Life

Trollope, Barchester Towers

E. B. Browning, Aurora Leigh


	Indian Mutiny begins




	1858

	Clough, Amours de Voyage

	Government of India transferred to Britain




	1859

	
Darwin, The Origin of Species

Dickins, A Tale of Two Cities

Eliot, Adam Bede


	 




	1860

	
Collins, The Woman in White

Eliot, The Mill on the Floss


	Unification of Italy




	1861

	
Dickens, Great Expectations

Eliot, Silas Marner

Trollope, Framley Parsonage


	American Civil War begins. Death of Prince Albert




	1862

	
Eliot, Romola

Meredith, Modern Love


	 




	1863

	Gaskell, Sylvia’s Lovers

	 




	1864

	
Browning, Dramatis Personae

Dickens, Our Mutual Friend

Gaskell, Wives and Daughters


	 




	1865

	
Arnold, Essays in Criticism

Carroll, Alice in Wonderland


	American Civil War ends. Lincoln assassinated




	1867

	
Marx, Capital, vol 1

Arnold, New Poems; On the Study of Celtic Literature

Trollope, Last Chronicles of Barset


	Second Reform Act




	1868

	
Browning, The Ring and the Book

Collins, The Moonstone


	Gladstone replaces Disraeli as Prime Minister. First Meeting of the Trades Union Congress




	1869

	Arnold, Culture and Anarchy

	Opening of Suez Canal




	1870

	
Rossetti, Poems

Dickens, Edwin Drood


	Franco-Prussian War. Married Woman’s Property Act




	1871

	
Darwin, The Descent of Man

Eliot, Middlemarch


	Paris Commune. Trade unions legalised in Britain




	1872

	Hardy, Under the Greenwood Tree Carroll, Through the Looking Glass

	Civil War in Spain




	1874

	Hardy, Far From the Madding Crowd

	Disraeli becomes Prime Minister




	1875

	

	Britain gains control of the Suez Canal




	1876

	Eliot, Daniel Deronda

	Victoria becomes Empress of India




	1878

	Hardy, The Return of the Native

	Congress of Berlin




	1879

	Meredith, The Egoist

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1880

	Hardy, The Trumpet Major

	 




	1881

	Hardy, A Laodicean

	 




	1882

	Hardy, Two on a Tower

	First Boer War ends




	1883

	Stevenson, Treasure Island

	 




	1884

	 

	Third Reform Bill




	 

	 

	 




	1885

	Pater, Marius the Epicurean

	 




	1886

	
Stevenson, Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde

Hardy, The Mayor of Casterbridge


	Irish Home Rule Bill introduced by Gladstone




	1887

	Hardy, The Woodlanders

	Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee




	1888

	Arnold, Essays in Criticism (second series)

	Jack the Ripper murders in London




	1889

	Stevenson, The Master of Ballantrae

	 




	1890

	Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray

	First underground railway in London




	1891

	Hardy, Tess of the d’Urbervilles

	 




	1892

	Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan produced

	 







Introduction


When in 1884 Alfred Tennyson became Baron Tennyson of Aldworth and Freshwater, the only man ever to have been raised to the peerage solely because of his poetry, there were murmurs that ‘The People’s Poet’ should not have accepted the honour: testament to the quite extraordinary social range of his admirers, from the Queen and the Prime Minister, Gladstone, to the ‘cockneys’ (as Tennyson called them) who gaped over his garden wall. Forty years earlier some of his poems had been set in the universities as texts for translation into Latin. He became a literary lion, like his great contemporary Dickens, and was famous for reciting his poems tirelessly to private audiences. They wept when he read ‘Guinevere’, a contemporary favourite; even people who were by no means uncritical wept, people such as George Eliot, who had attacked Maud in a review – which Tennyson seems not to have read. He was Poet Laureate for two-thirds of Victoria’s long reign.

If this suggests a man at home with his era, it is at most half true: his poems were sometimes found morbid, unhealthy, obsessive or unmanly in their exploration of personal and national identity, and of scepticism about religion, science and history. For modern readers poems such as ‘Locksley Hall’, ‘The Golden Year’, In Memoriam and Maud appeal because these subject matters are of perennial interest, but also because there is a special determination and touchiness in Tennyson’s treatment of them (hence, perhaps, the reviewers’ comments), a quality that tells us much about Victorian preoccupations with health, manliness and empire.

Tennyson’s first intellectual milieu was Trinity College, Cambridge, which he entered in 1827, and the death six years later of his Cambridge friend and fellow poet Arthur Hallam affected his life and his writing deeply, not only in the elegiac sequence In Memoriam but also in a number of earlier poems, including ‘Morte d’Arthur’ and ‘Ulysses’, and an early version of ‘Tithonus’; poems about friendship, loss, isolation and survival. Hallam’s role was philosophical as well as personal: his review of Poems, Chiefly Lyrical in 1831 defined a new kind of poetry, a poetry of sensation and observation rather than moral reflection. These ideas had clearly been discussed with Tennyson himself, and they do much to define the preoccupation with beauty and art in early poems such as ‘The Palace of Art’ and ‘The Lady of Shalott’, which is quite different from the emphasis on moral strength that we find in Matthew Arnold’s work and that we sometimes think of as quintessentially Victorian. Hallam’s essay remained influential, and sixty years later W. B. Yeats, who was deeply antagonistic to the moral strain in Victorian poetry, thought of it as a precursor of his own early (symbolist) theories, in which he reacted againt ‘the moral law’ and ‘scientific opinion’ as subject matter for poetry.

But we should not read into Tennyson’s poems a simple opposition between the moral and the aesthetic, especially if that implies an aloofness from contemporary life and thought. As a matter of fact he was criticised for writing musical but empty verses (especially a group of poems about young women: ‘Lilian’, ‘Adeline’, ‘Claribel’, and others) and for using remote material in Idylls of the King, but recent revaluations of his major poetry – Isobel Armstrong’s in Victorian Poetry: Poetry, Poetics and Politics, for example – have shown how deeply its language is embedded in social and political debate, whatever the ostensible subject matter. Some poems are indeed about withdrawal from the social to the personal and from the personal to the social – ‘Locksley Hall’, In Memoriam and Maud are strikingly varied examples – but he imagines these realms in terms that have distinct contemporary resonance.

In Memoriam is about personal love and loss and is one of the great poems of friendship, because the speaker imagines himself as brother, spouse, lover and mother of his dead friend, and looks for words to give a reality to the complex of feelings and duties Hallam’s name and memory evoke. Like all elegies it imagines ways of thinking about the future as well as the past in order to see loss as part of a pattern of meaning, and the speaker is tempted to equate loss with evil and religious consolation with good (‘Oh yet we hope that somehow good/Will be the final goal of ill’). Reading the poem this way we can construct a narrative of loss and reconciliation organised around the three Christmas scenes that punctuate it (see sections 105–6 and notes, below), a movement from grief to doubt to faith. But there are broader perspectives. Brooding over the earth in which the dead are buried, the speaker questions in what sense even nature and the human race survive. It isn’t just that nature is ‘red in tooth and claw’ (Tennyson was sensitive to the scientific ethos in which Darwin wrote The Origin of Species), but that the future is imagined in terms of geological changes, such as those described in Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology. Thoughts of spiritual survival may conflict with the amoral and perhaps incomprehensible processes of global change. It is the wrestling with these ideas, almost as if they were personal antagonists, that makes the poem a uniquely powerful exploration of both subjective time (memory and hope) and the history of the human race, however much it is specific to its own time and place.

Tennyson described Maud, the poem now considered his most distinctive, in these terms:


a little Hamlet, the history of a morbid, poetic soul, under the blighting influence of a recklessly speculative age. He is the heir of madness, an egoist with the makings of a cynic, raised to a pure and holy love which elevates his whole nature, passing from the height of triumph to the lowest depth of misery, driven into madness by the loss of her whom he has loved, and, when he has at length passed through the fiery furnace, and has recovered his reason, giving himself up to work for the good of mankind through the unselfishness born of a great passion.



He strikingly reinterprets Shakespeare’s play as an argument against materialism or ‘mammonism’ as it was called in the mid-nineteenth century and indicates, without quite saying so, that a young man’s sexual desires and ambition to rise socially might be sublimated, refined and simplified, in the service of the nation – in this case by enlisting as a soldier in the Crimean War. In the previous year Tennyson had lamented the soldiers who died in one of the more newsworthy episodes of the war, the charge of the Light Brigade at Balaclava. Should we see the protagonist in Maud as having come to his senses at the end of the poem or as still deluded, substituting one kind of moral irresponsibility for another? Tennyson had experienced family division (his grandfather virtually disinherited his father, who became mentally unstable), and had a long-standing fear of epilepsy and narcotic addiction (some members of his family suffered in these ways), and these clearly played a part in creating the circumstances of the poem. So perhaps did his disastrous investment in Matthew Allen’s scheme to make wood-carvings using steam power; Allen was proprietor of an asylum Tennyson visited in 1837–41 and author of Essay on the Classification of the Insane (1837). But we should not assume that the protagonist’s conclusions are Tennyson’s, and in any case, what is important is that the poem expresses forms of self-division that are shaped by specific social abuses and pressures. One of the pleasures of reading Maud is discovering that where it is modern, it is also distinctively of its time.

Tennyson said that ‘the peculiarity of this poem is that different phases of passion in one person take the place of different characters’. In this sense the poem is dramatic, a prime example of what Matthew Arnold in 1853 stigmatised as ‘the mind’s dialogue with itself’, a sign of the decadence of modern poetry. Arnold valued poetry of formal beauty and repose and was out of sympathy with experiments in introspection, but his phrase neatly identified a kind of modernity that appeals to twentieth-century readers, whether in Robert Browning’s dramatic monologues or Tennyson’s – poems such as ‘Ulysses’, ‘Tithonus’ and ‘St Simeon Stylites’. Here Tennyson presents a historical or mythological figure reflecting on his circumstances but also revealing unconsciously a great deal more about himself, and the poems invite us to read them with an awareness of this irony and even with humour. The dialect poem ‘Northern Farmer, New Style’ can be seen in a similar way, except that here the humour is more conventionally satiric as Tennyson addresses one of his favourite contemporary themes, avarice and social climbing.

He returned to the past in his most expansive project, Idylls of the King. He had brooded since boyhood on the Arthurian subject matter, but his first published lines on it, the ‘Morte d’Arthur’, were, like the lyrics of In Memoriam, a response to Arthur Hallam’s premature death. Loss and transience remained at the centre of the project. Many of his contemporaries found the material disappointingly remote from contemporary life, and it is easy to see how the accumulating sequence of tales seemed a withdrawal from the anguished topicality of parts of Maud. Could this be the great work of the Poet Laureate in the age of empire? Like In Memoriam, Idylls is a collection of poems written over many years and gradually shaped into a whole. But unlike In Memoriam it is clearly intended to have a strong narrative unity, and critics have debated how far this is achieved. It has the size and the subject matter of an epic poem – the fall of a civilisation – but it tends to remain a series of episodes in which the narrative element is slight and the descriptive, the pictorial element correspondingly strong. It is true that he had a great gift for visual and aural effects, as the stately ‘Morte d’Arthur’ shows, and little gift for fast-moving narrative or dramatic conflict between characters (the stage plays he wrote in the late 1870s and 1880s were unsuccessful and are now unread); but in reworking his Arthurian sources into a multi-layered exploration of love, loyalty, friendship, the exercise of personal power and the place of morality in politics, he produced a rich and disturbing poem. The breakdown of values forms the broad subject matter of the Idylls, and Tennyson handles it with a range and virtuosity that cannot be summed up as mere pictorialism. The central event, Guinevere’s betrayal of King Arthur, is mirrored in Vivien’s seduction of the magician Merlin, but these are presented in very different kinds of poetry, the former chiefly in Arthur’s lengthy complaint (in ‘Guinevere’), which strikes a sentimental note and was a favourite with Tennyson’s contemporaries, the latter in some powerfully erotic writing (included in this edition) that offended some readers. Merlin’s vanity, self-deception and defensive priggishness are no less remarkably presented than Vivien’s resourceful duplicity, and this focus on the complexities of desire and self-esteem surely undermines any general notion that the poem is simply, as Tennyson put it, about the war between ‘spirit and flesh’. These narratives, again like In Memoriam, reveal much about Victorian views of the masculine and the feminine.

I have emphasised poems in which Tennyson and his protagonists are solitary, even isolated figures, but he wrote a great many poems of a more domestic or companionable nature, including a series of ‘English Idylls’, immensely popular with his contemporaries but now little regarded. It may be that we are unable to value them properly because our own official notions of family and community (‘Victorian values’?) are still too close to theirs. At all events some of his shorter pieces speak intimately, including the verse-letter to Edward FitzGerald and the lyric ‘June Bracken and Heather’ which Tennyson addressed to his wife in old age. This poem makes an excellent contrast with the much more famous ‘Crossing the Bar’, and since it was written later, I have gone against convention and printed it last.

In making this short selection of Tennyson’s poems, I have chosen complete texts wherever possible. Neither In Memoriam nor Idylls of the King could be included whole, and I regret it has been necessary to select from Maud as well. I have also excerpted the ‘Ode on the Death of the Duke of Wellington’, which seems to me over-long, the central sections falling far short of the beginning and end in rhetorical power. The passages selected, along with ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’, give a good sample of Tennyson’s rare ability to write memorable public poetry.
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