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ALFRED TENNYSON


by Andrew Lang


INTRODUCTION


In writing this brief sketch of the Life of Tennyson, and this
attempt to appreciate his work, I have rested almost entirely on the
Biography by Lord Tennyson (with his kind permission) and on the text
of the Poems.  As to the Life, doubtless current anecdotes, not given
in the Biography, are known to me, and to most people.  But as they
must also be familiar to the author of the Biography, I have not
thought it desirable to include what he rejected.  The works of the
"localisers" I have not read:  Tennyson disliked these researches, as
a rule, and they appear to be unessential, and often hazardous.  The
professed commentators I have not consulted.  It appeared better to
give one's own impressions of the Poems, unaffected by the
impressions of others, except in one or two cases where matters of
fact rather than of taste seemed to be in question.  Thus on two or
three points I have ventured to differ from a distinguished living
critic, and have given the reasons for my dissent.  Professor
Bradley's Commentary on In Memoriam {1} came out after this sketch
was in print.  Many of the comments cited by Mr Bradley from his
predecessors appear to justify my neglect of these curious inquirers.
The "difficulties" which they raise are not likely, as a rule, to
present themselves to persons who read poetry "for human pleasure."


I have not often dwelt on parallels to be found in the works of
earlier poets.  In many cases Tennyson deliberately reproduced
passages from Greek, Latin, and old Italian writers, just as Virgil
did in the case of Homer, Theocritus, Apollonius Rhodius, and others.
There are, doubtless, instances in which a phrase is unconsciously
reproduced by automatic memory, from an English poet.  But I am less
inclined than Mr Bradley to think that unconscious reminiscence is
more common in Tennyson than in the poets generally.  I have not
closely examined Keats and Shelley, for example, to see how far they
were influenced by unconscious memory.  But Scott, confessedly, was
apt to reproduce the phrases of others, and once unwittingly borrowed
from a poem by the valet of one of his friends!  I believe that many
of the alleged borrowings in Tennyson are either no true parallels at
all or are the unavoidable coincidences of expression which must
inevitably occur.  The poet himself stated, in a lively phrase, his
opinion of the hunters after parallels, and I confess that I am much
of his mind.  They often remind me of Mr Punch's parody on an
unfriendly review of Alexander Smith -


"Most WOMEN have NO CHARACTER at all." —POPE.


"No CHARACTER that servant WOMAN asked." —SMITH.




I have to thank Mr Edmund Gosse and Mr Vernon Rendall for their
kindness in reading my proof-sheets.  They have saved me from some
errors, but I may have occasionally retained matter which, for one
reason or another, did not recommend itself to them.  In no case are
they responsible for the opinions expressed, or for the critical
estimates.  They are those of a Tennysonian, and, no doubt, would be
other than they are if the writer were younger than he is.  It does
not follow that they would necessarily be more correct, though
probably they would be more in vogue.  The point of view must shift
with each generation of readers, as ideas or beliefs go in or out of
fashion, are accepted, rejected, or rehabilitated.  To one age
Tennyson may seem weakly superstitious; to another needlessly
sceptical.  After all, what he must live by is, not his opinions, but
his poetry.  The poetry of Milton survives his ideas; whatever may be
the fate of the ideas of Tennyson his poetry must endure.


CHAPTER I—BOYHOOD—CAMBRIDGE—EARLY POEMS.


The life and work of Tennyson present something like the normal type
of what, in circumstances as fortunate as mortals may expect, the
life and work of a modern poet ought to be.  A modern poet, one says,
because even poetry is now affected by the division of labour.  We do
not look to the poet for a large share in the practical activities of
existence:  we do not expect him, like AEschylus and Sophocles,
Theognis and Alcaeus, to take a conspicuous part in politics and war;
or even, as in the Age of Anne, to shine among wits and in society.
Life has become, perhaps, too specialised for such multifarious
activities.  Indeed, even in ancient days, as a Celtic proverb and as
the picture of life in the Homeric epics prove, the poet was already
a man apart—not foremost among statesmen and rather backward among
warriors.  If we agree with a not unpopular opinion, the poet ought
to be a kind of "Titanic" force, wrecking himself on his own passions
and on the nature of things, as did Byron, Burns, Marlowe, and
Musset.  But Tennyson's career followed lines really more normal, the
lines of the life of Wordsworth, wisdom and self-control directing
the course of a long, sane, sound, and fortunate existence.  The
great physical strength which is commonly the basis of great mental
vigour was not ruined in Tennyson by poverty and passion, as in the
case of Burns, nor in forced literary labour, as in those of Scott
and Dickens.  For long he was poor, like Wordsworth and Southey, but
never destitute.  He made his early effort:  he had his time of great
sorrow, and trial, and apparent failure.  With practical wisdom he
conquered circumstances; he became eminent; he outlived reaction
against his genius; he died in the fulness of a happy age and of
renown.  This full-orbed life, with not a few years of sorrow and
stress, is what Nature seems to intend for the career of a divine
minstrel.  If Tennyson missed the "one crowded hour of glorious
life," he had not to be content in "an age without a name."


It was not Tennyson's lot to illustrate any modern theory of the
origin of genius.  Born in 1809 of a Lincolnshire family, long
connected with the soil but inconspicuous in history, Tennyson had
nothing Celtic in his blood, as far as pedigrees prove.  This is
unfortunate for one school of theorists.  His mother (genius is
presumed to be derived from mothers) had a genius merely for moral
excellence and for religion.  She is described in the poem of Isabel,
and was "a remarkable and saintly woman."  In the male line, the
family was not (as the families of genius ought to be) brief of life
and unhealthy.  "The Tennysons never die," said the sister who was
betrothed to Arthur Hallam.  The father, a clergyman, was, says his
grandson, "a man of great ability," and his "excellent library" was
an element in the education of his family.  "My father was a poet,"
Tennyson said, "and could write regular verse very skilfully."  In
physical type the sons were tall, strong, and unusually dark:
Tennyson, when abroad, was not taken for an Englishman; at home,
strangers thought him "foreign."  Most of the children had the
temperament, and several of the sons had some of the accomplishments,
of genius:  whence derived by way of heredity is a question beyond
conjecture, for the father's accomplishment was not unusual.  As
Walton says of the poet and the angler, they "were born to be so":
we know no more.


The region in which the paternal hamlet of Somersby lies, "a land of
quiet villages, large fields, grey hillsides, and noble tall-towered
churches, on the lower slope of a Lincolnshire wold," does not appear
to have been rich in romantic legend and tradition.  The folk-lore of
Lincolnshire, of which examples have been published, does seem to
have a peculiar poetry of its own, but it was rather the humorous
than the poetical aspect of the country-people that Tennyson appears
to have known.  In brief, we have nothing to inform us as to how
genius came into that generation of Tennysons which was born between
1807 and 1819.  A source and a cause there must have been, but these
things are hidden, except from popular science.


Precocity is not a sign of genius, but genius is perhaps always
accompanied by precocity.  This is especially notable in the cases of
painting, music, and mathematics; but in the matter of literature
genius may chiefly show itself in acquisition, as in Sir Walter
Scott, who when a boy knew much, but did little that would attract
notice.  As a child and a boy young Tennyson was remarked both for
acquisition and performance.  His own reminiscences of his childhood
varied somewhat in detail.  In one place we learn that at the age of
eight he covered a slate with blank verse in the manner of Jamie
Thomson, the only poet with whom he was then acquainted.  In another
passage he says, "The first poetry that moved me was my own at five
years old.  When I was eight I remember making a line I thought
grander than Campbell, or Byron, or Scott.  I rolled it out, it was
this -


'With slaughterous sons of thunder rolled the flood' -


great nonsense, of course, but I thought it fine!"


It WAS fine, and was thoroughly Tennysonian.  Scott, Campbell, and
Byron probably never produced a line with the qualities of this
nonsense verse.  "Before I could read I was in the habit on a stormy
day of spreading my arms to the wind and crying out, 'I hear a voice
that's speaking in the wind,' and the words 'far, far away' had
always a strange charm for me."  A late lyric has this overword, FAR,
FAR AWAY!


A boy of eight who knew the contemporary poets was more or less
precocious.  Tennyson also knew Pope, and wrote hundreds of lines in
Pope's measure.  At twelve the boy produced an epic, in Scott's
manner, of some six thousand lines.  He "never felt himself more
truly inspired," for the sense of "inspiration" (as the late Mr Myers
has argued in an essay on the "Mechanism of Genius") has little to do
with the actual value of the product.  At fourteen Tennyson wrote a
drama in blank verse.  A chorus from this play (as one guesses), a
piece from "an unpublished drama written very early," is published in
the volume of 1830:-


"The varied earth, the moving heaven,


   The rapid waste of roving sea,


The fountain-pregnant mountains riven


   To shapes of wildest anarchy,


By secret fire and midnight storms


   That wander round their windy cones."




These lines are already Tennysonian.  There is the classical
transcript, "the varied earth," daedala tellus.  There is the
geological interest in the forces that shape the hills.  There is the
use of the favourite word "windy," and later in the piece -


"The troublous autumn's SALLOW gloom."


The young poet from boyhood was original in his manner.


Byron made him blase at fourteen.  Then Byron died, and Tennyson
scratched on a rock "Byron is dead," on "a day when the whole world
seemed darkened for me."  Later he considered Byron's poetry "too
much akin to rhetoric."  "Byron is not an artist or a thinker, or a
creator in the higher sense, but a strong personality; he is
endlessly clever, and is now unduly depreciated."  He "did give the
world another heart and new pulses, and so we are kept going."  But
"he was dominated by Byron till he was seventeen, when he put him
away altogether."


In his boyhood, despite the sufferings which he endured for a while
at school at Louth; despite bullying from big boys and masters,
Tennyson would "shout his verses to the skies."  "Well, Arthur, I
mean to be famous," he used to say to one of his brothers.  He
observed nature very closely by the brook and the thundering sea-
shores:  he was never a sportsman, and his angling was in the manner
of the lover of The Miller's Daughter.  He was seventeen (1826) when
Poems by Two Brothers (himself and his brother Frederick) was
published with the date 1827.  These poems contain, as far as I have
been able to discover, nothing really Tennysonian.  What he had done
in his own manner was omitted, "being thought too much out of the
common for the public taste."  The young poet had already saving
common-sense, and understood the public.  Fragments of the true gold
are found in the volume of 1830, others are preserved in the
Biography.  The ballad suggested by The Bride of Lammermoor was not
unworthy of Beddoes, and that novel, one cannot but think, suggested
the opening situation in Maud, where the hero is a modern Master of
Ravenswood in his relation to the rich interloping family and the
beautiful daughter.  To this point we shall return.  It does not
appear that Tennyson was conscious in Maud of the suggestion from
Scott, and the coincidence may be merely accidental.


The Lover's Tale, published in 1879, was mainly a work of the poet's
nineteenth year.  A few copies had been printed for friends.  One of
these, with errors of the press, and without the intended
alterations, was pirated by an unhappy man in 1875.  In old age
Tennyson brought out the work of his boyhood.  "It was written before
I had ever seen Shelley, though it is called Shelleyan," he said; and
indeed he believed that his work had never been imitative, after his
earliest efforts in the manner of Thomson and of Scott.  The only
things in The Lover's Tale which would suggest that the poet here
followed Shelley are the Italian scene of the story, the character of
the versification, and the extraordinary luxuriance and exuberance of
the imagery. {2}  As early as 1868 Tennyson heard that written copies
of The Lover's Tale were in circulation.  He then remarked, as to the
exuberance of the piece:  "Allowance must be made for abundance of
youth.  It is rich and full, but there are mistakes in it. . . . The
poem is the breath of young love."


How truly Tennysonian the manner is may be understood even from the
opening lines, full of the original cadences which were to become so
familiar:-


"Here far away, seen from the topmost cliff,


Filling with purple gloom the vacancies


Between the tufted hills, the sloping seas


Hung in mid-heaven, and half way down rare sails,


White as white clouds, floated from sky to sky."




The narrative in parts one and two (which alone were written in
youth) is so choked with images and descriptions as to be almost
obscure.  It is the story, practically, of a love like that of Paul
and Virginia, but the love is not returned by the girl, who prefers
the friend of the narrator.  Like the hero of Maud, the speaker has a
period of madness and illusion; while the third part, "The Golden
Supper"—suggested by a story of Boccaccio, and written in maturity—
is put in the mouth of another narrator, and is in a different style.
The discarded lover, visiting the vault which contains the body of
his lady, finds her alive, and restores her to her husband.  The
whole finished legend is necessarily not among the author's
masterpieces.  But perhaps not even Keats in his earliest work
displayed more of promise, and gave more assurance of genius.  Here
and there come turns and phrases, "all the charm of all the Muses,"
which remind a reader of things later well known in pieces more
mature.  Such lines are -


   "Strange to me and sweet,


Sweet through strange years,"




and -


"Like to a low-hung and a fiery sky


Hung round with RAGGED RIMS and burning folds."




And -


"Like sounds without the twilight realm of dreams,


Which wander round the bases of the hills."




We also note close observation of nature in the curious phrase -


"Cries of the partridge like a rusty key


Turned in a lock."




Of this kind was Tennyson's adolescent vein, when he left


   "The poplars four


That stood beside his father's door,"




the Somersby brook, and the mills and granges, the seas of the
Lincolnshire coast, and the hills and dales among the wolds, for
Cambridge.  He was well read in old and contemporary English
literature, and in the classics.  Already he was acquainted with the
singular trance-like condition to which his poems occasionally
allude, a subject for comment later.  He matriculated at Trinity,
with his brother Charles, on February 20, 1828, and had an interview
of a not quite friendly sort with a proctor before he wore the gown.


That Tennyson should go to Cambridge, not to Oxford, was part of the
nature of things, by which Cambridge educates the majority of English
poets, whereas Oxford has only "turned out" a few—like Shelley.  At
that time, as in Macaulay's day, the path of university honours at
Cambridge lay through Mathematics, and, except for his prize poem in
1829, Tennyson took no honours at all.  His classical reading was
pursued as literature, not as a course of grammar and philology.  No
English poet, at least since Milton, had been better read in the
classics; but Tennyson's studies did not aim at the gaining of
academic distinction.  His aspect was such that Thompson, later
Master of Trinity, on first seeing him come into hall, said, "That
man must be a poet."  Like Byron, Shelley, and probably Coleridge,
Tennyson looked the poet that he was:  "Six feet high, broad-chested,
strong-limbed, his face Shakespearian and with deep eyelids, his
forehead ample, crowned with dark wavy hair, his head finely poised."


Not much is recorded of Tennyson as an undergraduate.  In our days
efforts would have been made to enlist so promising a recruit in one
of the college boats; but rowing was in its infancy.  It is a
peculiarity of the universities that little flocks of men of unusual
ability come up at intervals together, breaking the monotony of
idlers, prize scholars, and honours men.  Such a group appeared at
Balliol in Matthew Arnold's time, and rather later, at various
colleges, in the dawn of Pre-Raphaelitism.  The Tennysons—Alfred,
Frederick, and Charles—were members of such a set.  There was Arthur
Hallam, son of the historian, from Eton; there was Spedding, the
editor and biographer of Bacon; Milnes (Lord Houghton), Blakesley
(Dean of Lincoln), Thompson, Merivale, Trench (a poet, and later,
Archbishop of Dublin), Brookfield, Buller, and, after Tennyson the
greatest, Thackeray, a contemporary if not an "Apostle."  Charles
Buller's, like Hallam's, was to be an "unfulfilled renown."  Of
Hallam, whose name is for ever linked with his own, Tennyson said
that he would have been a great man, but not a great poet; "he was as
near perfection as mortal man could be."  His scanty remains are
chiefly notable for his divination of Tennyson as a great poet; for
the rest, we can only trust the author of In Memoriam and the verdict
of tradition.


The studies of the poet at this time included original composition in
Greek and Latin verse, history, and a theme that he alone has made
poetical, natural science.  All poetry has its roots in the age
before natural science was more than a series of nature-myths.  The
poets have usually, like Keats, regretted the days when


"There was an awful rainbow once in heaven,"


when the hills and streams were not yet "dispeopled of their dreams."
Tennyson, on the other hand, was already finding material for poetry
in the world as seen through microscope and telescope, and as
developed through "aeonian" processes of evolution.  In a notebook,
mixed with Greek, is a poem on the Moon—not the moon of Selene, "the
orbed Maiden," but of astronomical science.  In Memoriam recalls the
conversations on labour and politics, discussions of the age of the
Reform Bill, of rick-burning (expected to "make taters cheaper"), and
of Catholic emancipation; also the emancipation of such negroes as
had not yet tasted the blessings of freedom.  In politics Tennyson
was what he remained, a patriot, a friend of freedom, a foe of
disorder.  His politics, he said, were those "of Shakespeare, Bacon,
and every sane man."  He was one of the Society of Apostles, and
characteristically contributed an essay on Ghosts.  Only the preface
survives:  it is not written in a scientific style; but bids us "not
assume that any vision IS baseless."  Perhaps the author went on to
discuss "veridical hallucinations," but his ideas about these things
must be considered later.

