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“There, that is the first money you have ever carned by your poetry, and, take my word for i, it
will be the last.” These were the words of Tennyson's crusty grandfarher, as he doled out ten
shillings for the teenager’s ode on the death of his grandmother. The pen proved mightier than
the prediction, however, as Tennyson went on to become the most celebrated poet of the age.
His books sold tens of thousands of copies; the Queen and Parliament named him Poer Laure-
ate, then Lord, and finally Baron Tennyson; his annual income surpassed ten thousand pounds
a vear; and he was widely regarded as something more than a poet—a prophet, a sage, and an
infallible moneymaker. A New York publisher once offered him a thousand pounds for any
three-stanza poem he cared to write.

It is often said thar Tennyson’s greamess lay in eloquently presenting the anxieties and
aspirations of his era. In poems such as Ulysses, In Memoriam, and Idvlls of the King, he ex-
pressed the energy, resolve, faith, and idealism of an industrious society thar was nonetheless
racked by deep doubts about its materialism, the truth of the Bible, and the possibility of
achieving a truly Christian sociery. But Tennyson was not just a mouthpiece for his age: in the
early and mid-Victorian period Tennyzon was one of its most progressive voices, espousing
views that were all the more daring for a shy and sensitive man struggling to realize his dream
of becoming “a popadar poet.” His assertion in The Princess (1847) that “the woman's cause is
man’s” anticipates Mill's The Subjection of Women by more than twenty years; in the course of
writing In Memariam (1850) he lucidly formulated some of the main principles of evolutionary
theory well hefore Darwin's Origin of Species (1859); he called public attention to the industri-
alized misery and revolutionary anger of the poor during the 18405 while the contemporaneous
works of Marx and Engels were virtually unknown; and in Locksley Hall {1842) he evoked the
technological promise of the future as compellingly as any science fiction writer.

One key to Tennyson’s poeric success was his prosaic devotion to the Victorian gospel of
hard work. He labored patiently, in poverty and without recognition, to overcome his rroubled
background. Born in Somershy, Lincolnshire, Tennyson was the third surviving son in a close-
knit but emotionally unstable family of eleven children, two of whom suffered lifelong mental
illness, while two more were addicred to drugs and alcohol. The poer’s father, George, was an
awkward, rormented man whose ill temper was ageravated into alcohalism and violence when
he was disinherited in favor of his younger brother and then forced to accept a position as vil-
lage rector. [t secms that the entire family was prone to epilepsy, Well into maturity, Alfred
was haunted by fear of “the black blood of the Tennysons."

Tennyson's grim childhood was brightened by his mother’s warmth and affection, his
father's extensive library, and both parents’ love of poetry. The rectory was surrounded by large
gardens and open countryside, and as a child Tennyson composed nature poetry in the manner
of James Thomson's Seasons. Early years at a brutally strice grammar school, followed by
intensive tutoring from his erudite father, gave Tennyson a solid grounding in Greek, Latin,
English, and modern languages by the time he went to Cambridge University in 1827, He had
already mastered the styles of pocts ranging from Horace and Virgil to Shakespeare, Milton,
Scott, and Byron, and earlier that year he published his first hook, Poems by Two Brothers. Ir
was writtenn with his brother Charles, with whom he used ro exchange lines on their country
walls, shouting them out across the hedges. The habir of building poems around a series of
sonorous individual lines would remain with Tennyson all his life,

At Cambridge the timid country boy began gradually to assume the artistic persona that
would be revered throughout the empire. Tall, ruggedly handsome, and with a faraway lock in
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his eyes that was actually due to myopia, Tennyson fit everyone's idea of how a poet should look.
He distinguished himself by the quality of his talk, his humorous storpeelling, and his acting abil-
ity. In 1829 he received the Chancellors Medal for Timbucton, the firt poem in blank verse
ever to win. The same year he and his best friend Arthur Henry Hallam joined “The Apostles,”
a select group of undergraduates who met to discuss social, philesophical, and literary issues.
Members became lifelong friends, and their admiration of his early work helped convince the
reticent Tennyson to publish Poems, Chiefly Lyrical in 1830, The book received mixed reviews.

In 1831 his father died, and Tennyson had to return home without a degree. Yer Ten-
nyson persevered, issuing in 1832 a new volume, Poems. This time, the reviews were actively
hostile. Tennyson's morale was sustained only by the visits to Somersby of Hallam, who by
now was engaged to Tennyson's sister Emily. Then in 1833 Hallam died suddenly of a cerebral
hemorthage while on a trip to Vienna, and Tennyson's life changed forever,

Within a week of hearing the news, Tennyson began work on his greatest poem, though
he did not know then that the brief lyric passages of love, loss, and doubr that he composed o
assuage his grief would eventually become In Memoriam, an epic meditation on mortality, evo-
luricn, and the hard-won consolations of inner faith. He was already proficient, like his early
hero Byron, in tuming his own private misery into virtuoso evocations of emotionally charged
landscapes. As John Stwart Mill wrote in 1835, Tennyson excelled in “the power of creating
scenery, in keeping with some state of human feeling, so firted to it as to be the embodied
symbol of it, and to summon up the state of feeling itself, with a force not to be surpassed by
anything but reality.” Quoting Mariana as an example, Mill eoncluded that “words surely
never created a more vivid feeling of physical and spiritual dreariness.”

Outwardly Tennyson was calm, actively reading, writing, and socializing, but in his po-
ety he pictured himsell as a weeping widower who mourned “a loss forever new.” In 1842 he
reluctantly published a two-volume edition of Poems, improving carlier works and introducing
new ones, most notably Ulysses and Morte d"Arthier, Although his reputation was now rising,
the poet was at a low ebb. He was so poor and hampered by responsibilities o his unraveling
family that he was forced to postpone indefinitely his marriage to Emily Sellwood, to whom he
had become engaged in 1833,

Ar this point Tennyson lost all his money in a scheme for carving wood by machinery.
His friends feared he was on the verge of suicide. Here, as ar other dark times in his life, he
relied on sheer willpower to follow the advice he once offered to a depressed friend: “Just po
grimly on.” Eventually travel, hydropathic cures, new acquaintances, and improving finances
assuaged his melancholia. Publication of The Princess in 1847 finally gave him the popular
notice he had long sought.

But it was not until 1830 that Tennyson rrivmphed in life and art. ln May, after seven-
teen years” brooding, he published In Memoriam to grear acelaim; on June 13 he married Emily;
and by the end of June one reviewer was calling him “the greatest living poet.” The sentiment
was rimely, since Wordsworth had died in April, and by November Tennyson was named Poet
Laureate. In 1852 his first son, Hallam, was bom, and in 1853 the Tennysons moved 1o a neo-
Gothic country estate called Farringford on the Isle of Wight.

His experimental “monodrama” Maed (1855) sold well though it baffled the critics, one
of whom remarked that there was one vowel oo many, no matter which, in the title. Bue
the combined sales of his works enabled him to buy Farringtord, where he could work in
peace amid wreaths of tobacco smoke, adored by Emily and protected from his fans by a
large staff. There he entertained preat personages of the day, from Prince Albert and
Garibaldi to his neighbor Julia Margaret Cameron, who badgered him into photographie im-
mortality. Henceforth, whenever he visited London, he was soughr after in society and
mobbed by admirers.

The stability of his new life enabled Tennyson ro pursue many longer projects, including
the best-selling narrative poem Enoch Arden (1364) and several successful plays. Most of his
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energies were taken up, however, with the great work of his later life, Idylls of the King. A trip
to Wales helped fuel his interest in Arthurian legends, and he published groups of Idylls in
1859 and 1869, As with [n Memaoriam and Maed, the poet gradually fele his way, as he com-
posed the parts, toward a larger design for the whole. All the while he held before him the
image of “my lost Arthur,” until recollections of his acrual friend Arthur Hallam blended
with the two literary Arthurs of In Memoriam and Tdylls of the King. He rounded out his rale o
an epic twelve books, not producing a final version until 1888, just a few years hefore his
dearth.

In the Jdyils as in much of his earlier poetry, Tennyson is a poet of deferment. His most
memorable characters—Mariana, the Lotos Eaters, Ulysses, Tithonus, and the speakers of In
Memariam and Mawd, among them—long for reunions and releases that are ever yer to come,
as distant as the return of King Arthur from Avalon, In old age Tennyson remembered of his
youth that even before he could read, “the words ‘far, far away' always had a strange charm for
me.”

Adver Tennyson's death in 1892 and his burial with great pomp in Westminster Abbey,
his reputation suffered a decline that lasted till the end of the Modemist period around 1945.
But Tennyson's lyric genius was admired by poets as various as the Pre-Raphaelites and Whit-
man, Poe, and Hopkins. Auden and Elior were in rare agreement that he had “the finest ear of
any English poet since Mileon." Critics continue to dispute whether the sense of Tennyson's
poetry is equal to its magnificent sound, bur any close reading of his work will reveal Ten-
nyson’s deep ambivalence abour the world of which he gradually became both oracle and icon.
Often beneath his harmonies we hear echoes of his favorite childhood sound, “voices erying in
the wind." As Eliot observed, Tennyson was “the most instinctive rebel against the society in
which he was the most perfect conformist.”

For additional resources en Tennyson, go to The Longman Anthology of British Literature
Web sire at www.ablongman.com/damroschbritlit3e.




