
CHAPTER I 

STUDIES IN TENNYSON 

(A FRAGMENT) 

WITH perhaps one exception, the great poets of the Victorian 
period only carried on and developed the traditions of the 
preceding era. This is curious. The poets of the Lake 
School and of the other schools who were contemporary 
with it have their counterparts in the men of the Victorian 
age. Tennyson is Keats perfected and enriched. Words
worth is represented also partly by Tennyson, but much 
more by Matthew Arnold, both as to his faults and as to 
his merits. Coleridge reblossoms in Rossetti. Shelley and 
Byron both reappear in Swinburne, but without any of the 
faults of the Satanic School as to form, Swinburne being 
the greatest master of form in all modern literature. But 
the Satanic spirit of Byron is there-larger, stronger, fiercer, 
and all the grace and passion and music of Shelley, magni
fied miraculously, with a new and strange quality of beauty 
borrowed from farmer times. Even Sir Walter Scott is re
born in the poetry of William Morris, who inherited the 
same extraordinary faculty for romance in verse, though he 
falls far below Scott as a lyrical poet. There is only one 
great figure of the Victorian era for whom we cannot find 
any prototype ; that is Robert Browning. Browning alone 
belongs to no school, and makes a tradition of his own, the 
future of which is very doubtful. It might be said that 
Tennyson is not a fair representative of the philosophical 
tradition of Wordsworth, and that Matthew Arnold does not 
go much beyond Wordsworth in range of thought. This is 
true. I think that the man who most expanded the Words-
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worthian tradition and brought it into perfect harmony with 
nineteenth century philosophy, is George Meredith, whose 
faults of style alone prevent him from taking place in the 
very front rank. As a philosopher I hold him to be the largest 
thinker of the century. 

Alfred Tennyson is the first figure that rises up before 
us-the first great star that showed itself in the poetical sky 
after the sinking of those two constellations of which 
Wordsworth and Shelley were respectively the principal 
luminaries. The serious and self-controlled character ex
pressed in his familiar portraits appears to have distinguished 
him even in childhood.. Nevertheless, it is curious that as 
a boy he absolutely worshipped Byron, and afterwards 
thought that the death of Byron was the greatest possible 
misfortune that could have happened to the human race. 
Even as a child he composed somewhat, but none of his 
very youthful poems was suffered to see the · light. As he 
grew older, Wordsworth began to influence him considerably, 
together with Scott and Coleridge. Then it appears that he 
had an· enthusiasm for Shelley. But by the time that he 
had reached maturity, his great source of inspiration became 
Keats ; and it is the tradition of Keats that he chiefly 
followed. 

Considering the extraordinary perfection of his work as 
we now have it, you might find it difficult to believe that 
the first work which he published was bad - weak, senti
mental, gushing - somewhat in the style of Mrs. Hemans 
and the lady-poets before the Victorian period. There were 
beauties in it ; but it was deserving of severe criticism, and 
it was criticized very severely indeed. Previously, in 1826, 
Tennyson had been in print ; he and his brothers, Charles and 
Frederick, had published a little volume entitled "Poems by 
Two Brothers." We do not know now why it was so called, 
but we do know that three and not two persons composed 
it. But this anonymous publication cannot be said to have 
much connection with Alfred's career. The first book that 
he published bearing his own name was a volume simply 
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entitled "Poems," printed in 1830. This was the book that 
deserved severe criticism, and received it. The criticism was 
very beneficial to Tennyson, probably because of his ex .. 
tremely strong character. Instead of being downcast by it, 
he set to work to correct his faults, quietly, slowly, patiently, 
and twelve years later he printed a second volume of 
poems, containing, besides much new matter, the best of 
the bad poems of 1830 entirely changed, transformed, and 
beautified. This time he was not severely criticized ; men 
of letters saw that a very great poet was coming. Five 
years later appeared "The Princess."  Then Tennyson's 
reputation suddenly blazed up and he became famous ; no 
such poetry had ever been read in England before. Then 
in  rapid succession followed "In Memoriam," "Maud," and 
the first half of the "Idylls of the King"-these last appear
ing in 1859. Tennyson meantime had become poet laureate 
after the death of Wordsworth ; and there can be no doubt 
th at the honour greatly increased his popularity. When 
"Enoch Arden" was published, in 1864, seventeen thousand 
copies were sold on the morning of publication. Thence
forth the poet's fortune was in every way secure. He rose 
from honour to honour ; he was made a peer ; he became 
as rich as he could possibly have wished ; and he continued 
the dominant figure in English literature during the latter 
half of the century. Even to-day we must confess that, in 
a general way, the greatest literary figure of the nineteenth 
century is Tennyson. He died in 1892, and was buried in 
Westminster Abbey with extraordinary honours, his death 
being considered as a national calamity. 

No other English poet, except perhaps Pope, has ever 
given so many familiar quotations to the English language ; 
and nobody else, certainly not Pope, has influenced and 
enriched the English language so much as Tennyson. 
Probably his influence will be felt for hundreds of years to 
come. In spite of the predictions of Matthew Arnold and 
others, that influence is growing. And it is an influence 
not only artistic and philosophical, but also educational and 
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moral in the highest degree. The whole English world 
from Great Britain to India, from Canada in the North 
down to South Africa and Australia in the other hemisphere, 
studies Tennyson, and will long continue to study · him. Let 
us now try to understand the reason of this great influence 
and this extraordinary recognition of an excellence as ex
quisite as it is rare. 

The first fact to bear in mind about the character of 
Tennyson's work as individual labour is this, that no other 
man in our literary history, not even Pope, ever polished his 
work so much. He was not simply satisfied with keeping 
work back for years rather than print it before feeling quite 
sure that he had done his best upon it ; but he subsequently 
corrected it in almost every one of the many editions which 
it afterwards went through. For, as a man grows older, 
his capacity for literary judgment, his faculty of literary 
perception, and the range of his know ledge, are all con
stantly increasing in breadth and depth ; and Tennyson, 
recognizing this fact, has given to even the work of his 
early years the most highly developed powers of his old age. 
In critical editions of poets, it is necessary that all different 
versions of each poem be presented to the student ; and it 
has been well said that if such an edition of Tennyson 
should ever be published it must be the most enormous pro
duction of its kind in existence. 

As a result of this perpetual polishing, the work of 
Tennyson has an exquisiteness not to be surpassed in any 
literature. Of no other poet can it be said that the ex
quisiteness is so uniform. You cannot find in the whole 
immense body of this man's verse inequalities of construc
tion. You may find inequalities of other kinds, but not of 
workmanship. And were there no other merit in Tennyson 
at all, this single merit would still give him the first place 
as a wordsmith. 

But there are many other qualities in Tennyson, some of 
which are even greater than merits of workmanship. There 
is thought, singularly broad and liberal, with just a little 



STUDIES IN TENNYSON 5 

of that English conservatism which we may not be able to 
sympathize with, but which we are obliged to confess 
healthy and dignified. Then there is the splendid sense of 
sound and colour. There is fine observation of nature, and 
fine observation of human character. And all these abilities 
were directed especially toward the painting of English 
subjects as a rule-English life, English landscape, English 
women, English ideals of heroism and of duty. Tennyson 
seldom ventures into classical or ancient themes, though 
when he does, as in "Lucretius," "Ulysses," ' 'Tithonus," or 
the translations from Homer, he is still peerless within the 
limits which he has set himself. Even in the "Idylls," and 
other studies of which the subject is medireval, it is always 
English life and English character that are described under 
a thin disguise. The knights of Arthur's court are not 
really the men of the Middle Ages ; they are ideals of Eng
lish gentlemen, and have long been so recognized by the 
people. The Princess and her girl-students and her lady 
professor and all the figures of that wonderful medley are 
figures familiar to every English reader ; they are nineteenth 
century people wearing the robes of other days ; they are 
actors and actresses acting out a lesson both didactic and 
cesthetic. How should the English people not love work 
that painted them in such splendid colours ? 

This would alone explain popularity. Besides the 
pleasure found in · the subject, and in the artistic treatment 
of the subject, there is yet another quality to ensure popu
larity-the quality of clearness. Great scholar though he 
was, Tennyson could be understood by any person with a 
moderate degree of education. It is true that some of his 
thoughts could be read at once only by a philosopher, but 
the proportion of these to the rest of the text is rather 
small ; and we may generally say that even where Tennyson's 
sentences seem at first sight most difficult, a little patient 
thinking and study can always straighten out the difficulty. 
I am speaking of course of English readers. When we study 
Tennyson in Japan we have to explain almost every line of 
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certain poems. But that is because those poems are full of 
English idioms and English allusions which, though familiar 
to the English reader from local habit and experience, are 
necessarily very obscure for one who reads in a language 
not his own. 

And there is yet another curious quality in Tennyson's 
compositions-a teaching quality. He has brought back to 
the English language, out of the cemetery of dead words, a 
great many expressions from Middle English and other 
obsolete English, and given them new life ; and he has done 
this in such a way that the reader is taught the meaning of 
these unfamiliar words without looking at the dictionary. 
The context teaches the value of the words better than any 
dictionary could t each it to you. I may say that I myself, 
as a boy, learned more English from Tennyson than I learned 
in any other way ; and even now I cannot read him over 
again without constantly learning something new. The more 
you study him, the more you will find in him ; and the 
more you will be astonished at the perception of the labour 
and the learning that such work must have cost. I consider 
Tennyson the greatest educational influence in English 
literature ; and the etymologists, now engaged upon the 
colossal dictionary of the English language, would probably 
be the first to recognize Tennyson's influence upon that 
language. No small portion of the three millions of quota
tions that are to appear in that dictionary will be quotations 
from Tennyson. 

Some of you may have read Taine's criticism upon 
Tennyson ; and I wish to say a word about that. Taine, 
who was a very great critic, one of the greatest artists that 
literature ever produced, made a very unfavourable com
parison of Tennyson with Alfred de Musset. From Taine's 
point of view, I venture to assure you, Taine is quite right. 
He explains his partiality perfectly well. He found Tennyson 
too correct, too genteel, too conservative, too cold, and 
altogether too English. Tennyson was not, in his judgment, 
a world-poet - that is, a poet who can touch equally well 
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the hearts of the men in all languages, a poet who sings 
only of emotions common to all mankind. But de Musset 
is a poet of passion ; and passion is universal. True, there 
is not much passion in Tennyson. True, also, Tennyson is 
not really a world-poet. But as an English poet, as a master 
of all the beauties and riches and powers of the English 
language, he is unique. And for the study of language, 
rather than for the study of emotion, there is no one like 
him. Upon this point, which Taine did not sufficiently re
cognize, it is necessary that you should think clearly. 


