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INTRODUCTION

Alfred Tennyson was first and foremost a poet, 
and the pursuit of that skill was his only vocation. 
Nonetheless he did have more than a passing interest in 
the science, religion, and politics of the day, and these 
interests are manifested in his poetry. Much has been 
written on Tennyson's religious and scientific ideas as 
he spoke and wrote of them; less has been said of his 
political poetry and the influences which affected it.
It is very likely that the poet took more interest in 
these other fields than in politics, and certainly his 
political poems on the whole are not his best work.
But the significance of these works lies not so much 
in their lyric qualities as in their reflection of 
Tennyson's ideas and his times. In their illustration 
of patriotism and imperialism they reveal attitudes 
typical of the Victorian Age. They are important in a 
study of the poet because they verify his often com
promising position. Also the fact that poetry which is 
pure propaganda and blatant chauvinism was written at

1
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this time is interesting in light of the literary 
aspirations of the age.



CHAPTER I

THE LIBERAL YEARS, 1809 to 1850

A discussion of Tennyson's political poetry and 
its reception will be clearer if his place in Victorian 
politics and the influences on his thinking are first 
considered. Poetic expressions on such subjects as the 
nation and her welfare, the ideal state, the ruler and 
statesmen, the revolutions and reforms, the policies on 
human rights, commerce, defense, and colonialism gener
ally indicate a compromising attitude. These works mani
fest a liberal tendency in matters concerning human 
rights but a strong conservative inclination with regard 
to the national system. His opinions in these matters 
are relatively consistent. They have their origin in 
his family background, in the situation of his class, in 
his education, and in his political acquaintances.

Although Tennyson's family was Whig, the prin
ciples of his class were actually Tory.* It is noted

*Tennyson was raised on Tory principles, but his 
Cambridge association changed his ideas. "Lord Tennyson,"

3
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that in "his early years he was in full sympathy with 
what for long was a typical crochet of the liberal 
school--the insane eagerness to meddle with the affairs 
of other nations, and to dose them with 'free institu- 
tions.'" Some youthful poems indicate this eagerness 
as shared by the young Tennyson, for early republican 
expressions appear in his first published volume, Poems

oby Two Brothers, in which the "Exhortation to the Greeks"
4illustrates a sympathy for Greek independence. Six years 

later, in the 1833 Poems, two sonnets appeared encouraging 
the Polish insurrection against Russia."*

Blackwood's Magazine. CLXII (November, 1897), 621. This 
article is a review of Hallam Tennyson's Alfred Tennyson,
A Memoir. The reviewer evaluates the book for the materi
als used, such as letters and journals, and regrets that 
some of the comments exaggerate Tennyson's greatness. He 
then discusses general critical approval and disapproval 
of Tennyson's poetry as well as the poet's religious and 
political ideas.

2Ibid.
3Poems by Two Brothers was published in 1827 by 

Frederick, Charles, and Alfred Tennyson, the latter two 
being the chief contributors.

4The war for Greek independence lasted from 1821 
to 1833, when the Turkish empire was finally forced to 
recognize an independent Greek state. In their battle 
the Greeks had the sympathy of many Europeans.

5"Poland" and "Written on Hearing of the Outbreak
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The radicalism which is often associated with 
Tennyson’s youth may possibly be attributed to the poli
tics of his uncle, Charles Tennyson d'Eyncourt, as well 
as to his Cambridge connections. The uncle was a Whig 
and a friend of the reform movement of the 1820's and 
early 1830's. He supported liberal measures and had al
ready worked for reform with Lord John Russell when 
Russell was made Minister of the Crown in 1830.^ Young 
Alfred was known to have shared his uncle's views, as 
did many of his Cambridge friends.

The Cambridge association was another deciding 
factor in the poet's development of thought. In Alfred's
second year at the university he was named to the society 

7of Apostles, known for its free discussion of all facets

of the Polish Insurrection" refer to the Polish rebellion 
which broke out in 1830 in Warsaw and which lasted from 
January to September of 1831. Although Poland appealed 
to western European protection, she received no response, 
and the rebellion was unsuccessful.

^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson (New York:
The Macmillan Company, 1949), p. 109. Lord John Russell 
(1792-1878) was made paymaster-general in 1830 in Earl 
Grey's ministry. He became prime minister himself in 1846.

^The Apostles was a group of students, limited to 
twelve, founded by John Sterling and F. D. Maurice in 1820 
for the purpose of discussing problems of the time. The
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of life and for its liberal view in most of them. In
general they disapproved of Wellington*s administra- 

8tion, favored free trade, advocated the abolition of
the rotten boroughs, and favored the extension of educa-

9tion among the public. They also supported the Spanish 
insurrection of 1830,^ and Tennyson and Arthur Hallam 
joined rebels hiding in the Pyranees. Tennyson's revo
lutionary ardor was very likely checked by his disillu
sionment at meeting these rebels.^

name was applied in derision by the rest of the univer
sity according to Charles Tennyson. The Apostles were 
known for their liberal views.

8Arthur Wellesley, first Duke of Wellington 
(1769-1852) became prime minister in 1828. In spite of 
his Tory ideals, in 1829 he realized the necessity for 
Catholic Emancipation, which he had opposed previously. 
An open declaration against reform after the death of 
George IV brought the downfall of Wellington's govern
ment.

9Edgar Finley Shannon, Jr., Tennyson and the Re
viewers (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1952), pc 22.

^Uprisings against the government of Ferdinand 
VII had been occuring throughout the 1820's. The Apostles 
came into contact with some Spanish refugees in London, 
became sympathetic with their cause, and raised money 
for the rebels hiding in the Pyranees. Tennyson and 
Arthur Hallam delivered this money and for a while 
joined the liberal rebels, but saw no action.

11Charles Tennyson, p. 40.
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Another factor which may have strengthened the
poet's conservatism was the excessively radical move-

12ment of the Saint-Simon Socialists following the
13French revolution of 1830. Alfred's concern for the

intemperate measures taken is illustrated in a letter
to his aunt in 1832 in which he states

. . . the future is so dark. . . Reform (not 
the reform bill) will bring on the confiscation 
of Church property and maybe the downfall of the 
Church altogether, but the existence of the St. 
Simonists is at once a proof of the immense mass ^ 
of evil that is extant in the nineteenth century. 12 13 14

12* The Saint-Simon Socialists were named after 
the French political philosopher the Comte de Saint- 
Simon, Claude Henri de Rouvroy (1716-1825), who, being 
aware of the revolution in industry and its effects, 
called for economic organization, for social ownership 
of the means of production, and for governmental admin
istration by capable men of science and industry. It 
was the duty of the state to plan and organize the use 
of the means of production in order to keep up with 
science.

13Charles Tennyson, p. 152.
14Hallam, Lord Tennyson, Alfred, Lord Tennyson,

A Memoir (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1905), I, 99. 
Hereafter referred to as Memoir. This two volume biog
raphy is quite valuable in that it contains many details 
about certain little known incidents and conversations 
in the poet's life which throw some light on his person
ality and work. It also includes some unpublished poems, 
a number of letters, some exerpts from Mrs. Tennyson's
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Alfred also discussed these problems with
Arthur Hallam, especially the state of Ireland, the
situation of the Church, and the St. Simonists.15 a

letter from Hallam to Tennyson in 1832 reflects the
concern of the writer thus:

The country is in jeopardy hourly increasing. Yes
terday I saw (perhaps) the last king of England go 
down to open the first assembly of delegates from. 
a sovereign people. It is an unmanageable house. ®

Agitation surrounding the reform movement included much
rioting and burnings, which Tennyson and the other
apostles objected to,^ although they were supporters
of the Reform Bill of 1832.^®

Journal, and some of the poet's own notes on his works. 
It is more a compilation of these than a literary life 
history. Often it is disconnected and many details 
seem trivial.

15Ibid.. p. 82. 15 16 * 18Ibid.. p. 92.
17Ibid., p. 41. For a brief discussion of the 

agitation for reform see E. L. Woodward, The Age of Re
form, 1815-1870. Vol. XIII: The Oxford History of Eng
land , ed. G.N. Clark (14 volumes; Oxford: At the 
Clarendon Press, 1938), pp. 76-77 and p. 436. The 
Reform Bill and events leading up to it are discussed 
by Woodward, pp. 50-83.

18The Reform Bill of 1832 extended the franchise 
to a large number of the industry owning middle class, 
leaving most of the working class still defranchised. 
Redistribution was widespread, eliminating a number of
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Although these early years show Tennyson advo
cating some reform measures, he was moving more and more 
towards the conservatism of his later years. He did 
hate the narrow mindedness associated often with Toryism 
and continually objected to the strict adherence to 
party, but at the same time he admired the great Tory 
statesmen of the day. He sympathized with revolution 
abroad and reform at home, and yet looked on these 
changes with an innately conservative fear of sudden 
innovation. This mood of concern and lack of confidence 
in the times is reflected in a long political poem begun 
in the 1830's but never published. "Hail Briton."'^ 
deals with the genaal turmoil and confusion permeating 
Europe in those years and seeks a thoughtful view.
Three poems of the same period, "Of Old Sat Freedom," 
"Love Thou Thy Land," and "You Ask Me Why," are similar

the rotten boroughs and thus reducing the power of the 
peers who had controlled them. Very significant was 
the shift in the balance of power from the lords to the 
commons.

^"Hail Briton!" now extant in the Heath Manu
script in the British Museum, is reprinted in an article 
by Mary Joan Donahue, "Tennyson's Hail Briton! and 
Tithon in the Heath Manuscript," PMLA, LXIV (June,
1949), 82-97.
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in tone and content to ’’Hail Briton!” in that they all 
request intelligent restraint in the interest of liberty.

The conservative tendencies became more stead
fast after Tennyson left Cambridge, although up to 1850 
many of his attitudes could be termed liberal. After 
moving to High Beech with his family in 1837 he renewed 
old Cambridge acquaintances and met new figures, such 
as Carlyle,20 who were to keep alive his interest in 
the political and social scene. Throughout the forties 
his membership in the Sterling Club^l often involved him 
in discussion on reform and the Chartist^2 and socialist

20xhe relationship between Tennyson and Thomas 
Carlyle (1795-1881) is discussed by Charles Richard 
Sanders, "Carlyle and Tennyson," PMLA, LXXVI (March, 
1961), 82-97.

21-The Sterling Club was named after John 
Sterling (1806-1844), a British writer and clergyman 
and one of the Apostles. His Life was written by 
Carlyle, a close friend.

^^The Chartist Movement lasted from about 1838 
to about 1850. It was started by a group of people, 
who, disappointed by the reforms not effected by the 
1832 reform bill, drew up a "People's Charter" bill 
which requested (1) equal electoral areas, (2) univer
sal suffrage, (3) payment of members, (4) no property 
qualifications for members, (5) vote by ballot,
(6) annual parliaments. The movement declined after 
1842 partly because of unsuccessful insurrections and 
strikes and partly because of increased comfort and
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legislation. Though generally approving of progressive 
measures, he felt many of them should be preceded by 
widespread national education.23 He seemed concerned 
with the social difficulties produced by the Industrial 
Revolution, and felt that the unpleasant conditions 
were due, in part at least, to a commercial spirit and 
to a liberal laissez-faire doctrine.2^ At the same time 
he supported the partial adoption of free trade, an atti
tude manifested in 1846 in "The Golden Year." Allusions 
to both social and political matters can be found in 
"Locksley Hall,” published in 1842 and generally con
sidered a revelation of his political views as a young 
man, ̂  views which are basically optimistic and progres
sive. These opinions gradually develope and change after 
Tennyson becomes an established literary figure and is 
more closely associated with the crown.

prosperity for the working class after the repeal of the 
Corn Laws.

^ Memoir. I, 185.
2^Charles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," Six 

Tennyson Essays (London: Cassell and Company, Limited, 
1954), p. 52.

2 M̂emoir, II, 462. At this time Tennyson 
in his early thirties.

was



CHAPTER II

TENNYSON AS POET LAUREATE, 1850 to 1892

Although the poet*s early career of liberal 
associations and attitudes linked him with the radicals, 
the early poems do predict the conservatism of the later 
years. "Hail Briton!" and the 1833 lyrics are a clear 
indication of his anxiety over what he begins to consider 
overhasty reform. These poems have also demonstrated a 
spirit of patriotism which later turns to pure chauvin
ism. Perhaps the adverse criticism to two 1830 national 

26songs quieted the jingoism for a time, but it speaks 
out again when, after his appointment as poet laureate 
in 1850 he does have some excuse to exhibit such a strong 
love of the mother country as an official spokesman.27 * 27

^"National Song" and "English War Song" were 
both attacked by Blackwood1s and were later omitted from 
the 1830 edition of poems. "National Song" was later re
printed in The Foresters in 1892.

27The duty of the poet laureate was to render 
professional service to the court and king, and to write 
verses for court or national occasions. Occasionally, as 
in the case of Dryden, the poet served as defender of the

12
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Conservatism and patriotism are the tvo qualities which 
permeate the post 1850 poems. These attitudes are 
closely in line with his allegiance to Queen Victoria 
and to the idea of a powerful and united British Em
pire. 28 The measures which might limit Victoria*s 
power or weaken the empire Tennyson fought from 1850 to

OQhis death. Like his predecessor, Wordsworth, he was

crown in political measures. Even later, especially in 
Tennyson's time, the poet was expected to produce a work 
in times of national stress or strong patriotic feeling. 
However, since the time of Southey (1813-1843) the 
writing of verses for special occasions was not obliga
tory. Earlier the servile character of the poet laure
ate's duties prevented the appointment of the best poets, 
and more than once the post was declined, for instance by 
Gray and Scott. However, since the time of Wordsworth, 
the appointment has been regarded as a recognition of 
national distinction, whereas earlier the laureates 
were the targets for insults from their peers. Note 
Dryden's condemnation of Shadwell and Pope's of Cibber 
and Browning's questioning Wordsworth's acceptance of 
the post in "The Lost Leader."

^The monarch's power was gradually decreasing 
as the Prime Minister became more influential. The Em
pire was thought by some to be losing strength with more 
colonial governments obtaining measures of home rule.

■^William Wordsworth (1770-1850) was poet laure
ate from 1843 to 1850. In his youth he had supported 
the French Revolution, at least in theory, but around 
the first decade of the nineteenth century he became 
more conservative. Wordsworth's politics is discussed 
by F. M. Todd, Politics and the Poet (London: Methuen 
and Company, Limited, 1957).
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to become completely alienated from the liberalism of 
his youth and to emerge as a staunch supporter of the 
status quo»

During the first decade of his laureateship his 
patriotism was unleashed by the threat of foreign aggres-

f onsion. In 1851 the coup d’etat of Louis NapoleonJ 
seemed to Tennyson a danger to British and continental 
peace and to human liberty. He especially objected to 
the virtual sanction to the coup by Parliament, and thus 
reacted with three unsigned lyrics x denouncing the ty
rant and the apparent acceptance of his actions by the 
British government. A year later his patriotic spirit 
was again evoked by the death of the Duke of Wellington, 
whom Tennyson eulogized in a poem which combined his

SOLouis Napoleon, nephew of Napoleon I, was 
president of the French from 1848-1852 and emperor from 
1852-1870. His coup d1etat whereby he became emperor 
by plebiscite was approved in a message from Palmerstone, 
the foreign secretary, without the sanction of the Queen 
or Lord Russell. Russell dismissed Palmerstone, who, 
a month later, brought about the fall of Russell's govern
ment.

31"The Third of February, 1852," "Hands All 
Round," and "Britons Guard Your Own" all appeared in the 
Examiner under the pen name Merlin. The first two ap
peared in later editions of Tennyson's works.



15

thoughts on freedom, statesmanship, and British patri
otism.-^ Later in the fifties the battle of Balaclava 
in the Crimean War inspired his most enduring patriotic 
lyric, "The Charge of the Light Brigade,"33 and in Maud. 
which alludes to the war, are contained some of his most 
controversial statements on war and peace. In 1859 a 
war scare following the Austrian attack on Sardinia 
brought from Tennyson's pen a call for stronger defense, 
"Riflemen Form."

Actually, as the queen's representative, Tenny
son was cautious about expressing his opinions. The 
1851 lyrics appeared under a pseudonym, and he insisted 
that the glorification of war in Maud was not his atti
tude, but the hero's. As a matter of fact he seemed to 
take little interest in politics, writing in 1866 that 
he heard little of it. He did show some concern, how- * 34

The poem referred to is "Ode on the Death of 
the Duke of Wellington."

33a similar poem "The Charge of the Heavy Bri
gade at Balaclava" appeared in the Tiresias volume of 
1885.

34Memoir, II, 34, in a letter to the Duke of 
Argyll dated April 20, 1866.
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“J t:ever, at the introduction of the second reform bill, 
a matter to which he hoped the statesmen would give 
most serious thought.^6

A year after the passage of the 1867 reform bill 
the problem of disestablishment arose with the Irish 
Church Bill, and Tennyson's stand was typical in that

o cJJCharles Tennyson, in Alfred Tennyson, p. 361, 
says that the poet felt that the extension of the fran
chise here should be preceded by naticnal education, 
which was on its way by 1870. The Marno ir, II, 108, re
fers to Mrs. Tennyson's saying that her husband rejoiced 
at the National Education Bill of 1870, his motto being 
"No education, No franchise." The reform bill in ques
tion, the second reform bill (1867) extended the fran
chise to urban workers.

Tennyson felf that the statesmen could use 
some advice on the reform bill issue. In a letter to 
Argyll in 1866 he mentioned this, quoting lines from 
his 1851 poem "To the Queen,"

And statesmen at her council met 
Who knew the season when to take 
OccasiQn by the hand,and make 

The bounds of Freedom wider yet.
(Tennyson quotes only part of this quatrain.)
Memoir, II, 34.

■^The Irish Church Bill to disestablish the 
Irish Protestant Church was sponsored by Gladstone in 
1868. Gladstone, incidentally, had voted against dis
establishment in 1865 and 1866 but introduced it later 
as a political move, although he really did favor it. 
Many statesmen, liberal and otherwise, questioned the 
efficacy of the 1800 Act of Union which made on United 
Church of England and Ireland, since this church drew 
its tithes from Roman Catholic tenants and since the
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he, though a broad churchman, felt that "Any severance 
of Church and State is. . . above all things to be de
precated."^ He again opposed disestablishment in 1874 
believing as he later stated that it would "preclude the 
downfall of much that is greatest and best in England.

Aside from these statements, Tennyson said little 
of current political matters during the 1860's and 1870's. 
Throughout these years he was at work on The Idylls of 
the King and several dramas. These works reflect some 
political theories, especially with regard to the ideal 
ruler whose characteristics Tennyson portrays in Arthur 
and the monarchs of the historical plays. In the first

40three historical dramas, Queen Mary. Becket. and Harold 
he deals with the controversy between the English and 
Roman Church, a controversy which had political aspects 
in the nineteenth century in view of the recent re-

Anglicans in Ireland were such a minority.
^ Memoirt IX, 57.

39Memoir. II, 315. In a letter to Bosworth 
Smith in 1885.

^ Queen Mary (1875), Harold (1876), and Becket 
(1884) were on subjects Tennyson felt significant in the 
history of England's politics and religion.
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establishment of the Roman hierarchy and the talk of 
disestablishment of the English church. In The Promise 
of May the writer attacks materialism,communism, and 
nihilism,and in the last drama, The Foresters, he 
considers the problem of individual liberty. For the 
most part the dramas are not topical; their political 
importance, such as it is, lies in the theories expressed.

In general these dramatic works received little 
approval from the critics, and even the Arthurian poems 
were a disappointment to many. However, Tennyson re
mained by far the most popular poet in England, not only 
with the public but especially with the Queen. The 
crown showed its appreciation for the poet's work and 
loyalty by authorizing that he be made a peer. The 
offer of the title came In 1873 through Prime Minister 
G l a d s t o n e , but Tennyson declined because of a personal

^Charles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," p. 57.
42wiHiam E. Gladstone (1809-1898) had been a 

close friend of Arthur Hallam at Eton. He began his 
career in Parliament as a Tory, but gradually became more 
liberal. In 1865 he assumed leadership of the House of 
Commons, became prime minister for the first time in 1868 
till 1874. His second cabinet lasted from 1880 to 1885, 
the third from 1885-1886, and the fourth from 1892 to 
1894. His career was one of strong support for Ireland's
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whim to keep his ordinary title. In 1874 it was again 
offered and again rejected, but finally in 1884 he ac
cepted, although he dreaded jealousy which might arise 
from the favor shown him. Certainly the title was 
granted on his literary merits, and Tennyson never hoped 
to take an active part in the House; he did not want to 
become involved in political dispute, fearing that "days 
of revolutionary change were coming, jTandJ the peerage 
might be more of an embarrassment than a privilege to
his descendents."^

On entering the House the first time Tennyson 
characteristically refused to pledge himself to a party, 
thinking that parties were made "too much of a god in 
these days," so he took his seat on the crossbenches.^ 
Though free from party connection he generally adhered 
to the policy of the conservatives in both domestic and 
foreign affairs; this policy was in agreement with the

home rule, the defeat of which caused his resignation the 
last two times.

^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, pp. 471-472.
^ Memoir, II, 303. The crossbenches are set at 

right angle to the other benches and are occupied by 
neutral or independent lords.
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Queen's in most instances. Naturally such agreement 
was expected of his state poetry, as it had been ever 
since 1850. His first political poem as a peer, "Free
dom, "45 illustrated again the cautious policy advocated 
in the 1833 poems: acceptance of change, but slow, 
wise change. Such advice was timely in view of the 
currently proposed legislation, the third franchise 
bill.* 46

The bill was favored by the liberals led by 
Gladstone, but the conservatives, led by Lord Salis
bury, felt that a redistribution clause should accompany 
the bill.4  ̂ Tennyson favored the Salisbury proposal re

4-’"Freedom" was published in Macmillan* s Magazine 
in December, 1884, but written much earlier, thus demon
strating the fact that his politics changed little. 
Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 476.

46The third franchise bill extended suffrage to 
the agricultural worker, providing for a household fran
chise, a lodger franchise, a ten pound annual value fran
chise, and a service franchise (for inhabitants of a 
house neither occupiers or tenants). See R. C. K. Ensor, 
England. Vol. XIV: The Oxford History of England, ed.
G. N. Clark (14 volumes; Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 
1934-1961 ), p. 88. See also Justin McCarthy, A History 
of Our Own Times. Vol. V (7 volumes; London: Chatto and 
Windus, 1880-1905), p. 168.

4^Robert Arthur Talbot Gascoyne-Cecil, 3rd 
Marquess of Salisbury (1830-1903) succeeded Disraeli
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questing this clause, but Gladstone asked him, as a 
personal friend, to vote against it.^® On hearing 
that the poet was to vote with Salisbury, Gladstone 
wrote Tennyson of his disappointment, apparently fearing 
that the franchise bill would be thrown out altogether. 
The prime minister sought Tennyson's support with the 
assertion that

. . . all sober-minded conservative peers are in 
great dismay at the wild proceeding of Lord Salis
bury; . . . the ultra-radicals and Parnellites, on 
the other hand, are in a state of glee, as they be
lieve. . . that the battle once begun will end in

as leader of the House of Lords in 1881. In 1884 he in
duced the Lords to refuse to pass the franchise bill with
out a redistribution bill. Gladstone conceded and invited 
Salisbury to help draw up a redistribution bill. Salis
bury was prime minister in 1885, 1886-1892, and 1895- 
1902. The redistribution bill called for the shifting 
of representatives, mostly from the rural areas to the 
cities, in view of the population shift. The bill of 
1884 provided that seventy-nine towns of less than fifteen 
thousand ceased to be seats; thirty-six towns of less 
than fifty thousand lost one of their two members; uni
versities and boroughs between fifty thousand and one 
hundred sixty-five thousand alone remained two member 
constituenties. The rest of the country was chopped 
into single member divisions. See Ensor, p. 88.

^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, pp. 477- 
478. Gladstone had pledged that if the franchise bill 
became law he would bring in a redistribution bill be
fore the dissolution of Parliament, but the Lords re
fused to trust him.
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some great humiliation to the House of Lords, or 
some important change in its composition. . . 
various bishops of conservative leanings are, on 
this account, going to vote with the government-- 
as may be the case with lay peers also. . . you 
are the only peer. . . associated with liberal 
ideas or the liberal party who hesitates to vote 
against Lord Salisbury. 9

These words, written to the poet on July 6, 1884, were 
quite likely instrumental in causing Tennyson at least 
not to vote against Gladstone, but the rest of the Tories 
would not trust the prime minister's mere verbal promise 
that a redistribution bill would immediately follow pas
sage of the franchise bill. Realizing that the difference 
of opinion was over the redistribution promise rather than 
over the passage of the franchise bill itself, Tennyson 
urged Gladstone to

. . . make the terms of the promised Redistribution 
measure the subject of a friendly communication to 
the conservative opposition, and to bring on the 
second reading of it when the Franchise Bill went 
into committee.

John Morley, The Life of William Evert Glad
stone (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1909), III, 132. 
Gladstone refers to Tennyson's association with the 
liberals. Tennyson was a conservative, but in general 
supported the franchise extension because he felt delay 
would be dangerous. He did feel that the extension of 
suffrage should be accompanied by national education.

^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 477.
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Tennyson ardently advised Gladstone to "do a noble and
an English act" and go to the House and say

"When the Lords have passed the second reading of 
the Franchise Bill, we pledge ourselves to lay on 
the table our Redistribution Bill." You can Dwrote 
TennysoiQ scarce expect the opposition to give you 
their scheme of a Bill. It is your duty. . . to 
give your scheme. . . As your friend, I should then 
feel it a triumph to vote for you and I have little 
doubt that your Bill would be moderate.51

Gladstone eventually did pledge to lay on the table the 
redistribution bill when the Lords passed the Franchise 
Bill; this pledge may or may not have been influenced by 
Tennyson's counsel. The Lords did then pass the fran
chise bill, Tennyson voting in favor of it. The whole 
controversy occasioned one political poem, "Compromise," 
a few lines of advice which cautioned the prime minister 
to take the safer if slower approach to the problem.

In spite of the evident success of his negotia
tion in this matter, Tennyson was willing to stay out of
politics after its conclusion,^ saying that he was past

S3the age for joining in parliamentary debate. He never 51 *

51Ibid., p. 478.
-*2Ibid., p. 479. He told the poet William Ailing 

ham he thought he would never go to the House again.
53jerome Buckley, Tennyson, The Growth of a Poet
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voted in the House again and attended too few sessions 
to use his freedom from party connection.54 In later 
years his confidence in politicians diminished; he just 
did not trust them enough to try to influence them.55 
His later poems show a feeling of disillusionment be
cause of political changes which he felt radical. Both 
"Tiresias" and "Locksley Hall Sixty Years After" are 
reactionary in tone, although the sentiments can be at
tributed somewhat to the characters of the speakers in 
these dramatic monologues.

In matters of the empire Tennyson most often 
sided with the conservatives, an attitude which resulted
in his disapproval of many of the policies of his friend

56Gladstone and agreement with the policies of Disraeli, * 54 55 *

(Cambridge: Harvard U. Press, 1960), p. 227.
54Ibid.. p. 228.
55Ibid.
^Benjamin Disraeli, Earl of Beaconsfield (1804- 

1881), was a statesman and novelist who first became prime 
minister, representing the conservative party, on the re
tirement of Lord Derby in 1868. His first government 
fell over the Irish Church Bill of that year, but he re
turned to power in 1874. He resigned in 1880 with the 
defeat of the conservatives at the polls, and he died a 
year later. Throughout the career he was a staunch sup-
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whom he did not trust as much. His support of a strong, 
unified British empire which would discourage any aggres
sion by its own greatness constituted the core of his 
opinions. Such a position coincided with the policies 
of the Queen and her favorite prime minister, Disraeli.

For instance, in 1858 he supported the trans
ference of the government of India from the East India 
Company to the Crown. ^  The move had been provoked by 
the Indian mutiny of 1857, which the poet commemorated 
in "The Defence of L u c k n o w . L a t e r  Tennyson remarked 
that, although the mutiny was such a terrible event in 
itself, it did have some good effects because from it 
"our race grew in strength."^9 Vindication of strong * 58 59

porter of the empire; he secured the title Empress of India 
for Victoria in 1875, but perhaps his greatest feat was the 
acquisition of shares in the Suez Canal for Great Britain.

K.-1•̂ Memoir. I, 431-432. The transference was brought 
about in 1858 chiefly because the government felt, because 
of the Sepoy mutiny, that the East India Company was no 
longer capable of handling the Indian colony.

58HThe Defence of Lucknow" was published in 1879, 
but the mutiny of the Sepoys of the Bengal army started 
in 1857 as a protest against westernization in religion, 
education, social system, etc. The mutiny was put down 
in 1858.

59Memoir. II, 328.
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colonial unity became his cause again in the 1860's in 
the matter of the Jamaica rebellion, which had been sup
pressed by Governor Eyre with apparently questionable 
methods.^ While Gladstone strongly opposed Eyre in the 
measures he had taken, Tennyson believed the governor 
justified in taking steps necessary to save European 
lives.^ The poet even sent a small subscription to 
Eyre's defense committee "as a tribute to the nobleness 
of the man. . . who has saved to us one of the Islands 
of the Empire, and many English lives. . ."  ̂ Although

^The Jamaica rebellion in 1865 was an insurrec
tion of the Negroes against the British government. Ed
ward John Eyre (1815-1901) was appointed acting governor 
of Jamaica in 1861 and governor in 1864. He repressed 
the insurrection in 1865 and allowed measures to be 
taken which were, in the eyes of many Englishmen, unnec
essarily cruel. McCarthy in A History of Our Own Times. 
Vol. IV, p. 42-43, describes the floggings, hangings, 
and burning of houses which took place several weeks 
after the rebellion started and which successfully sup
pressed it. Over six hundred were flogged, 439 put to 
death, and about one thousand houses burned. Eyre was 
suspended and an inquiry was instituted, after which he 
retired on a pension since it was advised that he not be 
reinstated. Many, such as Mill, Spencer, and Huxley, 
felt his actions were not justified, but others, among 
them Carlyle, Dickens, Tennyson, Kingsley and Ruskin, 
felt Eyre somewhat justified in that he did save European 
lives in perhaps the only way he could at that point.

61-Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 359.
^2Memoir, II, 40-41. A letter to the secretary
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Tennyson did not necessarily approve of all the actions 
of the governor, he did approve of his concern for the 
empire's integrity.

Tennyson became especially exasperated when cer
tain statesmen seemed anxious to diminish England's 
colonial possessions. In 1869 he wrote of his hopes that 
the Cabinet ministers would think how to strengthen the 
unity of English colonies instead of encouraging separa
tion,*^ hoping of course that England would take her 
share of the White Man's Burden. He became more incensed 
when, after Manitoba had been added to the Dominion of 
Canada, complaint was made of the cost of the North Amer
ican possessions.^ Consequently in his epilogue to the 
Idylls. "To the Queen," published in the 1872 edition, he

of Governor Eyre's Defense Committee, dated October, 
1866.

^ Memoir, II, 83.
^ The Poetic and Dramatic Works of Alfred. Lord 

Tennyson, ed. W. J. Rolfe (Students Cambridge Edition; 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Riverside Press, Houghton 
Mifflin, 1898), p. 863, notes. The editor quotes from 
Justin McCarthy's History of Our Own Times and mentions 
that for some time there had been complaint of the cost 
of Canada's defense, railway schemes, and protective 
commercial policy.
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attacked the anti-union article which had appeared in 
the Times.

The liberal policies of Gladstone incited Tenny
son's disparagement throughout the eighties and up to 
the time of his death in 1892. The disagreement was not 
personal, but had its basis in the differing political 
principles of each. Being a unionist, Tennyson probably 
approved Gladstone's occupation of Alexandria*^ and 
Wolseley's defeat of Arabi at Tel-el-Kebir,*^ but he 
opposed the prime minister's unfortunate Egyptian pol
icy. ̂  The Queen also was discouraged by Gladstone's

^British occupation of Alexandria, Egypt, was 
accomplished August 10, 1882, because of a massacre and 
riot on June 11th which resulted in the death of a 
large group of Europeans. The British demanded satis
faction, which was not granted, so they occupied the 
country, starting with Alexandria.

^Charles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," 
p. 63. Wolseley (Garnet Joseph, Viscount) was appointed 
adjutant-general in 1882 and in August was put in com
mand of British forces in Egypt to suppress Arabi Pasha's 
rebellion. He defeated Arabi Pasha at Tel-el-Kebir, 
stopping the insurrection.

Gladstone's government authorized the evacua
tion of the Sudan in 1882 and sent the very popular Gen
eral C. G. Cordon to Khartoum to effect it. At the time 
Gordon felt he needed no help from British troops. He 
revised his policy on arrival at Khartoum and decided to 
forget evacuation, hoping instead to arrange some sort of
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mistakes in Egypt and the Sudan, and Tennyson wrote 
her a sympathetic note that "Mr. Gladstone differs in 
many of his political views from myself."*’®

Probably the greatest political disagreement 
they had concerned the Irish question. Tennyson dis- 
liked Gladstone's Irish Home Ruleoy plans because Home 
Rule would weaken, according to him, the British union.

British controlled government. He asked London for an 
expedition to help him in his plan, but as he had gone 
against the ministry's orders, he got no answer, and 
during the delay he was killed. Consequently the govern
ment was highly criticized. Lytton Strachey in "The Last 
Days of General Gordon," Eminent Victorians (London: 
Chatto and Windus, 1958), pp. 223-319, gives a detailed 
explanation of the affair and tries to analyze Gordon's 
motives for refusing to obey orders.

^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 481. 
Tennyson became so upset over Gladstone's foreign policy 
that he once refused to sit at the same dinner table with 
him at James Knowles'. Gladstone had been invited to 
meet Tennyson there, but when the time came,the poet re
fused to see him and took dinner in his own room.

^Gladstone formed his third cabinet in 1886 
and introduced the first Home Rule Bill, which was de
feated in the House of Commons 343-313, so he resigned.
In 1892, at the age of eighty-two, he formed his fourth 
cabinet and again introduced a Home Rule Bill, which got 
through Commons but was defeated by the Lords by a large 
majority. He resigned again, for the last time. The 
third Home Rule Bill for Ireland came up in 1912, was 
chiefly opposed by Ulster, but was enacted in 1914, its 
operation then being delayed until the end of World War 
I.
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When in 1881 the unsound economics of Gladstone's 
Irish Land Bill'7® caused the resignation of the Duke 
of Argyll from the Privy Seal, Tennyson sympathized 
with the Duke in lines addressed to him.^ Again in 
1886 Tennyson took sides against Gladstone on the Irish 
question. Gladstone's introducing the first Home Rule 
Bill provoked Tennyson to send a message to the

®Gladstone's Land Bill of 1881 promoted the 
welfare of the Irish peasants by instituting a court 
which succeeded in reducing rents. However, violence 
surrounding the passage of the bill and the murder of 
a British diplomat in Dublin forced the restriction of 
the freedom of the Irish members in Parliament in their 
efforts to obstruct the work of Commons. Morley, in 
Voi. Ill, p. 54, of his biography of Gladstone, feels 
that the act of 1870 failed in that it was inadequate, 
having too many exceptions and limitations. The 1881 
bill favored fair rents to be settled on by a tribunal, 
favored fixity of tenure if rent was paid, and favored 
free sale by the tenant of his interest.

^  Charles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," 
p. 62. George John Douglas Campbell, 8th Duke of Argyll 
(1823-1900) sat as lord Privy Seal in 1852, served as 
postmaster general in 1855, became secretary of state 
for India in 1868, and again took the Privy Seal in 
Gladstone's cabinet of 1880, but resigned over the land 
legislation. He also opposed Home Rule. The Lord 
Privy Seal was custodian of the royal seal. Often 
he was in the cabinet and assigned special functions.

^See above, note 69. The 1886 bill was de
feated partly because of a split among the liberals, 
ninety-three of whom voted against the bill.
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liberal opponent of the bill stigmatizing "all who 
tamper with the union" as "either madmen or traitors," 
and urging "that a solemn league and covenant should 
be entered into by members of whatever party to place 
country before party and vote against the disruption 
of the empire at whatever cost."^ As a protest against 
the prime minister's liberal stand the poet sent him 
lines from Pindar, "How easy a thing it is even for 
men of light weight to shake a state, how hard to 
build it up again.Correspondence between Tennyson 
and the Queen illustrates their mutual disapproval of 
the liberal prime minister's policies in the Irish 
question.^

^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 480.
The liberal opponent, Albert Grey, had asked Tennyson 
to write the statement.

^Mentioned in Memoir. II, 332, and Morley, II, 
540. The quotation is from the Pythian Odes, iv, 273-4.

^In a letter to the Queen in 1884 reprinted in 
the Memoir. II, 446, Tennyson remarks, "Since your majes
ty touches upon the disasterous policy of the day, I may 
say,that I wish I may be in my own grave beyond sight and 
hearing, when an English army fires upon the Loyalists in 
Ulster." Another letter to Victoria dated July 9, 1885, 
reprinted in the Memoir. II, 442, demonstrates the poet's 
joy that Lord Salisbury "speaks only of the interests of 
the Empire. . ." Victoria never cared for Gladstone or 
his policy, and their final official interview was marked
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Actually Tennyson seemed to think that separa
tion of Ireland from England would harm Ireland as much 
as British prestige. In 1887 he remarked:

Suppose that we allowed Ireland to separate from us: 
owing to its factions she would soon fall prey to 
some foreign power. She has absolute freedom now, 
and a more than full share in the government of one 
of the mightiest empires in the world. Whatever she 
may say, she is not only feudal,but oriental, and 
loves those in authority over her to have the iron 
hand in the silken glove. ^

Needless to say, many Irish would hardly sympathize with 
this paternal attitude.

One reason for the poet's hating to see Ireland 
gain independence was his fear of a gradual disintegra
tion of the empire. He did believe, however, that colo
nies should have some sort of representation within the 
empire, such as representation in Parliament,* 77 * and he 
advocated an intercolonial conference in England, favor
ing the admission of colonial ministers to a council in 
which they could have a voice in imperial affairs.7** In

by coldness and a conversation which was "neither here 
nor there,". . . its only material feature being "nega
tive." Morley, III, 514.

7 M̂emoir, II, 339.
77Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, pp. 366-367.
7^Memoir, II, 109.
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these theoretical measures he sought the achievement 
of closer union, which he felt most important, saying 
once, "How strange England cannot see her true policy 
lies in a close union with her colonies. . ,"79 * 81

His interest in a federal parliament for the 
Empire was noted as early as 1881 in correspondence 
with an Australian Prime Minister.®® The letter encour
aged the federation of the Australian state,viewing 
this as a possible step toward imperial federation. He 
also followed with interest the steps toward a union of 
South Africa, hoping one day for the whole state's union 
with England. His hopes in this respect are perfectly 
in line with his desire to see a strong and united era-

79Ibid., p. 101.
®®Memoir, II, 261. The Australian Prime Minister 

was Sir Henry Parkes, Prime Minister of New South Wales. 
In 1851 the governor of New South Wales was appointed 
governor general of Australia. A federal council was 
created in 1884 as a boost to federation, but New South 
Wales refused to join. Formal federation finally came 
January 1, 1901.

81Ibid. Tennyson wrote Parkes in a letter dated 
May, 1881, "I always feel with the Empire, and I read 
with great interest of these first steps in Federation." 
The Memoir, II, 376, also mentions his looking forward 
to federation of the Australian states as a possible 
prelude to imperial federation.
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pire. Such an empire, in the first place, would be 
a benefit to all under England's rule because of her 
just form of government;®^ also a close union would 
secure an impregnable defense against foreign aggres
sion.

This defense the poet thought of great conse
quence and thus he became an earnest supporter of armed 
preparedness. Aside from the fact that much of his 
poetry warns Great Britain to keep her coasts well 
guarded, her armies well prepared, and her dock yards 
well filled, he also worked for the establishment of 
a Volunteer Force in the late 1850's,®^ and in 1871 he

82

®^He thought that England made a mistake in 
letting America go and hoped she would not make the 
same mistake again. Harold Nicholson, Tennyson, As
pects of His Life, Character, and Poetry (London: 
Constable and Company, Limited, 1923), p. 259.

®^William Clark Gordon, The Social Ideals of 
Alfred, Tennyson as Related to His Time. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1906), p. 132. It is 
said (Memoir, II, 302, n.1)that the poet approved of 
the English Constitution for all countries. Hallam 
Tennyson notes that he said the English Constitution 
would not do for every country and the Englishman's 
fault is that he "thinks that he and his ways are 
always right everywhere."

®^Austria's attack on Sardinia in 1859 incited 
Tennyson's support of a Volunteer Force and led him to
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encouraged the establishment of military training 
schools for young soldiers all over England.8^

Great interest in the strengthening and upkeep 
of the British fleet is seen in a statement made in 
1886:

The democracy does not appreciate that our trade 
depends upon the strength of our fleet, and on our 
having docks. . . There would be but a short prepara
tion for a naval war now, and one naval defeat for 
us would mean that we should sink at once into a 
third-rate power. The fleet of England is her all 
in all.* 85 86

Two years later, in 1888, the poet expressed concern 
over England's allowing her docks and arsenals to be 
shown to the world. In his mind nations should be pru-

write "The War," printed in the London Times, Hay 9,
1859, and reprinted in the "Death of Oenone" volume in 
1892 as "Riflemen, Form."

85Memoir, II, 101. Mrs. Tennyson's journal 
(in the Memoir)records the poet's saying "We ought to 
have all the boys at school drilled, so that we may be 
more ready for a defensive war than now." The Memoir,
II, 224, mentions Tennyson's interest in a project of 
James Baillie Hamilton to set up camps for the training 
of gentlemen's sons for the colonial army. General 
Gordon, who had discussed a similar project with Tenny
son before, agreed to head such a camp if the sons of the 
poor be admitted also. The plan fell through till after 
Gordon's death.

86'Memoir, II, 325
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dently suspicious of one another,87 and therefore 
cautious about advertising military strength.

To Tennyson defense was a cardinal point of the 
foreign policy of any nation, and his vocal concern for 
it often led critics to accuse him of loving war. But a 
close study will show that he never sanctioned war of 
aggression, only war of defense. In reminiscing about 
the poet, Benjamin Jowett* 88 * stated that "There was. . . 
no political matter in which he took so deep an interest 
as the defence of his country. . .”89 This stand on 
defense is most understandable in view of his attitude 
toward England and the empire--an attitude which wholly 
trusted England's ability to rule her colonies justly 
and to hold them together in the interest of world order.

His position was definitely conservative, and 
perhaps that is why it is unexciting. His allegiance 
to it was as strong as if not stronger than his support

87Ibid., p. 349.
88Benjamin Jowett (1817-1893) was a clergyman, 

tutor, writer, and master of Balliol College, Oxford.
In 1882 he became vice-chancellor of the University.
His best works are his essays on Plato.

8^Memoir. II, 462.
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of reform in the thirties. In spite of his early 
"radical" associations, one critic determines that at 
twenty-two he became a reactionary, very likely because 
of his disgust with the results of continental revolu- 
tions and wild reform agitation in England. His views 
on government never advanced, but were, states Nicholson, 
those of a provincial squire "based upon the old territor- 
ial and not on the new industrial system." However, it 
seems inaccurate to call him a reactionary, for he did 
accept change, and even supported it in his youth. His 
position seems to be one common to most people who see 
hope in the progress of the future in youth but come to 
lament the wild new ideas of the younger generation. * 91

9®Nicholson, p. 252. The reference is to the 
revolutions in Spain and France and the riots and burn
ings in England in the 1830's.

91Ibid., p. 253.



CHAPTER I I I

POETRY ON DOMESTIC AFFAIRS

Tennyson's part in the politics of Victorian 
England was not primarily that of a statesman. Seldom 
did he try to use his personal influence on other lords 
or leaders of government, and when he did enter into 
political controversy over the third franchise bill, he 
came out of the affair quite dissatisfied. However he 
was a poet who was widely read and much respected, so his 
poetic utterances did carry some weight with the public, 
and he could reach the statesmen through public opinion 
at least. Thus he hoped to influence the political scene 
in England through that portion of poetry which, little 
read today because of its topicality, was political and 
often controversial in tone and content. The political 
poetry for the most part is an accurate reflection of his 
own personal views--those views which were basically con
servative, patriotic and imperialistic.

This poetry deals with both domestic and foreign 
matters, touching on the role of government as liberator

38
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of the people and its protection of that liberty. It 
also discusses their leaders, the ruler and statesmen.
A great part of the poetry is concerned with the preserva
tion of the British Empire, the necessity of defense in 
order to preserve it, and the importance of commerce in 
the colonial plan.

Much of the poetry written on internal affairs 
illustrates Tennyson’s belief that the state must protect 
tradition and restrain progress. Consequently the state 
must legislate with moderation, using as its guide the 
common sense so praised in the British people. It has 
been noted that in his youth Tennyson was somewhat dis
illusioned by reform and revolution.^2 His conservative 
tendencies were strengthened after seeing the deplorable 
state of the revolutionaries in the Pyranees and the con
fusion of post-revolutionary France. He felt that hasty 
change caused disaster, often in the form of the loss of 
liberty for the individual. In the 1830 poem "The Poet" 
Tennyson declares that freedom must be held steadfast in 
spite of change:

^2See above, p. 6.
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And Freedom rear'd in that august sunrise 
Her beautiful bold brow,

When rites and forms before his burning eyes 
Melted like snow.

There was no blood upon her maiden robes 
Sunn'd be those orient skies;

But round about the circles of the globes 
Of her keen eyes.

And in her raiment's hem was traced in flame 
WISDOM, a name to shake 

All evil dreams of power--a sacred name.
(11. 37-47)93 94

The changing "rites and forms," such revolutionary
94measures as Catholic Emancipation and the Reform Bill,

93All quotations from the poems are taken from 
The Poetic and Dramatic Works of Alfred Lord Tennyson. 
Edited by W. J. Rolfe. Student's Cambridge Edition 
(Cambridge, Mass.; Houghton Mifflin, The Riverside 
Press, 1898).

94The Catholic question had been of vital 
interest for over two centuries, but during the nine
teenth century some efforts were made to drop restric
tions on the Catholics. Because of the supremacy and 
adjuration oaths Catholics had not been allowed to sit 
in Parliament or hold public office. Pitt had attempted 
unsuccessfully to change the conditions in 1801, and 
Grattan in 1810. Some hope was seen when in 1817 all 
ranks of the army were opened to Catholics and Dissenters. 
In 1823 the Catholic Association was organized to speed 
Catholic Emancipation, but in 1825 an act of Parliament 
dissolved the association. In 1828 the issue was forced 
by the election of a Catholic, Daniel O'Connell, to sit 
in Parliament as a representative from Clare. Seeing 
that the time was ripe for liberality, both houses passed 
a bill letting Roman Catholics be members of Parliament. 
The supremacy and abjuration oaths were abolished, but it
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caused much apprehension in the poet, although he was
not an enemy of change. He only feared the loss of
common sense on the part of the lawmakers.

This hesitant willingness to accept change can
be seen in the long political poem of the 1830's, "Hail
Briton!", which was provoked by the agitation surround-

95ing the reform bill. Some stanzas of that poem, which 
was never published in an edition of Tennyson's works, 
appear in a shorter poem entitled "The Statesman,"96 
which requested the party leaders to stop all unreasonable 
reform

. . . lest overhaste 
Should fire the many wheels of change.

(11. 19-20) 95

was required that members declare loyalty to the King and 
the Protestant settlement and to renounce temporal sover
eignty of the Pope. John Lingard and Hilaire Belloc.
The History of England from the First Invasion by the 
Romans to the Accession of King George the Fifth. Vol. 
XI. (New York: The Catholic Publication Society of 
America, 1915). Laurence M. Larson, History of England 
and the British Commonwealth. (New York: Henry Holt and 
Co., 1924.)

95Mary Joan Donahue, PMLA, LXIV, 385-416. The 
full text of the poem is given in the article and also in 
the appendix of this paper.

^"The Statesman" is printed in Memoir. I, 110- 
111. See appendix.
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These statesmen should, according to the poet, be on 
guard

. . .  if ancient usage fade,
To shape, to settle, to repair,

With seasonable changes fair 
And innovation grade by grade.

(11. 33-36)
The poet's caution is perhaps not often found in a man
in his early twenties, but it was at this time that he
and his companions were greatly concerned over the riot-
ings and burnings which accompanied agitation for reform 

97legislation.
98Several later poems, taken from the same Hail 

Briton manuscript,again reflect his concern for England's 
future and his firm desire that British freedom be kept 
intact. The first of these poems, "You Ask Me Why," il
lustrates the poet's passionate love for England as the 
land

. . . that freemen till,
That sober-suited Freedom chose,
The land, where girt with friends, or foes 

A man may speak the thing he will;

See above, p. 8.
^"Love Thou Thy Land," "You Ask Me Why," and 

"Of Old Sat Freedom" were written about 1833 and pub
lished in 1842.

97
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A land of settled government,
A land of just and old renown,
Where Freedom slowly broadens down 

From precedent to precedent;
Where faction seldom gathers head,

But, by degrees to fullness wrought,
The strength of some diffusive thought 

Hath time and space to work and spread.
(11. 5-16)

The poet threatens to leave England if this precious
freedom be lost:

Should banded unions persecute 
Opinion, and induce a time 

When single thought is civil crime,
And individual freedom mute.

(11. 17-20)
"Of Old Sat Freedom on the Heights" proposes a method
for preserving traditional freedom; Tennyson urges that
liberties be granted to the masses slowly, while freedom

. . . part by part to men revel e'd 
The fullness of her face--

(11. 11- 12)

This freedom is sacred and must be kept much by our 
scorning "the falsehood of extremes." (1. 24) As in the 
earlier political verses, this poem illustrates the writer's 
compromising position on reform— acceptance of it with 
qualifications. The last of the three poems "Love Thou 
Thy Land," again warns against rash change but agrees that
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Meet is it changes should control
Our being, lest we rust in ease.99

(11. 41-42)
However we must

Regard gradation, lest the soul 
Of Discord race the rising wind;

(11. 68-69)
The poet definitely thought that necessary changes could 
be effected, but only when the citizens were educated and 
when party factions would lose control. Freedom the English 
had, but it must not degenerate into license; rather it must 
sanely be adapted to the times.

Again in 1837 Tennyson asks for wise, well "thought 
out legislation in a poem written in honor of Victoria's 
coronation, However he realizes that reform is no 99 * 101

99Charles Tennyson in "Tennyson's Politics," p. 42, 
remarks that the poet saw clearly that change is necessary, 
and that at about the same time as this passage he wrote

The Old order changeth, yielding place to new,
And God fulfills himself in many ways
Lest one good custom should corrupt the world.

(Morte d'Arthur," 11, 91-93 and 
"The Passing of Arthur," 11. 408-410)

l^Charles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," p. 42
101The poem, beginning with "My friends since you 

wish for a health from the host," has no title and seems to 
be in very rough form. It is printed in the appendix.
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doubt necessary.
And since time never pauses but Change must

ensue
Let us wish that old things may fit well with

, the new.(11. 33-34)
He accepts the law of change here and in his 1847
poetic romance, The Princess, where one of the Tory
speakers calls upon some "patient force" to change the

102laws "we ourselves have made," since it is possible 
that the old law may be impractical for the new time and 
situation.

Tennyson's position on the protection of free
dom and necessity of change was not altered after he be
came the poet laureate in 1850. In one of his first 
state poems, "Ode on the Death of the Duke of Welling
ton," he still shows concern for the preservation of that 
English idea of liberty which had its birth in the sign-

l^Gordon, The Social Ideals of Alfred Tennyson, 
p. 216. Gordon is quoting a passage from the Conclusion 
to The Princess, 11. 49 on. The words are spoken by the 
Tory member's elder son who says of Britain:

God bless the narrow sea which keeps her off,
And keeps our Britain, whole within herself,
A nation yet, the rulers and the ruled-- 
Some sense of duty, something of a faith,
Some reverence for the laws ourselves have made, 
Some patient force to change them when we will, 
Some civic manhood firm against the crowd--(11. 50-56)
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ing of the Magna Carta. In the Ode he asks the states
men to

. . . save the one true seed of freedom sown 
Betwixt a people and their ancient throne,
That sober freedom out of which there springs 
Our loyal passion for our temperate kings.

(11. 162-165)
The one form of change which the poet seemed will

ing to accept was social reform. For instance in In Mem- 
oriam he seems optimistic about the political and social 
revolution in England, though disappointed in the results 
of the French revolutions and reforms.-^3 He hears in 
England

A deeper voice across the storm
Proclaiming social truth shall spread,

And justice, even tho' thrice again 
The red fool-fury of the Seine 

Should pile her barricades with dead.
(CXXVII, 11. 4-8)

The state should not have to right social wrongs by 
hasty reform and rash revolution, but should be so set

^^Revolutions in France occurred in 1789, 1830, 
and 1848. In 1800 a coup d1etat made Napoleon Bonaparte 
first counsel and in 1804 the republic became an imperial 
state. In 1851 a similar coup by Louis Napoleon again 
changed France from a republic to an empire. Charles 
Tennyson in "Tennyson's Politics," p. 56, comments on 
this passage;
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up as to provide for any necessary change in its own 
structure. Such an ideal state is suggested in unpub
lished lines from In Memoriam.

The State within herself contains
A vital strength as in the seed 

The model of her future form 
And liberty indeed.104

Such a state England must be-- a state whose laws and 
traditions would see her through stormy times. According 
to Tennyson the British government was capable of seeing 
the nation through these times because of

. . .our slowly-grown
And crown'd Republic's crowning common-sense,
That saved her many times.105

The prevailing common sense of the British government,
the care with which she guides progress slowly and
gradually in the interests of liberty, is to be cultivated
in order to keep England strong

The poet's concern for this particular matter
of progressive but wise legislation is quite evident in
his later poems, some of which indicate an eager accept-

lO^Buckley, Tennyson, p. 68. The passage is 
quoted from Note Book No. 16 of the Tennyson papers at 
Harvard College.

lacharles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," 
p. 57. In 1872 Tennyson added the Epilogue to the
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ance of progress, while others seem reactionary and 
dissatisfied with the numerous reforms of the Victorian 
Age. Later years brought on a disillusionment at the 
social and economic results of the extension of the fran
chise, and he feared the effects of further extensions, 
especially if unaccompanied by advances in national educa
tion.*^ In his first political poem as a peer, "Freedom,” 
published in 1884, Tennyson is willing to accept changing 
times especially if they bring a golden dream

Of Knowledge fusing class with class,
Of civic Hate no more to be,

Of Love to leaven all the mass
Till every soul be free. . .

(11. 16-20)
Although the poet demonstrates a desire to see the 
correction of social ills, he still sees a possible 
danger in hasty legislation, in "changes all too fierce

Idylls, "To the Queen." It supposedly applied the 
Arthurian tale to the politics of the nineteenth century. 
Lines quoted from it are 60-62.

*^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 477.
The National Education Act of 1870 had authorized the 
local governments to establish public schools if educa
tion facilities were inadequate. The schools would be 
maintained from a general grant as well as from local 
taxes and fees. Attendance was compulsory for children 
between five and thirteen.
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and fast" (1. 22) which might mar the "heritage of the 
past." (1. 24)

The same attitude can be seen in Tennyson's cor
respondence in which he complained of the changes in the 
British constitution and advised greater caution in that 
regard.

I could wish that some of our prominent politicians, 
who look to America as their ideal, might borrow from 
her an equivalent to that conservatively restrictive 
provision under the Fifth Article of her constitution. 
I believe it would be great safeguard to our own in 
these days of ignorant and reckless theorists.?

In another letter he mentions again that he hopes that
England will learn from America in the "care taken to
guard a noble constitution from rash and unwise inno-
vators." He felt if these "men had their way, the
end of the century would be plunged in blood, a universal
French Revolution."109 This fear of a bloody revolution
is reflected in 1886 in "Locksley Hall Sixty Years After"

» . . .  *
when the narrator exclaims that in a new age we are faced 
with a new type of freedom: a "Freedom free to slay her- * 108 109

^ ^ Memoir, II, 315. From a letter to Bosworth 
Smith dated December 12, 1885.

108Memoir, II, 345. From a letter to Walt Whitman 
dated November 15, 1887.

109Memoir. II, 339.
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self and dying while they shout her name." (1. 128)
One of his last poetic expressions on this 

matter of progress is a little poem, published in 1889 
under the title of "Politics" and addressed to Gladstone. 
The poem reiterates Tennyson's usual stand on the matter 
of change, a stand neither reactionary nor radical, but 
compromising. The last four lines illustrate his middle 
of the road position with:

For some cry "Quick" and some cry "slow"
But, while the hills remain, -

Up hill "Too slow" will need the whip,
Down hill "Too quick," the chain.

Thus Tennyson took a position perfectly safe and typical 
of the middle class conservative. Certainly such a non
committal statement could make no enemies.

It is evident from what has been said that 
Tennyson feared the extension of complete liberty to 
the masses. Such extension would doubtless lead to 
anarchy, or to some degree of mob tyranny such as existed 
in late eighteenth century France. So the criticism has 
been made that he was not a democrat at h e a r t , i n

^^Stopford A. Brooke, Tennyson: His Art and 
Relation to Modern Life (New York and London: G. P. 
Putnam's Sons, The Knickerbocker Press, 1894), p. 32.
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spite of his support of the first and last franchise 
bills. His was not the attitude of one who believes 
completely in the divine right of the aristocracy to 
rule,^"*- nor was it the attitude of one who wanted the 
people to rule themselves completely in a strict dem
ocracy. Actually he did not think the people ready to 
accept much governmental responsibility. At least his 
poetry would indicate this distrust. As Gordon points 
out, in "St. Simeon Stylites" the main character calls 
the people who believe in him foolish. The "Vision of 
Sin" refers to the "Hallow hearts and empty heads"
(1. 174) of the people. Merlin in "Merlin and Vivian" 
compares the crowd to a harlot. Tiresias also has a
low opinion of the populace11-2 who "trample the wise

113man's word. . . underfoot." Finally in "Locksley 
Hall Sixty Years After" the speaker, probably expressing * 112

^ Hbid. Brooke believes he would have said 
"that it was a government of the best men that he 
desired and not a government of rank and birth alone."

112Gordon, The Social Ideals of Alfred Tennyson, 
pp. 135-136.

•̂ •̂ Ibid., p. 132. See "Tiresias," 1. 166.
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the poet's ideas, attacks the idea that democracy 
means all men are equal; this thirst for equality pro
duces a power hungry mob capable of nothing but their 
own downfall. Among such men

Envy wears the mask of Love,and laughing sober
fact to scorn,

Cries the weakest to the strongest, Ye are equal,
equal born!

Equal-born? 0 yes, if yonder hill be level with
the flat.

Charm us Orator, till the Lion look no larger
than the Cat. 5

In spite of his reluctance to grant all men equal 
rights immediately, he did certainly urge that the poor 
man be given opportunities and spoke often of the need

H^Paull Baum in Tennyson Sixty Years After 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1958) 
p. 244, says of this: "For in spite of his insistence 
that this was a 'dramatic poem, and Dramatis Personae 
are imaginary,' in spite of all denial vain and coy ex
cuse, Tennyson's defence of his hero, in his Notes, is 
a tacit admission of his own parti pris. Gladstone main
tained that the method in both poems [ "Locksley Hall" 
poernŝ , was 'strictly impersonal.' Which is true, in the 
sense that it is not Tennyson speaking with his own voice, 
but with the voice of his dramatis persona." Charles 
Tennyson in "Tennyson's Religion," from Six Tennyson 
Essays, p. 1Q2, feels that "Through the old man's solilo
quy Tennyson undoubtedly sublimated much of his own life 
experience. . . and the movement of his own beliefs and 
hopes since the composition of the first poem in the late 
1830's."

■^•^Gordon, pp. 183-184. Quoting "Locksley Hall 
Sixty Years After," 11, 109-112.
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for better housing and more widespread education.
But until that education had made the people capable 
of self government, it was better for them to be guided 
by persons of education and experience. In 1887 he sum
marized his position on the self-government problem, saying 
that he did not mind if England, "when the people are 
less ignorant and more experienced in self-government, 
eventually becomes a d e m o c r a c y . B u t  he goes on to 
warn against "violent, selfish, unreasoning democracy," 
which "would bring expensive bureaucracy, and the iron 
rule of C r o m w e l l . H e r e  the poet foresees the pos
sibility of a great hero, after rising to the top under
the banner of liberty for all, eventually becoming the

119tyrant who denies all liberty.
Instead of allowing the people to rule them

selves and in place of having them put their trust in * 117

116Memoir, I, 185.
117Memoir. II, 338. From conversations noted 

down at the time.
118Ibid.
*^Fidel Castro's rise to power might be viewed 

in relation to Tennyson's fears.
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demagogues who would betray that trust, Tennyson recom
mends a government ruled by wise and well educated mon- 
archs and statesmen. In his age it was the belief of 
many thinking men that the form of government did not
matter so much, nor the laws, as the quality of men who

120ruled and their methods of ruling. Tennyson concurred
121with this belief, pointing up especially in his plays 

that rulers are indispensable, and that their existence 
is not a violation of democratic principles since they 
are chosen by the people, just as the laws they promul- 
gate are the expressions of the people's wills. In 
The Foresters* ^  for instance the ruling class, in this

^ ^ Blackwood* s, CLXII (November, 1897), 623.
121^ccording to Tennyson (Memoir, II, 173) the 

historical trilogy portrays the making of England.
Harold shows the struggle for supremacy between the 
Saxons and the Normans; Becket describes the conflict 
between the Crown and the Church; Queen Mary deals with 
the downfall of Roman Catholicism in England and the end 
of priestly interference.

The plays have no political significance for 
Victorian England except that they are extremely patri
otic and object to any Papal interference in English 
affairs.

^^Gordon, p. 185.
123Quotations from The Foresters are taken from 

Alfred Tennyson, The Poetical Works, Including the Plays
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case the barons, are an important element in the guaran
teeing of freedom for the lower c l a s s e s . T h e  drama 
Harold sees the rulers as the voice of the people, as 
"the sword/ That guards them" as well as "the sword that 
beats them down" occasionally. If the latter is the
case too much, the king should be replaced by choice of 
the people. Harold himself asserts that "free England 
crowns herself,"126 an(j praises him as an ideal
ruler

chosen by his people 
And fighting for his people.

(Act V, scene I, 11. 278-279)
Arthur is probably Tennyson's most ideal ruler

though.127 As a model king he had humility, selflessness, * 125 * 127

(London: New York and Toronto: Oxford University Press, 
1953), since The Foresters does not appear in the Rolfe 
edition.

^ Memoir, II, 173. The Foresters, based on old 
ballads of Sherwood Forest, was, according to Tennyson, a 
sketch of "the state of the people in another great transi
tion period in the making of England, when the barons sided 
with the people and eventually won for them the Magna 
Carta."

125Ibid., 215. Quoting Act II, scene II, 11. 73- 
74 of Harold. Spoken by William of Normandy in a discus
sion with a Norman knight. They are discussing the fact 
that the assembly must choose the king,for the choice of 
England is the voice of England.

127126Harold, V, i, 1. 28. Gordon, p. 134-135.
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great sympathy for the suffering of his people, real
interest in securing freedom for them, and a certain
protective love necessary in a great leader.128 This
love which united the king to his people is seen in
Harold, when William praises his opponent because

Every man about his king 
Fell where he stood, They loved him.

(V, ii, 100-101)
Harold had commented on this desirable relationship 
earlier in describing the king's attitude toward his 
subjects:

And wisest should not frown as Power, but smile 
As kindness, watching all, till true must 
Shall make her strike as Power.

(I, II, 207-209)
Robin Hood in The Foresters states that his paternal 
love and kindness will be repaid with loyalty:

I believe there lives
No man who truly loves and truly rules 1?q
His following, but can keep his followers true.

(II, ii.)
In considering the guardians of freedom,the ruling 

class, Tennyson set forth his thoughts on the monarchs and 
statesmen of his own day as well as on those of England's

128Ibid. 129Ibid., p. 135
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past. It is known that he had a great respect for the 
Queen even before his appointment as laureate. His love 
and respect for her is most clearly seen in verses ad
dressed to or composed especially for her. Unpublished 
lines written on her ascension to the throne show marked 
enthusiasm for the Queen and foreshadow the poet’s ad
herence to her policy of imperialism.

In 1850 Tennyson became the Queen's laureate and 
his first poem in that capacity, "To the Queen" (1851), 
besides being a vehicle for his own political principles, 
reveals his faith in her as a ruler. In later years he 
spoke of this trust in her ability, noting her broad know
ledge of politics, her wisdom, and her awareness of the 

1 “ilpublic feeling. The 1872 epilogue to the Idylls, "To 
the Queen," again proves his deep admirationfcr her ability 
and his sympathy for her policies, but perhaps his highest
compliment to her is the ode "On the Jubilee" in 1887 when

* * * 131

^^Edgar F. Shannon and W. H. Bond, "Literary 
Manuscripts of Alfred Tennyson in the Harvard College 
Library," Harvard Library Bulletin, X, No 2 (Spring,
1956), 262. See also appendix.

131Memoir, II, 350.
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he describes her most queenly qualities of compassion 
and gentility:

Nothing of the lawless, of the despot,
Nothing of the vulgar, or vainglorious,
All is gracious, gentle, great and queenly,

(Stanza III, 11. 12-14)
• • •

Glorying in the glories of her people,
Sorrowing with the sorrows of the lowest!

(Stanza III, 11. 26-27)
Tennyson's tributes to Victoria were no doubt sincere 
since he always appeared to sympathize with her political 
beliefs and was always on friendly terms with her. But 
his poetic addresses did not stop with the ruler, for 
he also often wrote words of advice, praise, and admoni
tion to the nation's statesmen.

In a limited monarchy such as England the govern
mental duty was necessarily shared by the statesmen who, 
as the ideals of democracy spread, were beginning to take 
over more of the administrative tasks. Since this was 
the case, Tennyson believed, the power should rest with 
great men rather than with the populace or the demagogues
who controlled the populace. The great men who should rule

132were not necessarily those of rank and birth, but those 132

132IMd., p. 302, n. 1. Tennyson thought at one
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of wisdom and ability, since it is the wise man who
can best discern the proper time to effect legisla- 

133tion. The statesmen must be capable of widening, 
through this wise and timely legislation, the bounds 
of freedom, while still keeping them under control. 
Tennyson displayed this sentiment in the 1851 poem "To 
the Queen":

And statesmen at her council met
Who knew the seasons when to take 
Occasion by the hand, and make 

The bound of Freedom wider yet.
(11. 29-32)

However there was always the danger of the people 
being ruled, not by the wise and educated men, but by the 
sophisters, demagogues, and party politicians. Tennyson 
expressed his distaste for this kind of politician —  the 133

time that the heredity principle of the House of Lords 
should be limited to life peerages. However when the 
peerage was offered to him a second time, by Disraeli, 
he asked that he might hold off but that it be given his 
son after his death.

133Gordon, p. 144. The Memoir, II, 302-3, notes 
Tennyson as looking "upon the House of Lords as foremost 
in debating power, a stable,wise, and moderating influence 
in these changeful democratic days." In 1884 he commented 
that "'In England commonsense has carried the day without 
great upheavals, and I believe that English common-sense 
will save us still if our statesmen be not idiotic.'" 
Memoir. II, 303.
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the "lords of hustings" who rule with mob rhetoric--in
134two 1832 sonnets. At one time he placed Daniel 

O'Connell^5 in this category, calling him in a letter "as 
double-dyed a rascal as ever was dipped in the Styx of 
political villainy,"136 and complaining of his tactics 
in an early poem thus: * 13

^•^Charles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," p. 40. 
See appendix for these sonnets beginning "The Wise, The 
Pure, the lights of our dull clime" and "Woe to the double 
tongue, the land's disease."

13S"Daniel O'Connell (1775-1847) was born in 
Ireland, educated in France, and returned to Ireland to 
work for the Irish Catholic cause. He was elected to 
Parliament in 1828, and was seated after the passage 
of the Catholic Emancipation Act in 1829. He supported 
the Whigs in the 1832 Reform Bill, and later he worked 
for repeal of the 1800 Union Act which joined Ireland to 
England politically. Because he was thought to be res
ponsible for stirring up the people too much in this 
matter, he was tried, convicted, and sentenced to im
prisonment and a fine. The Lords annulled the sentence 
and O'Connell returned to Commons, but he never regained 
his former influence, which steadily waned until his 
death in 1847. See John Lingard and Hilaire Belloc,
The History of England from the First Invasion by the 
Romans to the Accession of King George the Fifth,
(New York: The Catholic Publication Society of America, 
1915) XI, . 554-556. See also Laurence Larson, History 
of England and the British Commonwealth (New York: Henry 
Holt and Co., 1924), pp. 623-629.

M̂emoir, I, 101, in a letter to his Aunt Russell 
dated March 10, 1833. Later his opinions changed concern
ing O'Connell. Ibid., n. 1.
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. . . the shallow fret and frothy fume 
Of brass-mouthed demagogues, O'Connell, Hume,
And the others whom the sacred Muse of rhyme 
Disdains to name.^37
Again in an 1833 poem Tennyson mentions his

fear of the mob raiser who feeds
. . .with crude imaginings
The herd, wild hearts and feeble wings
That every sophister can lime.

The same tone and feeling is found in "Freedom," where
he attacks the

Men loud against all forms of power--
Unfurnish'd brows, tempestuous tongues, 

Expecting all things in an hour-- 
Brass mouths and iron lungs.'

(11. 35-40)139
It was a great disappointment to Tennyson to see the 
political power, which at one time had been safe in the 
hands of the people, being misused by the sophisters who 
thought only of the party. 138

^^Buckley, Tennyson, p. 44. This is an unpub
lished sonnet from the Harvard Notebook 5 and can be 
found in the appendix. It is given the name "The Wise, 
The Pure, the lights of our dull clime." The date of 
the poem is uncertain, perhaps it is before 1832.

138Gordon, p. 184. The lines are from "Love 
Thou Thy Land," 10-12.

l-^See stanza 13 of "Hail Briton!" in appendix 
for comparison.



62

The poet felt that the political party itself 
was the cause of more evil than good and refused to fol
low a strict party line or give allegiance to any one 

140group. His position on this matter had been revealed 
in an early poetical statement which attacked the ex
tremists of the political parties in referring to a 
country, possibly England, as

A land of many days that cleaves 
In two great halves, when each one leaves 

The middle road of sober thought!
("The Statesman," 11. 26-28)

The 1837 poem to the Queen indicates hope that during 
Victoria's reign party power might diminish and states
men may be

No slaves of a party, straightforward and clear 
Let them speak out like men without bias or

fear.
(11. 13-14)

Tennyson clarly praises those statesmen who will not 
yield to party pressure, such as the Duke of Argyll and

 ̂^In 1880 Tennyson declined to be a nominee for 
the Lord Rectorship of Glasgow University when he found 
it would be as a candidate for the conservative party; 
previously he had declined the same offer from the liber
als. In 1884 he refused to join the ranks of any party 
in the House of Lords, so he took his seat on the cross- 
benches.
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Prince Albert, the latter of whom refused to sway "to
this faction or to that,"^^ as Tennyson noted in his
Idylls of the King (1. 20). In "Freedom" the poet calls
upon all good statesmen to be the

. . .scornerj^Qof the party cry 
That wanders from the public good.

(11. 26-27)
Some unpublished lines from the early years promise the
poet's own avoidance of the party call:

I, loving Freedom for herself,
And much of that which is her form,

Wed to no faction in the state. . .^2
The ideal statesman was to Tennyson not he who

was wed to a faction, nor he who ruled the mob with
sophistry; instead he who

/ . . .through the channels of the state,
Conveys the people's wish, is great.

His name is pure, his fame is free.
("The Statesman," 11. 30-32)

While carrying out the people's wishes he must still be
certain that he is protecting them from their own ignorance.
He must see that change comes when it is needed and not
before, and he must understand that

^^From the dedication to the Idylls.
^ ^ Memoir, I, 41.
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. . . those laws are just alone
That contemplate a mighty plan,
The frame, the mind, the soul of man,

Like one that cultivates his own.
("The Statesman," 11. 41-44)

In short, the statesman must be, as Tennyson once said, 
"Men of education, experience, weight, and wisdom."^-43 

Statesmen whom he considered to meet these re
quirements were Wellington, Gladstone, and the Duke of 
Argyll. Not that he always agreed with them, for he 
was a little to the left of Wellington in his youth, 
to the right of Gladstone in his maturity. Disraeli, 
with whose policies he did agree, he never really 
trusted. Wellington he particularly admired, though 
not his stand on Catholic Emancipation and other re
forms which the Duke opposed, and saw in him the essen
tial statesmanlike quality of humility.'*'44 His respect 
for Wellington, both as a warrior and as a statesman, 
is most evident in "The Ode on the Death of the Duke 
of Wellington." Probably by the time of Wellington's 
death Tennyson's own politics had swung in the conser- 143

143Ibid., II, 339.
4̂4Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 271.
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vative direction, for parts of the poem seem to unveil 
a fear of rash change and call for more statesmen like 
the cautious Wellington to save England from self destruc
tion:

A people's voice! We are a people yet.
Tho' all men else their nobler dreams forget, 
Confused by brainless mobs and lawless Powers, 
Thank Him who isled us here, and roughly set 
His Briton in blown seas and storming showers, 
We have a voice with which to pay the debt 
Of boundless love and reverence and regret 
To those great men who fought, and kept it ours. 
And keep it ours, 0 God, from brute control!
0 Statesmen, guard us, guard the eye, the soul 
Of Europe, keep our noble England whole,
And save the one true seed of freedom sown 
Betwixt a people and their ancient throne. . . 
That sober freedom out of which there springs 
Our loyal passion for our temperate kings!

(11. 151-165)
The lines demonstrate an obvious fear of haste in 
legislation and the extension of rights by some of the 
more liberal statesmen.

One of those statesmen whom Tennyson thought 
too liberal, at least in foreign policy, was Gladstone. 
Nevertheless he admired the man, saying once that he 
wished Gladstone "may come to sit on the top branch of 
the tree."-^5 Charles Tennyson notes that his grand-

145Memoir. I, 351. From Tennyson's letter diary,
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father preferred Gladstone's delivery over Disraeli's, 
when, on July 5th, 1864

he visited the House of Commons to hear the debate 
on a motion of "no confidence" moved by Disraeli 
and heavily defeated. He thought that Gladstone 
spoke with real passion, but that Dizzy "never 
seemed to lose himself, though he doubled up his 
fist in a sort of pseudo-rage."^^

Despite their friendship and mutual admiration,-^ 
Tennyson and Gladstone often disagreed on political mat
ters, often to the point of verbal argument and occasion
ally to the point of refusing to s p e a k . T h o u g h  Glad
stone in 1871 had apparently assured the Tennysons that 
he was a conservative, he later appeared to be not quite * 146

July 13, 1852. Gladstone became Prime Minister for the 
first time in 1868.

146Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 350.
Glad stone once commented (in 1884) that "Mr. 

Tennyson's life and labour correspond to point of time 
as nearly as possible to my own; but he has worked in a 
higher field, and his work will be more durable. We 
public men play a part which places us much in view of 
our countrymen, but the words which we speak have wings 
and fly away and disappear. . . But the Poet Laureate has 
written his own song on the hearts of his countrymen that 
can never die." Morley, III, 118.

l^Tennyson once refused to sit down at dinner 
with Gladstone. See above note 68.
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conservative enough for the poet. Points of policy on 
which they did not agree were disestablishment, which 
Gladstone favored and Tennyson opposed, and the exten
sion of the franchise, on which they disagreed only con
cerning the way it should be done.

When Tennyson thought that Gladstone was mis
handling the 1884 franchise bill, he commented in lines
advocating compromise and safe, sure action:

Steersman, be not precipitate in thy act
Of steering, for the river here, my friend 
Parts in two channels, moving to one end. 

This goes straight forward to the cataract,
That streams about the bend;

But tho' the cataract seem the nearer way, 
Whate'er the crowd on either bank may say,
Take thou the bend, 'twill save thee many a day.

( 11. 1-8)

The lines simply restate Tennyson's idea of how a states
man should act in all cases: move slowly and gradually in
the matter of change, and shun the interest of either
party. 149

It was on the Irish question that Tennyson and 149

149In his biography of Gladstone Morley points 
out that actually the advice was unnecessary, for the 
"taking of the bend was exactly what the steersman had 
been doing, as to keep other people out of cataracts." 
Morley, III, 132-133.
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Gladstone most thoroughly and most often came to blows.
When the question came up on home rule in 1881, another
friend of Tennyson, the Duke of Argyll, disagreed with
Gladstone and ostensibly resigned the Privy Seal over
this disagreement. On this occasion Tennyson sided with
the Duke addressing to him lines which were a somewhat
ambiguous encouragement of his stand. In "To the Duke of
Argyll" the poet asks the Duke to

. . .  be thou wise to know
The limits of resistance, and the bounds
Determining concession. . .

(11. 1-3)
One does not know if Tennyson would have preferred the
Duke's compromising and doing a greater good by staying
in office. Nevertheless Argyll is praised for being a
restraining force, a

. . .voice, a music heard 
Thro' all the yells and counter-yells of feud 
And faction, and thy will, a power to make 
This ever-changing world of circumstance,
In changing, chime with never-changing Law.

(11. 7-11)
Tennyson's disapproval of Gladstone's dealings in Ireland 
persisted up to the poet's death. In 1892 he was heard to 
say "I love Mr. Gladstone, but I hate his present Irish
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policy.150
Tennyson's poetry never ceased giving political 

advice, especially to Gladstone, even if the latter 
rarely took that advice. One of the last political 
poems was "Politics," a few lines addressed to Glad
stone in 1889. These lines reiterate what had been 
said earlier many times and in much the same way, not 
only to Gladstone but to statesmen in general:

We move, the wheel must always move,
Nor always on the plain,

And if we move to such a goal 
As Wisdom hope to gain,

Then you that drive, and know your craft,
Will firmly hold the rein,

Nor lend an ear to random cries,
Or you may drive in vain. . .

( 11. 1-8)

Herein is contained the substance of what Tennyson felt 
an administrator should be: a man of wisdom and stabil
ity who is willing to place principle above party.

^-^Rolfe mentions this in a prefatory note to 
"To the Duke of Argyll," Works, p. 515.



CHAPTER IV

POETRY ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS

It has already been stated that Tennyson's per
sonal policy toward the empire was that of a conservative 
and a patriot. He advocated strong imperial policy in 
India and Jamaica, fought for the unity of the empire in 
the matter concerning Canada, and encouraged unity in his 
support of Australian federation and South African federa
tion, eventually hoping to see a federation of British 
states under England's guidance. Finally he discouraged 
the liberal movements of deimperilization in the Sudan 
and in Ireland. These attitudes permeate much of his 
poetry, some of them being mentioned only incidently, 
and some being the primary subject of his work.

One poem concerning the Indian question, "The 
Defence of Lucknow," was occasioned by a threat to the 
unity of the empire. In 1857, when the Indian colony 
was controlled by the East India Company, the native 
Sepoys mutinied against British troops, who, under the 
leadership of a General Havelock, defended the city of

70
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Lucknow in the fall and winter of 1 8 5 7 . On November 
25th Havelock had been killed, and on Christmas day an 
account of the relief of Lucknow arrived in England.
The Defence recounts the siege of the city, although it 
was not published until 1879. In the poem Tennyson ex
tols the bravery of the British troops and urges that the 
colony be kept within the empire.

The strong desire for imperial unity is again 
demonstrated in 1872, this time concerning the question 
of the dropping of Canada from the empire. In his Epi
logue to The Idylls of the King, "To the Queen," the 
poet attacks an article from the Times which favored 
letting Canada go her way. Tennyson refers to the 
newspaper's point of view as

A strain to shame us, ’Keep to yourselves;
So loyal is too costly! friends--your love
Is but a burthen; loose the bond, and go!

(11. 15-17)
and then asks "Is this the tone of empire?. . . The voice 
of Britain, or a sinking land. . ." (11. 18 & 24), appar-

Lucknow had been defended throughout 1857, 
first by Sir Henry Lawrence, then by Brigadier Inglis, 
then by General Havelock from September on. Tennyson 
also wrote lines on Havelock's death but did not pub
lish them. Memoir, I, 423.
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ently feeling that some British power lies in her colonial 
possessions. In referring to "that true North" the poem 
also indicates that Canada would be just as unhappy 
leaving the union as Tennyson would be having her leave.
He attacks those who favor separation as disloyal to the 
crown with

. . . The loyal to their crown 
Are loyal to their own far sons, who love 
Our ocean-empire with her boundless homes 
For ever-broadening England, and her throne 
In our vast Orient, and one isle, one isle, 
That knows not her own greatness; if she knows 
And dreads it we are fallen. ^  ^  ^

Here Tennyson displays his pride in the empire and his
certainty of the greatness of England as an imperial
power, the possessions being the reason for her great-
ness. 152

Imperial unity seemed again threatened by liberal
ideas when Gladstone reentered office in 1886. The Irish

153Home Rule Bill of 1886 and the agitation before it 
may have influenced Tennyson's revision of the 1852 * 153

1-^His wife mentions his "burning with indigna
tion and shame at one eminent statesman saying to him 
'would to God Canada would go!'" Memoir, II, 119.

153See above, note 69.
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"Hands All Round. In the 1886 version of the poem
is a toast

To all the loyal hears who long to
To keep our English Empire whole!

To all our noble sons, the strong
New England of the Southern Pole!

To England under Indian skies,
To those dark millions of her realm!

To Canada whom we love and prize,
Whatever statesman hold the helm.

(11. 13-20)
In 1886 a home rule bill for Ireland was intro

duced and perhaps incited Tennyson to lament, through the 
narrator of Lockslev Hall Sixty Years After, the possible 
loss of some of "Those three hundred millions under one 
Imperial Sceptre now." (1. 117) In lines on the Colonial 
Exhibition, published in the same year, he addresses those 
three hundred millions, calling on them to be

One with Britain, heart and soul!
Sharers of our glorious past,
Brothers, must we part at last?
Shall we not thro* good and ill
Cleave to one another still?
Britain's myriad voices call,
'Sons, be welded each and all
Into one imperial whole.

(11. 31-37)
Tennyson's feelings for unity were so strong that 

he even mourned, after one hundred years of separation, the 

"Hands All Round" was revised greatly for
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loss of the American colonies, referring to the British
Statesmen of 1782 as "unprophetic rulers," who

Drove from out the mother's nest 
That young eagle of the West 
To forage for herself alone.

(Lines Written for the Indian and 
Colonial Exhibition, 11. 27-29)

The poet hopes that Britain's one mistake has been a
lesson to her, and that she willœver more be "Careless
of our growing kin" nor "sin our fathers' sin" (11. 23-
24) again.

It is evident throughout the poetry that Tenny
son's imperial views rest on the assumption that Britain's 
dependent peoples are completely willing to live under her 
guidance and protection. In the 1887 Jubilee Ode he en
courages that willingness:

Patient children of Albion,
You, Canadian, Indian,
Australasian, African,
All your hearts be in harmony 
All your voices in unison,
Singing, "Hail to the glorious 
Golden year of her Jubilee!"

(11. 59-65)

its publication in the 1886 volume of poems. Tennyson 
changed it from an attach on the French to an exhultation 
of the empire.
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Obviously Tennyson shared the belief of the 
nineteenth century Englishman in the White Man's Burden. 
But he was not necessarily for the protected peoples' 
being ruled absolutely and not having some share of 
self-government. If the people were civilized and educa
ted, they could have a measure of home rule, such as 
they were obtaining in Australia and South Africa. In 
Ireland's case Tennyson actually did feel that the country 
was not ready for it and feared the Irish wanting to break 
away entirely. He did not want to see the colonies in 
some sort of union, no matter how much self government 
each had, and he did feel Britain most capable to lead 
and guide that union. Union to him was a necessity, for 
its strength would secure first an almost impenetrable 
defense against agression; secondly it would provide 
Britain with the sources of raw materials so vital to 
her commerce and industry. Tennyson's considerations 
of these matters will be discussed in a later part.^^^

In view of Tennyson's stand on the British Em- 
pire--his desire to see it held together by force or by 155

155A discussion of defense and commerce is at the 
end of this chapter.
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legislation— it is interesting to observe his position 
with regard to the empires of other European powers.
For the most part he disapproves the policies of these 
empires, particularly those of Turkey, Russia, and Austria, 
and he even encourages revolution among their dependen
cies. For instance, when the Greeks were fighting for 
independence from Turkey in the 1820's, the young Tenny
son acknowledged his position with a somewhat strained 
"Exhortation to the Greeks," which strongly advocated 
freedom for that country.

Of more concern to him, however, was the struggle
157of the Polish people against Russian domination. One

of his earliest expressions on this matter appeared in
"Hail Briton!" where he refers to

The Cossack, curst of God and man,
To whom the Polish virgin cries:
She cries unheard. So just a war,

So pure a hope is rendered vain 
Till God rise up and break in twain 

The iron sceptre of the Czar--
(Stanzas 47-48)158 156 * 158

156See above, (p. 4 and n. 4) for Greek Indepen
dence. He once mentioned to Palgrave how, in his youth, 
he had felt so strongly for Poland’s fate under the 
Russian yoke. Memoir, II, 506.

157poiand rebelled against Russia in 1830 and Poland 
and Hungary both attempted revolutions in 1848.

158See appendix.



And in the 1830 volume of poetry two sonnets appear 
under the titles of "Written on Hearing the Outbreak 
of the Polish Insurrection" and "Poland." The latter 
sympathizes with Poland against the "o'er grown Barbar
ian in the East (who wilfjj Transgress his ample bound 
to some new crown." Hie former is an exhortation rather, 
calling to mind the glorious history of the Polish people 
in their fight for independence. The topic is again 
brought up in Maud when the hero wonders

Shall I weep is a Poland fall? shall I shriek
if a Hungary fail?

Or an infant civilization be ruled with rod or
with knout?
(Part I, 11. 147-148)

In 1877 the poet again unleashed his poetic 
wrath on the Turkish Empire, siding with Gladstone in 
the latter's encouragement of the Czar to declare war 
on Turkey, an action which would help Montenegro and 
the Serbians gain their i n d e p e n d e n c e . I n  March of

■̂ --̂ Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 438. 
Tennyson had disapproved Disraeli's Near Eastern policy 
to support the Turks against the Christians in the Bal
kans. Charles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," p. 61. 
Disraeli was more concerned about keeping the Russians 
out of Europe, and thought the Turks something of a strong 
hold against them. Russia had assumed a big brother posi 
tion with regard to the smaller Slavic states.



78

1877 Tennyson published in the Nineteenth Century a son
net on Montenegro, praising the rebels for keeping their 
faith and securing their freedom against the Turk.

In addition to these statements of opposition 
to foreign imperialism, Tennyson printed in 1833 a short 
poem against Bonaparte and his tyranny.^ 0  The poet's 
feelings on tyrannical rule seem consistent, for he 
attacked Bonaparte, supported the Spanish insurrection 
of the early 1830's, and encouraged the revolutions of 
Greece, Poland, Hungary and Serbia, as well as the fight 
for Italian freedom by foreign dominated Italian states.161

His opinion of the French Revolution of 1789 was 
another matter though, as he was apparently "always sus
picious of the permanence of a progress attained by such 
means as the French people employed."162 He did not ob-

^^The poem was supressed in 1842 since it was 
irrelevent to England at that time. Buckley, p. 47.

■^^Italian patriots had been seeking independence 
from foreign powers, especially Austria, under the leader
ship of Sardinia, who wanted to unite all the Italian 
states, including the Papal States, under her king. In 
this effort Sardinia was aided by Garibaldi, who visited 
with Tennyson once (Memoir. II, 1) and who was apparently 
much admired by the poet, as was his cause.

^Gordon, The Social Ideals of Alfred Tennyson.
p. 150.
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ject to the idea of revolution in the name of democracy
and apparently did think that

France had shown a light to all men, preached a
Gospel, all men's good;

Celtic Demos rose a Demon, shriek'd and slakes
the light with blood.

The French Revolution, he suspected, instead of being an
example for other countries as a sure method of achieving
democracy, had merely raised doubts and shed confusion
concerning democratic ideas. Paris is described thus:

Beautiful city, the centre and crater of
European confusion,

0 you with your passionate shriek for the rights
of an equal humanity, 

How often your Re-volution has proven but
E-volution

Roll'd again back on itself in the tides of a
civic insanity.

In comparison to England, where democratic reform was 
bloodless and the government stable, France, with her 
"passionate shriek for the rights of an equal humanity,"165 
was "that cursed France with her egalities."^^ The 
French temper was too passionate and the French idea of * 165

^-^Ibid., p. 128. Lines from "Locksley Hall 
Sixty Years After," 89-90.

Ibid., pp. 151-152. These four lines consti
tute the whole poem.

165Ibid., p. 152.
^^Ibid., p. 183. Line from "Alymer's Field," 265.
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equality radical and senseless, whereas, the English 
temper was one "in which freedom grows straight."167

Perhaps the poet is justified in his assault 
on the French Revolution in view of the confusion which 
did reign in nineteenth century France, a confusion which 
caused two more revolutions and a threat to European 
p e a c e . T h i s  threat was one of great concern to Tenny
son throughout his lifetime. It was one of the reasons 
for his favoring a united British Empire. It also occa
sioned some political poetry which called for a strong 
military and naval defense.

This call for defenses was one of Tennyson's * * *

^^Brooke, Tennyson. His Art and Relation to 
Modern Life, pp. 152-153.

^Revolutions occured in 1830 and in 1848 in 
France. European peace was threatened by Napoleon I in
the Coalition Wars and by Napoleon III, as Tennyson be
lieved, in 1852. Napoleon III, though avowedly a pacifist, 
was also a democrat and an easy prey to small nations' 
requests for aid in gaining independence. In this he 
would please the Franch liberals. He also tried to please 
the French Catholics. As a result, he managed to involve 
France in the Crimean War, in the war for Lombardy's in
dependence, in Rumania's fight for independence. He also 
kept troops stationed in Rome, tried to subdue Mexico, did 
subdue Algeria, and finally got into the Franco-Prussian 
was which brought his downfall. His career had been one 
of militaristic endeavors.
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most persistent political preoccupations, as is illus
trated in his occasional poetry. The poetry which deals 
with this aspect of foreign affairs is patriotic and 
often chauvinistic in tone and is directed chiefly 
against England's traditional enemy, France. No doubt 
he remembered stories of the Napoleonic wars of the 
early part of the century when he warned, in the 1837 
lines to Victoria

But if Despots and fools must be taught with
a rod

Let her soldier tread firm as his fathers
have trod

And her cannon roar out like the judgment
of God.169 

(11. 25-27)
In 1848 he became quite alarmed by the French Revolu-

170tion of that year, and apparently feared an attack 
on B r i t a i n . T h i s  fear, arising again in 1852, pro
voked his warning England against unpreparedness, demon
strating his apprehension with 169 * *

169See appendix for the complete poem.
^^Charles Tennyson, "Tennyson1 s Politics," p. 50.
^^"Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 226.

The poet at one time said of the French, "Let them not 
land on England's coast or we will rush down to it and 
tear them to pieces."
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Perchance our greatness will increase;
Perchange a darkening future yields 
Some reverse from worse to worse,
The blood of men in quiet fields,
And sprinkled on the sheaves of peace.
Danger of war with France seemed imminent because

of the coup d * etat of Louis Napoleon in 1851, an action
which incited Tennyson to write three poems which openly

173defied the new French Emperor. The initial attack
was made in "The Third of February, 1852," which rebukes 
the House of Lords for discouraging criticism expressed 
in the press against Napoleon. Appearing in the 
Examiner under the authorship of M e r l i n , t h e  poem 
calls England "The one voice of Europe" which must sub
due the threat of despots. Following this up, "Hands All 
Round" calls on the United States to help Britain subdue * 173 174 175

^72Buckley, Tennyson, p. 135. The lines are 
from an early version of the Wellington Ode and would 
follow line 170 in the text.

173Charles Tennyson in Alfred Tennyson, p. 271, 
speaks of the fact that at this time there was "many an 
outburst from Alfred about the iniquities of Louis Napo
leon and the grave danger threatening England in the 
event of a European war."

174The Poetic and Dramatic Works of Alfred Tenny
son, p. 269.

175The disguised authorship was probably due to 
his position as spokesman for the government.
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tyranny and espouses the cause of freedom, saying that 
England must protect her colonies as well as herself.

0 rise, our strong Atlantic sons,
When war against our freedom springs!

0 speak to Europe through your guns!
They can be understood by kings.

You must not mix our Queen with those
That wish to keep their people fools;

Our freedom’s foemen are her foes,
She comprehends the race she rules.

Hands all round!
God the tyrant's cause confound!

To our dear kinsmen of the West, my friends,
And the great cause of Freedom, round and

' round.
(11. 49-60)

The last of the poems, "Britons Guard Your Own," refers 
to Napoleon as the world's last tempest whom England 
must check, even though the "Pope has blessed and the 
Church caressed" him. All three poems are extremely 
heated and biased, reason enough for the disguised author
ship in view of his position as laureate. The poet no 
doubt feared that the violent references to the treachery 
of the French Emperor might embarrass the government.^7

l^Louis Napoleon sent troops to the Pope's aid 
in 1848-49 and later hoped for a confederation of Italian 
states with the Pope as president. When he saw the danger 
of the Pope's losing the Papal States, he stationed troops 
in Rome until the Franco-Prussian crisis in 1870.

^^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 266.
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Tennyson's antagonism for France did not last
throughout his lifetime, for in later years, after the
Franco-Prussian war and the downfall of Napoleon III, he
expressed admiration for the dignity with which France
recovered after decades of revolution, and defeat at the

1 78hands of the Prussians. He believed that this "wiser
France" would work with England for the good of the 

179world. But by this time England and France had 
allied themselves against a common enemy.

The countries joined forces against Russia in 
the 1854-1856 Crimean War, which itself inspired the 
poet's pen. The most famous and lasting work coming 
from the war is "The Charge of the Light Brigade"; the 
most controversial is a passage in Maud. "The Charge 
of the Light Brigade," which was written by the poet 
after reading the account of the October 25th charge 
at Balaclava in the Times, was based on a line from 
that report: "someone had b l u n d e r e d . I n  spite of

•^^Mernoir, I, 343-344. ^^Gordon, p. 129.
1 80Baum, Tennyson Sixty Years After, p. 134, 

n. a., and Memoir, I, 385. "Someone hadblundered" 
refers to the ordering of the charge of six hundred 
sabres against impossible odds at Balaclava on
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the poem's topicality, it has become one of Tennyson's 
most often quoted pieces. Possibly the poem has survived 
because of what one critic refers to as its illustration 
of the obedience,self sacrifice, and courage which have 
helped make England. Another poem on the same sub-

October 25, 1854. During the battle of Balaclava the 
Quartermaster-General, Brigadier Airey, sent a message 
to Lord Lucan by a Captain Nolan telling the commander to 
advance his Light Brigade which apparently was not as far 
up as it could have been. Lord Lucan said to the Captain 
"Where to?" and Captain Nolan said something to the effect 
of "There are the enemy, and there are the guns." Lord 
Lucan relayed the order to Lord Cardigan, who ordered the 
charge. In the twenty minute charge 249 men out of 673 
were lost. The admiration for the charge was shared by 
many Englishmen who felt it was a perfect example of 
British bravery and obedience to command. A French 
General Bosquet expressed a more objective view with 
"It was magnificent, but it was not war." Captain Nolan, 
apparently the one who blundered, was killed immediately 
in the charge. Investigation shows that Tennyson proba
bly read the report in the Times, November 13, 1854, p.
6, although Baum says the report was in the December 2 
issue, The phrase "Someone had blundered" does not 
appear in the November 13 report, but the following may 
have some connection with the poem: "The British 
soldier will do his duty, even to certain death, and 
is not paralyzed by feeling that he is the victim of 
some hideous blunder." Times, November 13, 1854, p. 6.
For a complete account see the Times article; also 
W. H. Russell (Special Times Correspondent), The British 
Expedition to the Crimea, Revised Edition (London: G. 
Routledge and Company, 1858) pp. 182-196. See also 
Justin McCarthy, A History of Our Own Times from the 
Accession of Queen Victoria to the General Election of 
1880 (London: Chatto and Windus, 1880), II, 309-310.

^Brooke, p. 234.
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ject is "The Charge of the Heavy Brigade at Balaclava," 
published in the 1880's. Although it is very similar 
in content and tone to the earlier work, it has not 
matched its popularity.

Another poetic expression concerning the 
Crimean War is the final passage of Maud, which is not 
a war poem in itself,but rather a psychological study of 
a monomaniac who happens to find solace in volunteering

1 QOfor the Crimea. For a maniac and misanthrope such as 
he is, it is good that he has "felt with [his]native land," 
and is "one with (hisj kind." (Part III, 1. 58) The cause 
of his consolation is probably only incidentally the war, 
and anything else which would have diverted his mind 
would have done just as well. However the hero does 
seem to think that a war might cure the evils of peace, 
musing thus:

Is it peace or war? Civil war, as I think, and
that of a kind

The viler, as underhand, not openly bearing the
sword.

(Part I, 11. 27-28)

•^^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 286.
There was some doubt as to themain purpose of the poem. 
Tennyson himself said it was chiefly about the healing 
power of love.
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Consequently he says "Is it peace or war? better war." 
(Part I, 1. 48.) So the hero would naturally welcome 
a war and be willing to fight in it. Since the views 
of the hero were interpreted as the poet's own, Tenny
son was accused of warmongering. Although to a degree 
he probably did sympathize with the hero's views of com
mercial wrong, the speaker's position cannot be abso
lutely and completely identified as the poet's. His 
real view of this war was perhaps more accurately stated in 
the lines

Let it go or stay, so I wake to higher aims 
Of a land that has lost for a little her lust

of gold,
And love of peace that was full of wrongs and

shames. 185
He does not really want war; he is just willing to ac
cept the good which may incidentally result from it.
Another opinion probably closer to the poet's own con
cerning the Crimean War is found in lines to Maurice * 185

^^Warmonger: one who stirs up war. Monger 
comes from the Anglo-Saxon and means a merchant or trader. 
The OED gives the first usage in Spenser's Faerie Queene, 
III, x, 29.

■^^Charles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," p. 53.
185Ibid., p. 54. The lines are from part III, 11. 

38-40 of Maud.
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when he refers to "the Northern sin which made a self
ish war begin."186 The poet's son naturally believes 
that his father hated war and looked forward to "a war- 
less world."187 But, as a more objective critic points 
out, Tennyson was certainly no pacifist. 00

Most modern critics agree that this encourage
ment of defense cannot be interpreted as warmongering, 
but rather as a patriotic call to arms, a call quite under
standable in view of the turmoil in Europe in the middle 
of the nineteenth century. Even while the Congress of 
Paris was in session to settle the Crimean peace, the 
Sardinian delegate, Cavour,^-^ was urging Napoleon III to 187

Ibid., n. 1. The lines are from "To the 
Reverend F. D. Maurice," 11.29-30. Maurice, a Christian 
socialist and liberal churchman, was a close friend of 
the poet and was Hallam Tennyson's godfather.

187Memoir, I, 401.
^88Paull F. Baum, Tennyson Sixty Years After, 

p. 141. Baum goes on to cite "English War Song," 
"Britons Guard Your Own," "The War," and the Balaclava 
poems, all of which have a martial note.

^8^Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour (1810-1861) 
was Sardinia's prime minister and the chief instrument 
in the unification of Italy. He got Sardinia into the 
Crimean War apparently to bring the Italian Question to 
the Great Powers, with whom he wisely allied in the war.
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assist in expelling Austria from the Italian peninsula
and in creating a free and united state. War started in
1859 and thus occasioned the publication of a poem which
called for a volunteer force. The appearance of Rifle- 

190men Form in the Times at the outbreak of the war was
appropriate in view of the fact that "more than one
power seemed to be prepared to take the offensive against
England; and it |the poem} rang like a trumpet call through

191the length and Breadth of the Empire."
The poem urgently requests the formation of volun

teer troops as a safeguard against
. . .  a sound of thunder afar,

Storm in the South that darkens the day!
Storm of battle and thunder of war!

Well if it do not roll our way.
(11. 1-4)

But if it should "roll our way," "be ready to meet the 
storm." The lines advise the English to set aside domes
tic reform in order to concentrate on their defenses and

192warn them of Napoleon's character.

■^^See note 84. ^ ^ Memoir, I, 436.
l^Napoleon was for the expulsion of Austria but 

not for deserting the Papal States in view of the opinion 
of the French Catholics, so he withdrew from the Sardinian 
cause after the conquest of Lombardy.



90

Let your reforms for a moment go!
Look to your butts, and take good aims! 

Better a rotten borough or so
Than a rotten fleet or a city in flames!

(11. 15-18)

Form, be ready to do or die!
Form in Freedom's name and the Queen's!

True that we have a faithful ally,
But only the devil can tell what he means.

(11. 22-25)
About the same time that this poem was written Tennyson 
composed a song for sailors, "Jack Tar," which lauded the
navy as protector of Britain's title as Mistress of the

193 Seas. J
Again in 1885 Tennyson felt it necessary to warn

the country against relaxing her arms. At the time Britain
194was on the brink of war with Russia over Afghanistan, 

and the liberals were trying to reduce the power and size 
of the navy. To this proposed action Tennyson responded 
with "The Fleet," which, appearing in the Times, openly 
attacked the statesmen's disregard for British security. * 194

"^^See appendix for "Jack Tar."
194Difficulty arose over Russian troops attacking 

the border town of Panjdeh. At the time there was a dis
pute over the boundary, and British and Russian officers 
were trying to demarcate it.

■^-^Buckley, Tennyson, p. 228.
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According to Tennyson the British navy should have
the strength of the Russian and French navies combined.
He sees the navy as the major instrument for protecting 
freedom:

Her fuller franchise--what would that be worth-- 
Her ancient fame of Free--

Were she. . . a fallen state?-^7
("The Fleet," 11. 8-10)

Though many present-day critics, as well as the 
average nineteenth century British conservative, agree 
that these poems are not actually warmongering, many 
liberals and radicals of his own time attacked Tennyson 
for his statements on war and defense. Though not a war
monger in the strict sense, he did believe that the course

1 QOof appeasement was the wrong way to secure peace, 7 
and it was this peace in which he was most interested.
He apparently felt that it was necessary to explain and 
defend his position--a position which demanded peace at 
all costs, even if the price be war. One explanation 
came in 1885 in the epilogue to "The Charge of the Heavy

^^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 479.
19^Reference to the third franchise bill in 1884. 
198Buckley, Tennyson, p. 134.

196
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Brigade," which is a dialogue between the Poet (probably
Tennyson himself) and Irene, who represents Peace. She
begins by reprimanding the poet:

You praise when you should blame 
The barbarism of wars.

A juster epoch has begun.
(Epilogue, 11. 4-6)

He answers that
I would that wars should cease,

I would the globe from end to end 
Might sow and reap in peace.

(11. 11-13)
But sometimes war is necessary to secure this peace, and
in this case the soldier deserves encouragement.

. . .  he needs must fight 
To make true peace his own,

He needs must combat might with might,
Or might would rule alone;

And who loves war for war's own sake 
Is fool, or crazed, or worse;

But let the patriot-soldier take 
His meed of fame in verse;

Nay--tho' that realm were in the wrong 
For which her warriors bleed,

It still were right to crown with song 
The warrior's noble deed—

(11. 27-36)
The lines aptly summarize Tennyson's thought on war and 
peace, the war being foolish unless it is an instrument 
to secure peace; and if such a war is necessary, it is 
fitting for the poet to write "The song that nerves a



93

nation's heart.
The love of peace and distaste of war were 

earlier reflected in the social poems "Locksley Hall," 
MThe Golden Year," and "Locksley Hall Sixty Years After." 
For as the young man of "Locksley Hall" looks forward to 
the day when

. . .the war-drum throbb'd no longer, and the
battle-flags were furl'd 

In the Parliament of man, the Federation of the
world.

(11. 127-128)
the hero sixty years later laments the fact that there 
will always be war:

Warless? when her tens are thousands, and her
thousands millions-- 

All her harvest all too narrow--who can fancy
warless men?

(11. 47-51)
And in the 1846 poem, "The Golden Year," the poet looks 
hopefully to the year when

. . . all men's good 
Be each man's rule, and universal Peace 
Lie like a shaft of light across the land,
Aid like a lane of beams athwart the sea,
Thru all the circle of the golden year?

(11. 47-51)
This poem suggests a method for the procurement 

of peace: the growth of commerce and consequently the

199i. 8 of the Epilogue to "The Charge of the
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policy of free trade. "The Golden Year" predicts
the time when "happy sails" will "Knit land to land. .
blowing heavenward/ With silks, and fruits, and spices,
clear of toll. . . " (11. 42-45) In this work Tennyson
proves that he is alive to the political issues of the 

201time and in favor of the distribution of wealth--"when 
wealth no more shall rest in mounded heaps," allowing all 
to share in the world's goods.

It is true that other poems express distrust 
af the commercial system, but this expression is rather 
that of the monomaniac of Maud and that of the old man in 
"Locksley Hall Sixty Years After." No doubt the poet 
did lament the evils of the system, but not necessarily 
the principle of a free commerce. His real attitude seems 
more likely revealed in "The Golden Year" and in two later 
poems, the "Ode Sung at the Opening of the International 
Exhibition" and the epilogue to "The Charge of the Heavy 
Brigade." These poems are not dramatic monologues reveal-

Heavy Brigade."
'^Tennyson favored the repeal of the Corn Laws

in 1846.
Of) 1 Charles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," p. 45. 
^ “Buckley, p. 93.
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ing the attitudes of imaginary characters. In the Exhibition
Ode Tennyson again expresses the desire to see commerce grow
to preserve peace and asks those who reign

From growing commerce loose her latest chain,
And let the fair white-winged peace-maker fly 
To happy havens under all the sky.

(11. 33-35)
The Heavy Brigade epilogue speaks thus, hoping that

. . .some new Spirit o’erbear the old,
Or Trade re-frain the Powers 

From war with kindly links of gold,
Or Love with wreaths of flowers.

(11. 14-17)
\

To Tennyson this milder method of preserving peace would 
supplement the more forceful means of strong defense.



CHAPTER V

SUCCESS AND REPUTATION OF THE POETRY

One may wonder why a man of Tennyson's superior 
lyrical talents would deal with such unpoetic material as 
politics afforded, and especially since he was never tre
mendously successful in the results produced. The ques
tion seems to come up in every age, for in every age certain 
men of letters have discussed, sometimes objectively and 
sometimes for the purpose of propaganda, political ques
tions, either by simply alluding to them or by making them 
the main subject of their work. These subjects have been 
considered by major authors, such as Dante, Milton, Spenser, 
Dryden, Pope, Swift, Wordsworth, and Byron. They are still 
looked upon as great writers, although the subjects them
selves are long dead, and in many cases to later ages their 
works dealing with politics are not especially popular. Al
though the tradition of mingling politics with poetry was 
not new to the Victorian Age, it was encouraged by that 
age. One of the statesmen of that day, Lord Curzon, saw 
the movement of the time and tried to vindicate

96
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it. In his discussion he gives the tradition a digni
fied background, mentioning Shakespeare's acquaintance with 
politics as necessary for Henry VIII and the remote effect 
of Dante's political associations on the Inferno. T h e  

critic feels that
. . . among the great poets with whom we are famil
iar, it is difficult to pick but any who have not in 
some portion of their work betrayed political sym
pathies or antipathies, or more often definitely es
poused some particular form of political belief.205

He then asserts that it is even necessary for a great poet
7 0  f)to be a politician in disguise, and that "poetry may 203 204 205 *

203Curzon of Kedleston, George Nathaniel, first 
Marquess (1859-1925) entered parliament in 1886, served with 
the foreign office, wrote three books on Asia and the Near 
East, became governor-general of India in 1899, served until 
1903, and then became Chancellor of Oxford. His article, 
"Poetry, Politics and Conservatism," Living Age, CLXVIII 
(January 16, 1886), 131-140, was first printed in The Nation
al Review. Its tone and content are both quite complimentary 
to the poet laureate and possibly the article helped put Cur
zon in the public eye in his first year of serving in Parlia
ment. The statesman felt that an anthology of Tennyson's 
political poems would not be an unfair test of his ability., 
136. Curzon believes some bad political poetry was written, 
by Wordsworth for instance, but Tennyson was not guilty of 
this. As a young and aspiring politician Curzon may have 
been influenced by Tennyson's position and his favor with 
the Queen in this opinion.

204Ibid., 132. He states "But for politics we 
might never have had an "Inferno"; his political opponents 
writhe to eternity in the poet's Hell."

205 206Ibid., 133. Ibid.

203



98

contribute something to politics."207 The writer might 
also have asked if politics could contribute something to 
poetry. Is it a proper subject for the arts? Does it 
enhance art? Or does it have an adverse effect?

Opinion on this matter differs throughout the age. 
Certain romantics seemed to have given the school advocating 
the union of politics and poetry a critical basis. For ex
ample Wordsworth in the "Preface to the Lyrical Ballads"

208released the poet from all limitations in subject matter, 
and Shelley1s"Defence of Poetry'makes the poet one of "the 
unacknowledged legislators of the world" who can excite 
people "to work a beneficial change in opinions or institu
tion. . ."207 208 209

From his Cambridge days, Tennyson's friends had 
encouraged him to be such a legislator in discussing

207Ibid., 131.
208Ikid-> 133* Curzon cites the passage "The 

remotest discoveries of the Chemist, the Botanist, or Miner- 
ologist, will be as proper objects of the Poet's art as any 
upon which it can be employed." William Wordsworth, "Pre
face to the Second Edition of the Lyrical Ballads," Criti
cism: The Major Texts, ed. W. J. Bate, (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace & Co., 1952), p. 342. Wordsworth says they must be 
familiar to us though.

209Percy Bysshe Shelley, "A Defense of Poetry," 
Edited by Albert S. Cook. (Boston: Ginn and Co., 1890), p. 46.
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didactically the social and political problems of contem
porary life.210 Also a number of critics felt that such 
discussions were proper subjects for the poet. A review 
of the 1830 poems in the Westminister Review celebrates 
Tennyson's "own great conception of the grandeur of a 
poet's destiny" of supporting good causes, attacking ty
rants, eulogizing patriotic martyrs, and thus influencing 
national feeling.2H Another note of approbation for the 
poet's political purpose is struck by the Quarterly Review 
about forty years later with a request for a poet who will 
"rise great enough to grasp the condition of things, and to
render the picture and visible shape of the age eternally

212present to posterity."

210Edgar Finley Shannon, Jr., "The Critical Re
ception of Tennyson's 'Maud'," PMLA, LXVIII (January, 1953), 
486-487.

OilRolfe, ed. of The Poetic and Dramatic Works of 
Alfred Tennyson, reprints part of the review of "The Poet" 
from the Westminister Review and attributes it to Sir John 
Bowring, p. xiii. Shannon in Tennyson and the Reviewers 
says William Fox is the critic. Christopher North in his 
1832 review of Poems Chiefly Lyrical in Blackwood's, XXXI, 
721-741, refers to the critic as "that crazy charletan."

212William Alphaeus Hunton, "Tennyson and the 
Victorian Political Milieu" (abridgement of Ph.D. disserta
tion, Graduate School, New York University, 1938), p. 3. 
Hunton quotes the Quarterly Review, CXXVI (April, 1889), 
328-329. ..... .
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But there was another point of view: ,M every
0*1 Opoet is a fool' when he meddles with politics," J and 

"the union of poetry with politics is always hurtful to the 
politics and fatal to poetry."214 in objecting to such a 
union because of the harmful effect on poetry, some critics 
felt, and still feel, that political argument is almost 
always didactic and better suited to prose. Crusading 
and moralizing in art have always been objected to by a 
number of literary critics who feel that poetry is a pure 
art form, as are certain types of prose, and that propaganda 
and didacticism should be confined to types of prose that 
do not purport to be true literature.

These critics assert that treating politics in 
poetry results in the contradiction of the laws of art.
Such was the opinion of Coventry Patmore^^ in his review 
of Maud, where he disapproves strongly the passages on war

^■^Hunton, p. 2, quoting A. C. Swinburne's "The 
Work of Victor Hugo," Complete works of A. C. Swinburne 
(London, 1925) XIII, 42-43.

214Hunton, p. 2, quoting July, 1840, issue of 
Chartis Circular.

2-^Coventry Patmore (1823-1896) ,a British poet 
and critic, is author of The Angel in the House and The 
Unknown Eras.
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but realizes that
The public are widely afflicted just now with 
certain odd notions of what poetry ought to be. . .
The oddest of these notions is that a poet must 
belong to his age; whereas our forefathers have 
held that a poet ought to belong to no age.* 2-̂

The critic feels that political poetry lacks the universality
necessary for great literature. Much of it misses this
quality in that it is written to celebrate state occasions
or to bring about some political action. The occasion is
doubtless forgotten by succeeding generations, but even
for those remembering it the emotional appeal will diminish
after its passage. Crusading poems are often short-lived
once the desired action is brought about,2-^ since they
have no real purpose for existence after that. According
to Walter Pater, chances for survival of such poetry would
be greater if it were "written on motives which, for those
they concern, have ceased to be open questions."2-*-® An

2-^Coventry Patmore, "Maud and Other Poems," 
Edinburgh Review, CII (October, 1855), 513.

2-^Donald A. Stauffer, The Nature of Poetry, (New 
York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1946), p. 113.

2^%alter H. Pater, Appreciations (London: Mac
millan and Company, Limited, 1904), p. 693. Jerome 
Buckley in Tennyson: The Growth of a Poet, p. 133, feels 
that Tennyson's political verse rather strengthens this 
theory of Pater's.
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ideal motive for poetry cannot be founded on narrow or
219changeful circumstances, circumstances which would not 

be known and opinions which would not be appreciated by 
people of all nations at all times.

Certainly all ages are not familiar with the occa
sions for which Tennyson wrote, and consequently that poetry 
is not appreciated universally. But much of it was not 
favorably accepted even in Tennyson's age. The fact that 
the poetry was conservative in attitude possibly hindered 
its popularity with successive generations as well as with 
Victorian liberals. Some of the poetry, not strictly con
servative in tone, is compromising, and for some reason 
compromise is not appealing. It is just not exciting 
enough.

Unfortunately, then, much of Tennyson's political 
poetry is not inspiring. Though the cause of freedom 
itself will inspire a people, and Tennyson was certainly

^■^Review of Tiresias and Other Poems (including "To 
the Duke of Argyll" and "Hands All Round", "The Charge of 
the Heavy Brigade"), Atlantic Monthly, LVII (March, 1886), 
425.

220W. A. Hunton in his Study (pp. 16-17) feels that 
Tennyson's poetry was too compromising to be intellectually 
stimulating, as is that which attacks the politically unor
thodox, or to be moving, as that which attacks the orthodox.
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in favor of freedom, he favored the type of freedom already 
won. A poem which advocates a cause to be won is at least 
stimulating in its own age, but a poem which encourages 
keeping things as they are impassions no one, except perhaps 
those who agree with the poet. In Tennyson's case those 
who agreed were the old aristocracy whom the conservative 
party represented, and those people probably preferred seeing 
their cause espoused in argumentative prose.

The more poetic stand would be more progressive and 
liberal, such as seeing rights extended to the lower classes. 
As Brooke remarks, at least this view might excite some "pop
ular emotion," showing some "pity and fire" for the causes 
of the oppressed.^21 But future democratic movements
frightened the poet, so he insisted on concentrating on

222England's past glory and present stability. Owing to 
his lack of real sympathy for widespread democracy he could 
not reflect with emotion or passion the trend of the coming 
age.

221Brooke, Tennyson, His Art and Relation to Modern 
Life, p. 41.

^^Review in Atlantic Monthly, LVII, 424. The 
critic points out that England's past glory interested 
the poet more than her future possibilities.
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However, one segment of the political poetry, the 
patriotic verse, did have some popular appeal because it 
corresponded with the feelings of the average Englishman. 
Tennyson's patriotism is manifested in the poems which ad
vocate the strengthening and defending of the empire and 
often praise an attack on any country which may threaten 
that empire. These poems include "English War Song," 
"National Song," the three 1852 poems attacking Napoleon III, 
"Riflemen, Form," the Balaclava poems, the "Wellington Ode,” 
and "The Fleet." These poems, or parts of them, are some 
of the most jingoistic in the language, so they would not 
appeal to other nationalities. Since most of them deal with 
past and forgotten events, they are not appealing now.

Because of Tennyson's interest in England's ever
growing empire and her pre-eminent position in world affairs, 
the use of such subjects is understandable, but the poetry 
was attacked even by some critics of Tennyson's own time, 
partially for its show of "national vulgarity" and for its 
commonplaceness. Christopher North^^ fairly censured the
1830 national songs in calling them "miserable indeed,"224

223Christopher North was a psuedonym for John Wilson 
(1785-1854) who began writing for Blackwood's in 1817 and 
became its principle contributor.

^^Christopher North. [John Wilson]) Review of
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and J. S. Mill thought them unaccountable in Tennyson's 
volume "unless they are meant for bitter ridicule of 
vulgar nationality, and of the poverty of intellect 
which usually accompanies it."225 Lounsbury feels that 
they fail not because they are patriotic, but because 
they are commonplace; the patriotism is cheap because the 
words are not adequate to express the strong feelings.226 
At times the patriotic poetry is better than usual, such 
as in "The Charge of the Light Brigade," but generally it 
is poor because it reaches "a height little above the 
vaporings of the commonplace man and manifest[sj a spirit 
hardly creditable to the prejudices of the narrow man."227

1830 poems, Blackwood1s Magazine, XXXI, (May, 1832), 725. 
North refers to the English War Song as "Miserable" and 
"We are Free" as "drivel." He feels that patriotic poetry 
is all right though, and seems to regret that the poet con
descends to speak patriotically only in these pieces, which, 
he feels, "would not be safe to recite...on an invasion of 
the French;" He regrets most of all that such a volume of 
poetry has received praise and thus encouraged the poet to 
do likewise later.

225^s cited by Thomas R. Lounsbury, The Life and 
Times of Tennyson (from 1809 to 1850) (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1915), p. 349. Lounsbury, p. 414, thought 
that Tennyson was too inclined to indulge in "the vulgar 
pride of nationality."

Ibid., p. 213.
Ibid. Even Tennyson looked back upon the early227
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A quick reading of the "National Song" verifies Louns- 
bury's opinion. The phrases are without poetic value-- 
unoriginal, uninteresting, and uninspiring.

The same criticism can be made of most of the 
political poems. There is simply little poetic imag
ination or poetic skill evident in any of them. For 
one thing the poet never felt at ease in writing state 
poetry and hated to write on public subjects; it is pos
sible that he took little interest in the writing of some 
of these poems. Also he was limited in that he had to 
produce a certain work at a certain time, not when he felt 
so moved, and then his message had to be that of the

patriotic lyrics with disgust, saying about the "National 
Song" "I wrote that song when I was nineteen. It has a 
beastly chorus against the French. . ." Memoir, II, 390.

228Memoir, I, 444. Letter to Argyll, dated from 
London, 1861; "I have consented to write a little ode 
on the opening of the International Exhibition. The 
commissioners prest me; I should never have volunteered; 
for I hate a subject given me,and still more if that sub
ject be a public one."

In the Memoir, II, 403, he mentioned in a con
versation in 1892 with Mr. Herbert Warren, President of 
Magdalen, " . . .  writing to order is what I hate. They 
think a poet can write poems to order as a bootmaker 
makes boots. . .They call the "Ode on the Duke of Welling
ton" a Laureate Ode; nothing of the kind! It was written 
from genuine admiration of the man."
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government, not solely his own. The result of these
restrictions is not poetry; it is verse. The verse is
characterized by unexciting platitudes, such as "her

230crown'd republic's crowning common sensed by patrio
tic exaggeration evidenced in the 1852 war poems, and by 
ordinary imagery. There is little poetic beauty in the
comparison of Gladstone to a steersman in a quandry

231about whether to take the cataract or the bend.
There is not much poetic fire in the picture of a wheel, 
representing change, being goaded on by a whip or restrained 
by a chain. ̂ 32

But, in spite of the critics' condemnation and 
his own lack of feeling for the work, Tennyson went on 
writing political verse. Although the style of such work 
seemed to meet the approval of very few, the content was 
looked upon more kindly. One of his first laureate poems,

229

^^See note 27 on Poet Laureate. The laureate 
did not have to write poems for special occasions by this 
time, but Tennyson often felt morally obliged to do so, 
especially when asked.

Idylls.
61 of "To the Queen," the epilogue to the

231 232From "Compromise." From "Politics."
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the "Wellington Ode," was praised by friends of the
Duke for its friendly attitude, but was criticized as
literature. One critic judges that "its dignity is marred

233by its fluency and by its patriotic over-emphasis," 
and another considers its fine rhetoric detrimental to 
the "imagination and richness of thought"^^ which would 
better suit it as poetry. In the Ode Tennyson demon
strates his superlative nationalism in attacking France's 
often tyrannical rule while lauding Britain's more sensible 
government.

Much of Tennyson's patriotic ardour was concen
trated on England's warlike glories, a factor vfoich 
undoubtedly hampers the poetry"s popularity in other 
countries and in later times when war is an evil to be 
avoided at all costs. It is true that his stand for 
defense against the enemy could apply to almost any age. 
However the defense is of a strong colonial empire, and 
such an ideal today gains little sympathy. Also this 
poetry looks upon England as the saviour of the free

233BauTIlj Tennyson Sixty Years After, p. 247.
234Brooke, Tennyson, His Art and RelatL on to 

Modern Life, p. 34.
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world, a position it no longer holds.
Besides the fact that the poetry is outdated 

in subject and purpose, the boastful tone of these works 
is no longer appealing. As an example, "The Third of 
February, 1852," has been referred to as "The finest

235flower of national arrogance in Victorian literature." 
Although this and its companion lyrics were appreciated by 
England in that age, being "a splendid presentation of the 
consciousness of national greatness and dignity,"236 no 
longer do the bitter, heated words seem dignified, and 
no longer is England's greatness so evident.

But in any time and in any country these poems 
are not great literature--possibly inspiring, but not 
great. Even though the emotion expressed may be noble, 
the method of expression is deficient. There is some
times strong passion evident, for instance in the "English 
War Song," so that the poetic fire is there, but still not

235D. C. Somerville, Disraeli and Gladstone,
(New York: George H. Doran Company, 1926), p. 130, n. 1.

236"The True Poet of Imperialism," Living Age, 
CCXXII (August 26, 1899), 584. The article was first 
printed in Macmillan* s Magazine.
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the poetic skill. The patriotic lyrics, then, are of 
little value. Many of them are occasional, such as the 
1852 poems, and therefore outdated. They are all so 
pro-English that no other people could possibly feel 
the sentiment the poet meant to evoke in his own people.
And finally they represent an attitude which is not 
particularly admired even in England of the post-War 
days; the exaggerated patriotism of the Victorian Age 
is gone because the causes for it--the strength and breadth 
of the empire and the unsurpassed naval power--have been 
removed. The poems are clearly chauvinistic, and general
ly speaking literature with this tone cannot survive the 
test of time.

Nevertheless the poems did serve a purpose in 
their own age in stimulating patriotism, a virtue which 
Tennyson thought rare in his time.^37 He consequently 
felt this poetry justified, as is expressed in the last 
lines from the epilogue to ’’The Charge of the Heavy Bri
gade,"

237Memoir, II, 349. He felt that "the patriotism 
that declines to link itself with the small fry of the 
passing hour for political advantage" was rare.
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The song that nerves a nation's heart 
Is in itself a deed.

So the political poetry has an argumentative or eu
logistic objective; it is not really meant to be great 
literature. It was written for a definite purpose other 
than artistic excellence. Tennyson himself admitted that 
he did not feel at ease in writing this type of poetry, 
so he may have had little interest in its lyric quality 
and more interest in its argumentative value. Since 
the poems are largely argumentative , their effect in 
that regard should be considered. Since they are not
great literature, they are perhaps at least effective 

238propaganda. The question now is, although politics
may harm poetry, can poetry contribute something to 
politics.

Certainly Tennyson's political poems were ef
fective to the extent that they stirred comment, some 
favorable and some unfavorable. Most of the poetry 
glorifying England's imperial power was well received

238Amy Cruse in Victorians and Their Reading 
(Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1936), 
p. 188, says that as early as 1847 Tennyson's opinions 
carried so much weight with the public that his state
ment on a matter would settle the question for many.
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by the populace once his reputation and that of the
empire were established. It has been said, however,
that his strong imperialistic views were not especially

239popular at first, but that he did set the fashion 
for imperialistic patriotism and his poetry became 
the policy of statesmen in this regard.

It is impossible to determine the extent to 
which the poetry did influence the nation's leaders. 
Perhaps it was only incidental that certain actions 
came about after the appearance of poems which advocated 
them. Very likely poet and statesmen agreed in the 
first place. But the fact still remains that he was 
the national poet, highly popular and respected, and 
very capable of influencing public opinion which might 
in turn influence parliamentary opinion.

On one occasion, after the commotion raised by 
the anti-union article on Canada in the Times, the poet 
blasted the paper's stand in his epilogue to the Idylls.

239"The True Poet of Imperialism," Living Age, 
CCXXII, 5834

240Ibid., 585-586.
241

241

See above pp. 71-72.
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His attack was appreciated by many, including Lord
242Dufferin in a letter thanking Tennyson for "Your 

noble words [which] have struck fire in every heart 
. . .and have been completely effectual to heal the 
wounds occasioned by the senseless language of The 
Times." ^ It is perhaps significant that Canada re
mained in the union, for Tennyson's poem could have 
aroused enough public opinion to combat the opinions 
of the anti-unionists.

Much more adverse criticism was brought down 
upon those poems calling for war, although at times 
such poems were commended. Three days after the ap
pearance of 'The War" (1859), calling for the formation 
of a volunteer rifle corps with

Be not deaf to the sound that warns!
Be not gull'd by a despot's plea!

(11. 8-9)
approval for the formation of such a corps was given 
by the war office,4-4 and some thought Tennyson parti-

^^Lord Dufferin, Frederick Temple Hamilton- 
Temple-Blackwood, 1st Marquess of Dufferin and Ava (1826- 
1902) was governor-general of Canada from 1873-1878. He 
later served in the foreign office in Russia, India, Italy.

243"The True Poet of Imperialism," 585.
244^emoir, I, 436.

\
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ally responsible for the wide acceptance of the measure. 
The poet's grandson feels that the poem "did much to 
rouse the country once again to the needs of national 
defence" and "rang like a trumpet call throughout. . . 
the Empire" D with its rousing chorus

Form.' form! Riflemen, form!
Ready, be ready to meet the storm!
Riflemen, Riflemen, Riflemen, form!

"The Fleet" too was apparently successful, for, again 
perhaps incidentally, five days after its appearance 
Gladstone asked Parliament for a large sum of money, 
more than half being for the navy. H Tennyson had 
warned that

The fleet of England is her all-in-all;
Her fleet is in your hands,

And in her fleet her fate.
(11. 13-15)

The poem most taken exception to for its passages 
on war was Maud, which was questioned for the philosophy 
that war can right the wrongs of peace rather than for

^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 317.
The author mentions that by the end of the year nearly 
180,000 men had been enrolled. Coventry Patmore wrote 
Tennyson of the poem's effect, saying that four hundred 
clerks from the War Office alone volunteered. Memoir, I, 437.

246charles Tennyson, "Tennyson's Politics," p. 67.
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247its support of the Crimean War itself. The Man
chester Examiner'*^ and the Times both critici. zed
the poet, and George Eliot in the Westminster Review

249charged him with hating peace. Gladstone also
objected to the "strange and nearly frantic passages 

"250about war. The misunderstanding of Maud rises
from the fact that critics took the hero’s words to
be Tennyson's own feelings, and also that they placed
importance on the war passages out of proportion to

251the rest of the poem. Critics more interested in
the literary value of the poem objected because they 
felt that these passages had no place in a work of

247Shannon, PMLA, LXVIII, 403.
248John Bright had been part owner of the Man

chester Examiner, and Tennyson had, according to some, 
attacked him in his passages on peace and commerce.
Ibid., 402.

249Ibid., 402 and 408.
250Morley, Life of Gladstone, II, 184. Later 

Gladstone admitted he may have been unjust in his early 
opinion of the poem. Morley, III, 547.

251Shannon, PMLA, LXVIII, 404. According to a 
Dr. Mann in an article "Maud Vindicated" the poem was 
about the power and proper function of love. Tennyson's 
opinion (Rolfe's notes, p. 833 of Works ) is similar to 
Mann's; both felt the war passages insignificant.
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art. 252

Tennyson was again criticized for attacking the 
evils of the day in "Locksley Hall Sixty Years After." 
Because the hero of the poem attributed some of these 
evils to the progress made in governmental and social 
reform, the author was attacked by Victorian liberals.
The National Review, a liberal journal, thought the 
"worst conservatism. . .travestied" in this poem as "the 
best liberalism was gloriously expounded" in the earlier 
"Locksley Hall." A comparison of the two poems was 
further made by Gladstone in the Nineteenth Century of 
January, 1887, in an article which expresses his parti
ality to the early poem: ". . .without its being said
that the old Prophet is wrong, it may be said that the

o c/young Prophet was unquestionably right."
In support of M s  judgment, Gladstone listed the reforms

252Patmore in the Edinburgh Review. See above 
p. 101. Broke, p. 253, objects to the intrusion of war 
in that the poem is "most distinctly a piece of pure art."

253Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 494.
2-^Morley, III, 354, quotes Gladstone's article 

"'Locksley Hall' and the Jubilee," Nineteenth Century,
XXI (January, 1887), 1-18.
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brought about by the liberals and thoroughly rejected 
Tennyson's poem as "a deliberate authoritive estimate 
of the time." The statesman tried to vindicate the 
progressive movements of the age, especially in regard 
to Ireland, in saying "only since 1829. . .has right 
begun manfully to assert itself against wrong, in the 
management of the government of Ireland."256 Gladstoned 
resentment of the poem was perhaps greater in view of 
his recent defeat on the Irish Bill^7 and because, as 
he remarked, the Queen's jubilee might be "marred by 
tragic notes" in the work.^58

Although the political poetry may be of little 
interest to the readers and critics of today, it must 
be granted that it was read and discussed in Tennyson's 
own lifetime. Statesmen approved or disapproved it for 
its content; critics in general brushed by it with either

^^^Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, also quoting 
Gladstone's article on "Locksley Hall."

256Gladstone, "'Locksley Hall' and the Jubilee," 
Nineteenth Century, XXI, 12.

257Morley, II, 353.
258Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson, p. 494.
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a word of praise for its spirit or blame for its efforts 
to combine politics and art. The public seemed to accept 
it, at least for a time, while the issues were alive and 
the nationialistic-imperialistic zeal at its height. But 
today the subjects are no longer of interest, the issues 
are past the stage for argument, and the spirit seems 
exaggerated with the decline of zealous patriotism. So 
it can perhaps be said that poetry may contribute some
thing to politics: it may at the time incite action. In 
the meantime, however, the poetry suffers. Though it 
may, like "The Charge of the Light Brigade," be somewhat 
popular in successive ages, that popularity is not due 
to the political or historical allusion.
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APPENDIX

The following poems exist in manuscript form 
and have appeared in periodicals, but have not been 
included in a volume of Tennyson's works. The first, 
"Hail BritonJ", a work of the early thirties, was 
printed in an article by Mary Joan Donahue, "Tennyson's 
Hail Briton.' and Tithon in the Heath Manuscript," PMLA, 
LXXV (June, 1949), 385-416. Parts of the poem have 
appeared, usually somewhat revised, in later poems. 
Stanzas 21, 23, 25-27, 36-38, 40, 41 are in "The 
Statesman," printed first in the Memoir, I, 110-111.
The first and third stanzas of the Memoir version are 
not found in the Heath manuscript. Stanzas 1-3 of 
the Heath MS. appear as "Britain" in Charles Tennyson's 
edition of Unpublished Early Poems, by Alfred Tennyson. 
Stanza 33 is Section 114, Stanza I, of In Memoir jam, 
and Stanza 36 appeared in the Shakespearean Showbook 
; London, 1884). Stanza 42 should be compared to 
lines 75-79 of the Wellington Ode. Miss Donahue makes 
several other comparisons to poems later printed.
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Hail Briton!
1

Hail Briton! in whatever zone
Binds the broad earth beneath the blue, 
In ancient seasons and in new,

No bolder front than thine is shone.
2

Not for the wide sail-wandered tides
That ever round thee come and go-- 
The many ships of war that blow 

The battle from their oaken sides--
3

Not for a power that knows not check,
To spread and float an ermined pall 
Of Empire, from the ruined wall 

Of royal Delhi to Quebec--
4

But thou mayst speak thy mind alone,
And in the streets or sitting still 
Art free to praise or blame at will 

The throne, the senate, and the crowd.
5.

Yet fear that passion may convulse
Thy judgment: fear the neighborhood 
Of that unstable Celtic blood 

That never keeps an equal pulse.
6

For Britain had an hour of rest,
But now her steps are swift and rash: 
She, moving, at her girdle clash 

The golden keys of East and West.
7

A stiller time thy fathers saw
When each man by his hearth could sit 
And lightly round his wrists^- were knit 

The cords of order and of law.

■''Suggested reading of wrists, illegible.
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8
But in the land diseases grew

From want of motion which is meet,
And power that still should change and fleet 

Had festered in the hands of few.
9

And they that took it thence began
To stir too quickly for the health 
Of such an aged commonwealth,

And spread a fear from man to man
10

Lest this great people, chafed in mind,
Should slight the things that went before 
This people that hath finisht more 

Than any other for mankind--
11

And lest the strength of common sense
That saved us many times should fail,
And love of novel forms avail 

To quench the light of Reverence.
12

For babbling voices vex the days
We live in, teaching hate of laws,
And, teaching, lose their ownz applause 

To win a shallow journal's praise--
13

Men loud against all forms of power 
Lips,  ̂foreheads, iron lungs,
And voluble with windy tongues 

To compass all things in an hour.

2 own|self MS. deleted.
 ̂Lips suggested, illegible.
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14
Still changing, whom no change can please, 

Despotic hearts reviling kings,
They deal with names and know not things 

And handle types of emptiness.
15

Not such was Hampden when he broke 
Indignant from a silent life,
A single voice before the strife 

That, as it were a people, spoke:
16

In whom the spirit of law prevailed
To war with edicts, and increased 
By losing, but the mission ceased 

In Chalgrove, and the glory failed.
17

Not such who made old custom swerve
Too roughly, when they shook the trust 
Of all prerogative to dust,

But men of Saxon pith of nerve.
18

Who let on times from which our own
Look diverse, when the court grew vast 
And public rights were wholly cast^

In shadow from the growing throne.
19

They gave their bodies to the death:
They lived for haughtier aims than this-- 
To be the light Ephemeris 

That flutters in the popular breath.
20

Not such the venerable names
That led the nation when it sprung, 
Pricked by the Papal spurs, and flung 

The burthen of the second James.

4 rights were wholly cas (^privileges past MS.
deleted.
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They worshipt Freedom for her sake:
We faint unless the wanton ear 
Be tickled with the loud 'hear, hear'

To which the slight-built hustings shake.
22

One pants for place: one seeks relief 
From life's monotony: one runs 
For every goal: another shuns 

The pressure of a private grief.
23

Uncertain of ourselves we chase
The clap of hands, we jar like boys:
And in the hurry and the noise 

Great spirits grow akin to base.
24

An evil sound in ancient states
When Genius clamours, far from Good,
A pander to the lust for blood,

And talent without wisdom prates!--
25

A sound of words that change to blows!
A sound of blows on armed breasts,
And individual interests 

Beaming bands of armed foes!
26

A noise of hands that disarrange
The social engine! fears that waste 
The strength of men lest overhaste 

Should fire the many wheels of change!
27

111 fairs a people passion-wrought,
A land of many days that cleaves 
In two great halves, when each one leaves 

The middle road of sober thought.

21
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The prudent man must wear perforce 
The badge of party--must arise 
Alike the madman and the wise,

And gird his loins-* and leap his horse.
29

The land is filled with crying wrongs,
The bonds are snapt that bound our hearts, 
Law speaks unheeded and the Arts 

Hush all their many-varied songs;
30

For who may frame his thought at ease
Mid sights that civil contest yields?
The blood of men in quiet fields 

And sprinkled on the sheaves of peace.
31

What! shall reform be merged in rage?
That this old tale again be told?
Are we not wiser being old?

Or fretted with the ills of age?
32

We should be wiser: on our heads
Such burthens of example weigh:
We should be wiser day by day 

Did wisdom spread as knowledge spreads.
336

Who loves not knowledge? who shall rail 
Against her beauty? may she mix 
With men and prosper! who shall fix 

Her pillars? let her work prevail.
34

But they that know not oft are wise,
And wisdom oft is latest-born

28

 ̂ loins suggested reading, illegible
6 Stanza in margin.
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Of knowledge, and an evil scorn 
Has filled the lips of men with lies.

35
So that good maxims are forgot

And man^ but darkly understand^']
Who loves at heart° his father-land 

And buys the name of patriot.
36

Not he that breaks the dams, but he
That thro' the channels of the state 
Convoys the people's wish, is great:

His course is pure, his name is free.
37

He cares, if ancient usage fade,
To shape, to settle, to repair 
With seasonable changes fair 

And innovation grade by grade.
38

Or if the sense of most require
A precedent of larger scope,
Not deals in threats, but works with hope 

And lights at length on his desire.
39

He reads this time and what is gone:
And, like a father, loves his race,
The people and the populace 

Whom knowledge yearns to mix in one.
40

He, seeing far an end sublime,
Contends, despising party-rage,
To hold the spirit of the Age 

Against the spirit of the Time—

manjwe MS. deleted
at heart] in truth MS. deleted
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41
Knowing those laws are just alone

That contemplate a mighty plan:
The frame, the mind, the soul of man

Like one that cultivates his own.
42

0, civic Muse, for such a name,
Deep-minded Muse, for ages long, 
Preserve a broad approach of song

And singing avenues of fame.
43

He shall not moulder with the dead:
The child whose little limbs are set 
Upon his mother's lap ere yet

God shuts the doors within his head--^
44

The germ that liveth blind and dumb,
A thread within the house of birth, 
Shall wait completion, learn his worth,

And preach it in the years to come.
45

But he that or by deed or word,
And in an ancient land and free 
Where none may plead necessity

Would make unsheathed the civic sword:
46

For that he strove to kindle storm
From quiet, sought without respect 
To soil the work of intellect,

And forge confusion from reform--
47

He will do well to hide his eyes,
Lest we should count him lower than

9 Line set in brackets.
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The Cossack, curst of God and man,
To whom the Polish virgin cries:

48
She cries unheard. So just a war,

So pure a hope is rendered vain 
Till God rise up and break in twain 

The iron sceptre of the czar--
49

Who rules a savage land, where meet
The coarse extremes of Power and Fear: 
A land where knowledge dreads to hear 

Her footsteps falling in the street.
50

Who bides his time and quiet lies
Tho' step by step, his power grows 
And gathers like the silent snows,

And binds in fetters like the ice.

The following sonnets, dated about 1832, appeared
in C.B.L. Tennyson, "Tennyson’s Unpublished Poems, II.
Cambridge and After," The Nineteenth Century and After,
CIX (April, 1931), 506-507.

The Wise, the Pure, the lights of our dull clime 
Fall from the age, and we shall roam the gloom 
Wild hearts whom their own rage and heat consume, 
Weak wings, that every Sophister can lime.
They will not hear the loud lies of the time 
To come, the shallow fret and frothy fume 
Of brass-mouthed demagogues, O'Connel, Hume,
And others whom ithe sacred muse of rhyme 
Disdains to name. 0 that true Liberty 
Would ride upon the singing winds and blow 
Her silver trumpet clear from sky to sky 
That we might see, who love her all in all
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For her fair self, and of a surety know 
Those men that to the golden idol fall.

Woe to the double tongued, the land's disease, 
Lords of the hustings whose mob rhetoric rends 
The ears of Truth--How shall they make amends, 
Those that would shatter England's ancient ease 
Built on broad bases and the solid peace 
Wherein she prospered? -- Woe to those false

friends
That mouth great things and for their own vile

ends
Make swarm with brazen clang the humming bees, 
Those that would turn ploughshares into swords, 
Those that inflame themselves with idle words 
In every market place. Their doom is signed, 
Tho' they shall cause confusion and the storms 
Of civic blood--moths, cankers, palmer worms 
That gnaw the bud, blind leaders of the blind.

The manuscript of the next poem, which was 
written on Victoria's coronation, is now at Harvard 
University. It has been printed in an article by Edgar 
F. Shannon and W. H. Bond, "Literary Manuscripts of 
Alfred Tennyson in the Harvard College Library,"
Harvard Library Bulletin, X, No. 2 (Spring, 1956), 161- 
162.

My friends since you wish for a health from the
host

Come fill up your glasses: I'll give you a toast 
Let us drink to the health that we value the most 

To the health of the Queen of the Isles.
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The reigns of her Fathers were long or were short 
They plagued us in anger or vext us in sport.
Let them sleep in their good or their evil report 

But a health to the Queen of the Isles.
May those in her council that have the chief voice 
Be true hearts of oak that the land may rejoice 
And her people may love her the more for her

choice
So a health to the Queen of the Isles.

No slaves of a party, straightforward and clear 
Let them speak out like men without bias or fear 
That the voice of her people may reach to her ear 
With a health to the Queen of the Isles--

That the voice of a satisfied people may keep 
A sound in her ear like the sound of the deep,
Like the voice of the sea when the wind is

asleep
And a health to the Queen of the Isles.

Let her fflag as*^ _3fthe first on the seas,
That the good£^ ~2 land & the world may increase 
And power ma|30 balance the nations in Peace 
With a health to the Queen of the Isles.

But if Despots & fools must be taught with the rod 
Let her soldiers tread firm as his fathers have

trod
And her cannon roar out like the judgment of God 
With a health to the Queen of the Isles.

My brothers and friends.1 may the days that
commence

Be so fruitful in Genius in worth and in sense 
That a man’s eye shall glisten, a thousand years

hence,
When he reads of the Queen of the Isles.'
And since Time never pauses but Change must ensue 
Let us wish that old things may fit well with the

new,
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For the blessing of promise is on her like dew 
So a health to the Queen of the Isles.

So fill up your glasses & hold them on high 
Were the health fathoms-deep I would drink it

or die
And send out your voices & and join in the cry 

To the health of the Queen of the Isles.

The following poem, ’’Jack Tar,” was written in 1859.
It appears in the Memoir, I, 431.

They say some foreign powers have laid their
heads together

To break the pride of Britain, and bring her
on her knees,

There’s a treaty, so they tell us, of some
dishonest fellows

To break the noble pride of the Mistress of the
Seas.

Up, Jack Tars, and save us!
The whole world shall not brave us!
Up and save the pride of the Mistress of the

Seas!
We quarrel here at home, and they plot against

us yonder,
They will not let an honest Briton sit at home

at ease!
Up, Jack Tars, my hearties! and the d-- 1 take

the parties!
Up and save the pride of the Mistress of the

Seas.
(Repeat chorus.)

The lasses and the little ones, Jack Tars, they
look to you!

The despots over yonder, let ’em do whate'er
they please!

God bless the little isle where a man may still
be true!

God bless the noble isle that is Mistress of
the Seas!

\
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Up, Jack Tars, and save us I
The whole world shall not brave us I
If you will save the pride of the Mistress

of the Seas.
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