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Dedication

To Rose Tremain, with love





When that which drew from out the boundless deep

Turns again home

– Alfred Tennyson






1

Old Monster

Was Tennyson ever young? It might seem unlikely. For generations he has been enshrined in the national memory as an ancient Victorian bard with a tremendous beard. That beard tells its own story. It began to flourish between the time Tennyson was appointed Poet Laureate and married in 1850, and the year he published his most famous poem ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ to huge popular acclaim in December 1854.

The defining bearded image appears in the early photographs by Julia Margaret Cameron in the 1860s, and was finally consecrated by a statue in the ante-chapel of Tennyson’s alma mater, Trinity College, Cambridge. The entrance chamber, just off Trinity Great Court, is dominated by six massive and imposing monuments; each figure is slightly larger than life-size, carved in white marble, now turned a somnolent grey. Two are previous Masters of the College, both distinguished scientists in their own field. But the remaining four are each symbolic of wider national genius. The first is Sir Isaac Newton, the father of British science. The second is Sir Francis Bacon, the avatar of modern British philosophy. The third is Lord Macaulay, godfather of British narrative history. And the fourth is Alfred Lord Tennyson, Poet Laureate of the British Empire.

The statue was carved by Hamo Thornycroft RA to commemorate Tennyson’s solemn centenary in 1909. The poet holds a large folio book on his knee, surely his enormous elegy In Memoriam (131 poems and an epilogue) or perhaps his Idylls of the King (an Arthurian romance in a cycle of twelve narrative poems) ready for yet another drawing room recital, a favourite occupation of Tennyson’s in later years. Today his beard still overflows in stony prophetic locks, scrolling down beneath his chin and onto his mighty bardic chest. A small stone ash tray for his perpetual tobacco pipe lies hidden beneath his chair. There he sits enthroned, monumental and Victorian; apparently immovable, and probably extinct.

Visitors to Trinity today, especially young ones, tend to walk past the Tennyson monument without a second glance. Why should they? His mighty British Empire is mostly lost and derided, and so too is most of his later Laureate poetry, especially the neo-Gothic soap opera of his Arthurian tales, twelve thousand lines of sonorous blank verse relentlessly composed and published over thirty years, already an anachronism in the great age of the realistic Victorian novel, and dedicated (posthumously, as it were) to Queen Victoria’s royal consort, the recently deceased Prince Albert. Does anyone even know how to pronounce the word ‘Idylls’, or take seriously the ‘chivalric’ code of knightly gallantry, or the ‘historic’ ruins of Tintagel and Camelot?

As his great friend Edward FitzGerald once remarked of the famous Laureate photographs: ‘As to the bearded Daguerreotypes, they are very fine, I dare say: but I like the old beardless Alfred Tennyson.’[1]

It is strange to think that some eighty years before this statue was installed, a young and anxious Tennyson, awkward and beardless and very tall, was settling into bare student lodgings in bustling Trumpington Street, well outside the stately calm of Trinity Great Court, writing one of his greatest and most unsettling poems, about an apparently extinct monster, ‘The Kraken’.


Below the thunders of the upper deep;

Far, far beneath in the abysmal sea,

His ancient, dreamless, uninvaded sleep

The Kraken sleepeth: faintest sunlights flee

About his shadowy sides: above him swell

Huge sponges of millennial growth and height;

And far away into the sickly light,

From many a wondrous grot and secret cell

Unnumbered and enormous polypi

Winnow with giant arms the slumbering green.

There hath he lain for ages and will lie

Battening upon huge sea-worms in his sleep,

Until the latter fire shall heat the deep;

Then once by man and angels to be seen,

In roaring he shall rise and on the surface die.[2]



The poetry of young Tennyson, before the beard made him a Victorian, continuously displays this kind of unsuspected and suddenly modern magic. It emerges from those essentially ‘vagrant years’ 1829–1849, before he married and became Poet Laureate, and was involved with the small group of friends, especially James Spedding, Edmund Lushington, and above all Edward FitzGerald, who tried to support and sustain him; and the women with whom he was variously in love: Sophie Rawnsley, Rosa Baring and Emily Sellwood. And perhaps one imaginary one, known simply as Maud.

It is sometimes thought that Tennyson’s whole existence was essentially elegiac and melancholy, given up to the lifelong mourning for just one lost undergraduate friend, the brilliant golden boy Arthur Hallam, suddenly and tragically dead, aged just twenty-two. This, it seems, was a particular extinction from which the poet Tennyson never recovered. As W.H. Auden summarised it in a single couplet:


Black Tennyson whose talents were

For an articulate despair.[3]



Yet Alfred Tennyson’s early life also reveals a quite different kind of articulate hope: strange, energetic, independent-minded, and subtly engaged with contemporary questions. He was driven by a number of major ideas and intellectual obsessions almost forgotten or subdued in later years, or at least overwhelmed by the Victorian legend of the grand established Laureate. During this turbulent early period Tennyson’s thought and poetry were fired and animated by the new science and the new scepticism; by ideas of geology and deep time; by the vastness, beauty and terror of the new cosmology; and the challenge of social revolution and women’s education. But beneath all these Tennyson was driven by the emergence – or eruption – of three new and fundamentally transformative ideas from science: that of biological evolution, a godless universe, and planetary extinction.

Their impact – not only intellectual, but also emotional and spiritual – challenged Tennyson’s whole imaginative world, and those around him. They brought him into contact with the life and scientific work of William Whewell (originally his university tutor), the astronomer John Herschel, the geologist Charles Lyell, the mathematician Mary Somerville, the computer pioneer Charles Babbage, and the brilliant science populariser Robert Chambers. He also shared his visions and anxieties with contemporary writers and social commentators like Thomas Carlyle and Charles Dickens, and poets like Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Edgar Allan Poe.

They led him to grapple with his own problems of destiny and identity, the threat of suicide and depression, the struggle between love and loneliness, between intellectual hope and spiritual despair. This was an Inner Kraken with which the young Tennyson also had to do battle, a Kraken of the mind. Hidden grief and extrovert delight always fought within Tennyson, and shaped the poetry of these early years.

‘The Kraken’ (1830) was Tennyson’s first great poem, written at the age of twenty while an undergraduate at Cambridge. It is a mysterious combination of ancient folklore and modern marine science, summoning a powerful, menacing and even repulsive image, and bringing a new tone and edge to nineteenth-century poetry. It is a fifteen-line sonnet. Perhaps it was originally inspired by his lonely wanderings along the wild North Sea beaches of Lincolnshire, on the bleak dunes between Mablethorpe and Scarborough, during his restless childhood. He thought of these dunes, between the Wolds and the sea, as ‘the spine-bone of the world’.[4] He was always aware of the dark undertow of things.

The poem is composed of a fantastic mixture of Norse mythology, eighteenth-century zoology, nineteenth-century science fiction and the biblical Book of Revelations. It produced a great stir among his contemporaries at Cambridge, and foreshadowed a powerful element in the next two decades of Tennyson’s life and writing. It seemed to be a projected image of unconscious forces, buried life and energy, and even psychic eruption. In what sense was the Kraken really extinct?

Certainly the poem itself almost disappeared. First published by Tennyson in 1832, it was then suppressed from all subsequent recollections for forty years, until it resurfaced, still largely hidden away, in the huge Imperial Library edition of the Collected Works in 1872.

The poem has deep tangled roots, both literary and scientific. The Kraken itself had become a subject of popular (half-amused) speculation in the 1820s, not unlike the Loch Ness monster a century later in the 1930s. Such sea monster stories perhaps came originally from the chapter in Revelations 13, which bears witness: ‘And I stood upon the sands of the sea, and saw a beast rise up out of the sea.’ But there is also the more violent prophecy from the Book of Isaiah chapter 27, verse 1: ‘In that day the LORD … will punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting serpent, and he will slay the dragon that is under the sea.’

Tennyson’s own researches would find a nicely obscure reference quoted in the family copy of the Biographie Universelle of 1823. He noted: ‘See the account which Erik Pontoppidan, the Norwegian bishop, born 1698, gives of the fabulous sea-monster – the Kraken’.[5] Pontoppidan describes the creature as variously an enormous cephalopod, a giant crab or a huge starfish; it is so big that when on the surface fishermen have mistaken it for a small island, and fatally anchored alongside it. When moving underwater, it was capable of producing a suction whirlpool like the notorious Norwegian Maelstrom which was equally lethal (and which would later fascinate Edgar Allan Poe).

Pontoppidan gives the following description of the creature’s powers in his Natural History of Norway: ‘It is said that if the Creature’s arms were to lay hold of the largest man-of-war, they would pull it down to the bottom.’ All these images of darkness, engulfment and capture would find their many echoes and equivalents in Tennyson’s maturing imagination.

As a speculative subject, the Kraken was one of the intriguing topics that Coleridge had broached with the young John Keats, during their famous encounter on Hampstead Heath, a decade before in April 1819. These two Romantic poets of the previous generation, alongside Shelley, were the most important to young Tennyson. It is easy to forget how nearly they all overlapped in time, and how alive their work still seemed to him. Keats had died less than a decade before in 1821; Shelley had drowned in 1822; Byron, extinguished by fever at Missolonghi in 1824. Even Coleridge, though not yet dead, was already a largely mythological presence (though visitable under the right sage-like conditions) at Highgate until 1834; while Wordsworth hung on in the Lake District, like some mighty low-lying luminous mist, doomed to condense into the Laureateship after Robert Southey. So the Romantics were a powerful continuing presence, a poetic generation that never grew old. The very fact of their ageless youth haunted Tennyson’s own youth, the glamorous ghosts at his troubled feast.

When Keats met Coleridge walking on London’s Hampstead Heath in the spring of 1819 (Tennyson then being a boy of ten in remote Lincolnshire), the Kraken quickly raised its head. Keats never forgot the topics Coleridge mentioned, almost like possible ideas for future poems. Coleridge, as usual, dominated the talk during their slow two-mile walk up towards Highgate, ‘at his alderman after-dinner pace’. Keats enthusiastically records the kaleidoscope of potential ideas in one of his letters: ‘In these two miles he broached a thousand things. Let me see if I can give you a list – Nightingales, Poetry, on Poetical sensation, Metaphysics, Different genera and species of Dream, Nightmares … Second Consciousness, Monsters, the Kraken …’[6]

Tennyson soon knew much of the Romantics’ poetry by heart. Stylistically his own ‘Kraken’ poem already has echoes of Keatsian phrases like its ‘wondrous grot and secret cell’, as well as hints of Coleridge’s strange opium-dream pathology: ‘battening upon huge sea-worms in his sleep’. Tennyson also appears to draw variously on more immediate scientific sources. In 1818 the Scottish journalist James Wilson contributed a long speculative article[7] on the biological nature of the Kraken to Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine.

There were also echoes of the mathematician Mary Somerville’s account of hearing of the Kraken legend when a young girl growing up in Scotland ‘like a savage’ and roaming the remote beach at Burntisland on the Firth of Forth and talking with the fishermen. She was fascinated to hear of it, that enormous deep-sea monster (a ‘gigantic flat-fish’ or perhaps a ‘sea serpent’ or a giant squid), rumoured to lurk off the coast of Norway in the icy waters of the North Sea, and sometimes surfacing to devour unsuspecting mariners. ‘It was so enormous that when it came to the surface, covered with tangles and sand, it was supposed to be an island, till on occasion, part of a ship’s[8] crew landed on it and found out their mistake.’ For her it symbolised the mysteries and superstitions of nature that science, and especially mathematics, was trying to rationalise.

So Tennyson’s ‘Kraken’ is in some ways the first modern science fiction poem, and can be compared to the first modern science fiction novel of monstrosity, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, which became popular in its second 1832 printing. It also curiously anticipates the world of Poe’s horror stories; and Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea. The Kraken surfaces menacingly in the form of ‘The Squid’ in chapter 59 of Melville’s Moby Dick (1850), ‘curling and twisting like a nest of anacondas’; and hence eventually huge and ravenous in the Steven Spielberg film Jaws (1975). Although it dies in the last line of the poem, Tennyson’s monster was in fact bursting with future life.

It had an unusual curriculum vitae. The Kraken as an enormous, unnamed multi-tentacled cephalopod was first mentioned scientifically in Pliny’s Naturalis Historia in AD 77 (shortly before Pliny witnessed another sort of monster, the eruption of Vesuvius). It was first formally catalogued in Carl Linnaeus’s Systema Naturae (1735). Yet Linnaeus withdrew it from later editions, when he clarified that he had ‘never actually seen one’ himself. Scientific fascination with undersea life nevertheless grew at the end of the eighteenth century, especially with the journals, logs and letters written during the many naval expeditions of the Napoleonic Wars.

The hidden monster, well established as a Romantic literary idea, was soon to be transformed into a specific mid-Victorian fascination with the revelations of marine zoology. A host of bizarre undersea creatures, previously unknown or feared or simply ignored, now revealed their characteristics. These ranged from the sensitivities of the humble sea-anemone to the mysterious intelligence of the secretive octopus (which seemed to promise, if not authenticate, the sinister possibilities of the Kraken). It would lead to the outdoor cult of the seashore rockpool, and the indoor hobby of aquarium-keeping.

Both activities were popularised by P.H. Gosse and Charles Kingsley in many beautifully illustrated works of natural history in the 1860s. It was Philip Henry Gosse who early championed the aquarium. After decades of seashore research in Jamaica and in Devon, with many papers sent to the Royal Zoological Society, and an animated exchange of letters with Kingsley, Gosse would publish his landmark marine study, The Aquarium: an Unveiling of the Wonders of the Deep Sea, in 1854, shortly followed by the more practical A Handbook to the Marine Aquarium.

This new invention of an enclosed, glass ‘water museum’, convenient for home study but also for philosophical reflections, provided a method of descending imaginatively into a completely alien submarine world. The aquarium was in effect a kind of homely glass bathascope. Gosse’s revelation of a previously hidden aspect of the natural universe was widely praised, as for example by the Literary Gazette: ‘Mr Gosse has … dived into the bejewelled palaces which Old Neptune has so long kept reluctantly under lock and key, and we find their treasures set before us with a freshness and fidelity which afford welcome and instructive lessons to naturalists of all ages.’[9]

The new opportunity of examining sea creatures in great detail, with the use of portable microscopes and exquisite laboratory drawings and dissections, was both fascinating and repelling. The impression of such green alien depth, yet with magnified aquarium clarity, is central to the descriptive lines of Tennyson’s poem, with their evocative mixture of Gothic and scientific terms:


And far away into the sickly light,

From many a wondrous grot and secret cell

Unnumbered and enormous polypi

Winnow with giant arms the slumbering green.



The Kraken theme becomes a universal expression of certain Victorian fascinations and fears, like the contemporary discovery of dinosaurs. They were all monsters of Deep Time, that may – or may not – have escaped extinction. In one version the Kraken is a sort of submarine dinosaur. In another it is a monstrous octopus or appalling squid. When it finally surfaces, it will terrify mankind, but die in convulsions and fury. So the Kraken becomes the symbol of a monstrous idea, which will eventually erupt among humanity: like the idea of relentless evolution; or a universe without a divine creator; or the inevitable extinction of every species on planet earth, including the human race itself.

But it also gradually becomes clear that it is something more intimate: Tennyson’s Inner Kraken. It is some dark hidden shape in his mind or personality, in his memory or unconscious, or even perhaps in his soul, which will steadily rise and come forth as he grows older. Perhaps the most immediate of these monsters is Scepticism or Doubt itself, as Tennyson would later put it in No. 124 In Memoriam, a vision or a voice which itself rises out of the sea, out of the waves, out of the ‘Godless deep’.


I found Him not in world or sun,

Or eagle’s wing, or insect’s eye;

Nor through the questions men may try,

The petty cobwebs we have spun:

If e’er when faith had fallen asleep,

I heard a voice ‘believe no more’

And heard an ever-breaking shore

That tumbled in the Godless deep …;[10]



Victorian critics would only slowly recognise the significance of the Kraken. It would be picked out by the young philosopher of liberty, John Stuart Mill, in 1835. But it was not until 1887 that the militant free-thinker and Darwinian J.M. Robertson could write: ‘In the short piece on “The Kraken” we have the [promise] of a fresh kind of achievement in our literature, that weaving of the ideas or the fancies of science into harmonious poetry without the loss of the scientific outline, in respect of which Tennyson stands apart from those poets, like Shelley, who have paraphrased such ideas into allegories …’[11] It was just such ideas, such monsters, emerging from various kinds of somnolent depths, that would shape young Tennyson.
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Somersby

So is it still possible to recover a young Tennyson? Just plain Alfred Tennyson, a tall, clever, gangling boy from Lincolnshire, with wild surprising hair and an astonishing voice full of strange music? He was far from solitary: the middle one of a large, chaotic family of eleven country children growing up on the remote, windswept coast of Eastern England, on the edge of the grey, storm-tossed North Sea which stretches away far northwards from Europe, all the way to Scandinavia and the frozen Arctic.

Tennyson was born at his father’s rectory in Somersby, a remote country village in Lincolnshire, on 6 August 1809. This was not only the same birth year as Charles Darwin and Edgar Allan Poe, but also of Edward FitzGerald. Somersby was fifteen miles from the sea, in a valley dip of the Wolds, with a small bright river and tall dark elm trees. The rectory was large and rambling. The dining room had Gothic vaulting and stained-glass windows; wild woodbine climbed into the bay window of the upstairs nursery; downstairs the library was packed with 2,500 books and furnished with collapsing sofas and yellowing curtains. At the top of the house was a labyrinth of small attic bedrooms which the children shared. Outbuildings also housed[1] a coachman, a housekeeper, a cook, a maid and several gardeners. The big lawn outside, used for family gatherings throughout the summer, was ‘overshadowed on one side by wych elms, and on the other by larch and sycamore trees’.[2]

The large family consisted of[3] seven brothers and four sisters. Closest to Alfred were two older brothers, Frederick and Charles, and a younger sister, Emily. His father the rector, Dr George Tennyson, was a clever Cambridge-educated man, well-read in the Greek and Latin classics, and also ‘a Hebrew and Syriac scholar’ and a competent mathematician. He played the harp and had an unlikely passion for wood-carving. He oversaw much of his sons’ education, at times tutoring them himself, particularly in classics and the new genre of popular scientific books. At the age of seven Alfred[4] could recite Horace’s Odes by heart, and use a telescope to study the moon.

But Dr George Tennyson was a disappointed man too. He had been left out of a family inheritance in favour of his younger brother Charles, being ‘rude and ungovernable’[5] as a child, and apparently unstable and extravagant as he grew up. How far this was true is not clear. But in consequence of such a perceived and rankling injustice, Dr Tennyson’s rich and powerful father, Alfred’s grandfather, was always mockingly referred to by the Somersby Tennysons as ‘the Old Man of the Wolds’.

The Old Man lived nearby on the large Lincolnshire estate of Bayons Manor near Tealby (originally purchased from the aristocratic d’Eyncourt family). The Old Man’s gifts to his younger son Charles allowed Charles to pursue a brilliant career in Parliament, supporting the Reform Bill of 1832, and eventually inheriting the whole Bayons estate and adopting the supposedly aristocratic name of Charles Tennyson d’Eyncourt. It also helped that the Old Man’s daughter Elizabeth made a rich marriage[6] to a coal millionaire Matthew Russell, and settled comfortably in London’s newly fashionable West End.

By contrast, George was given no alternative career but the Church, taking on the small country parish of Somersby, with a clerical stipend and a paternal annuity of £700, barely enough to support his rapidly growing family. It was a situation of mounting humiliation and frustration for him. Moreover in future years, the Old Man of the Wolds, together with ‘rich Uncle’ Charles of Bayons Manor, and ‘rich Aunt’ Russell of Chelsea, would have a considerable financial influence on Alfred’s education, beyond his control, both benign and otherwise.

Over the years of Tennyson’s childhood, the rector became increasingly depressed, isolated and bullying. Ill-tempered with his family, violent with the servants, furious with his wife, Dr Tennyson ultimately descended into alcoholism and had to be despatched abroad in his sixties for a cure. Meanwhile the domestic chaos included outbursts against his sons, regular stand-up rows with the coachman, and a tragic incident – never fully explained – when the cook caught fire in the kitchen and burned to death. It is clear that Dr Tennyson felt cheated by life, and besieged by his large family. He once refused to have his rich London sister Elizabeth Russell to stay by sarcastically announcing: ‘We are three and twenty in the family, and sleep five or six in a room. Truly we have great accommodation for Mrs Russell and her suite.’[7] Yet Aunt Russell later became a great supporter of her nephew Alfred, of whom she strongly approved.

Dr Tennyson’s wife Elizabeth Tennyson, once a beauty of the county, resigned herself to her abusive marriage, and became a sweet, patient and adoring mother, defending her children wherever she could. She was especially close to Alfred. He in turn worshipped her as ‘one of the most angelic natures on God’s[8] earth’, and praised her as ‘innocent and tender-hearted’ towards animals. He wrote poetry about her, and later described her as winning her way with ‘extreme gentleness’, and with a tender gaze that was always ‘clear, without heat, undying’. His early poem ‘Isabel’ gave her a kind of martyred sainthood, but was shot through with irony.[9]


A courage to endure and to obey;

A hate of gossip parlance, and of sway,

Crown’d Isabel, thro’ all her placid life,

The queen of marriage, a most perfect wife.



All the children were deeply affected by this dysfunctional upbringing, producing various degrees of brilliance, eccentricity, hypochondria and mental instability. ‘We Tennysons are a black-blooded race,’ said Tennyson later, though with a distinct touch of pride. The whole family was known locally as strange and clever, but extremely unconventional in their behaviour. All the children ran wild in the surrounding countryside. They were tall and awkward and thin, and retained strong Lincolnshire accents. They were also bookish and famously stand-offish with outsiders. Every one of them wrote poetry (especially sonnets) or kept journals, including the girls. Mary Tennyson, for example, a year younger than Alfred, collected ‘132 Sonnets and Fugitive Pieces’. Seven of the Tennyson children (besides Alfred) had their work published as adults in one form or another. In their twenties, Frederick and Charles were considered serious poets in their own right. Altogether the Somersby Tennysons were a brilliant and remarkable family, of huge promise.

It is all the more striking that the later careers of the adult men were so unhappy and unfulfilled. Dr Tennyson’s paternal influence on most of his sons turned out to be deeply damaging. One quickly exiled himself and drifted for thirty years through Italy; another settled on a remote Lincolnshire estate and became an opium addict; a third succumbed to depressive illness and alcoholism; and a fourth spent the last fifty years of his life in Lincoln County lunatic asylum. Only the four daughters, protected by their loving mother Elizabeth, achieved happier and more normal lives, though they were all regarded as ‘decidedly eccentric’[10] in the neighbourhood. Three of them married successfully, though notably late. One emigrated for a time to Jamaica. The next youngest, Matilda, unmarried and intensely religious, remained as her mother’s companion and carer until Elizabeth’s death in 1865. So out of the wreckage of that large, vivid Somersby household, who could have guessed that it was Alfred who would survive best and prosper most? He was threatened by exactly the same fatal inheritance as his Tennyson brothers – lethargic drifting, disabling depression, alcoholism, mental instability, or simply black spiritual despair. He struggled with these for all his youth, and certainly for his first forty years. But he did not succumb; he was not extinguished. He wrote poetry instead.

Alfred was a small, shy retiring boy at first, but would grow up to be over six foot tall, exotically handsome and when silent in a room, faintly menacing. His striking good looks were often described as ‘gypsy’ or Spanish, with dark deep-set eyes and magnificent tawny hair. Physically strong, he was also short-sighted, and in his twenties would flourish a pince-nez to dramatic effect. When he did speak, his voice was low and powerful, with a Lincolnshire accent, soon to be used with hypnotic effect.

To begin with Alfred shared an attic bedroom with his two elder brothers in the gabled roof at the top of the rectory, with its own creaking stairs. He remembered its enchantments long into old age. There was a large wooden beam across the ceiling, from which the brothers would swing and tell stories: ‘Knights and heroes among untraveled forests … or on gigantic mountains fighting with dragons’.[11] From a skylight they could glimpse the moon and stars. Tennyson would sneak down before dawn to collect fallen apples from the rectory orchard, and especially loved wild weather. ‘Before I could read, I was in the habit on a stormy day of spreading my arms to the wind, and crying out “I hear a voice that’s[12] speaking in the wind”.’ That sense of infinite distances haunted him. ‘The words “far, far away” always had a strange charm for me.’

From the age of ten, he revelled in long walks by the sea at Mablethorpe, a huge windswept beach some fifteen miles to the east. The family kept a cottage there, under the sea-bank, ‘the long low line of tussocked dunes’, and he would break away on his own, haunted by the ‘thunderous roar’[13] of the big breakers on the Lincolnshire shore. He wrote an early childhood prayer: ‘Thou art the God of Heaven and Earth. Thou has created the immeasurable sea … Thou givest and Thou takest life, Thou destroyest and Thou renewest.’[14] From his boyhood, ‘he had a passion for the sea, and especially the North Sea in wild weather’.[15]

He would lie for hours alone upon the beach, or hidden up in the dunes, listening to the waves, imagining sea creatures far out in the deep, or dreaming of the ancient Greek invasion fleet that had set out long ago to besiege Troy, as recounted in Homer’s Iliad. He learned Alexander Pope’s translation by heart, before being enchanted by Byron’s romantic Greece. He recalled some fifteen years later (1837):


Here often when a child I lay reclined:

I took delight in this fair strand and free;

Here stood the infant Ilion of the mind,

And here the Grecian ships all seemed to be.

And here again I come, and only find

The drain-cut level of the marshy lea,

Gray sand-banks, and pale sunsets, dreary wind,

Dim shores, dense rains, and heavy-clouded sea.[16]



The beach at Mablethorpe continually recurs in his later poetry and letters, as a place of loneliness and bleak inspiration. The long sweep of sand and shingle was backed by a line of dunes, with a distant inland prospect of the slate grey of the Wolds. It was then a bare but beautiful region, with no buildings except some fishermen’s cottages, one of which Tennyson would later rent as his writing retreat. The cottage itself was thatched and primitive, and described by a later visitor as ‘an orange-coloured little house’, sheltered from the sea by a forty-foot sand dune. On the other side stretched ‘the cropped level of the marsh, with the faint curve of the Wolds upon the western sky-line’.[17]

To Tennyson its dreariness and solitude were always magical, and one to which he could always return and call upon in later life. When he holed up there alone in the difficult winter of 1843, at the age of thirty-four, he drew a sketch map of the shore, showing the ‘line of sand left by the tide’, the reed beds and the hills beyond, and a tiny sprawled figure marked ‘ME’ on the beach. He asked friends to send letters and journals. ‘There is nothing here but myself and two starfish … I send the sketch to melt your heart … remember me to Fitz in town.’[18]

At another difficult time on the coast in Wales (at Aberystwyth), his thoughts went straight back to Mablethorpe. ‘Anything more unlike the old Homeric “much-sounding” sea I never saw. Yet the bay is said to be tempestuous. O for a good Mablethorpe breaker!’[19] Again and again in these years he would turn back and imagine the sound of oceans, and the geological process of erosion:


The moanings of the homeless sea,

The sound of streams that swift or slow

Draw down Aeonian hills, and sow

The dust of continents to be …[20]



That adjective Aeonian, struck like a gong in the centre of the third line, with all its open reverberating vowel sounds, became almost Tennyson’s own coinage, used on several other occasions. Spelled here with a capital letter, it meant not only something endless or perpetual (a hundred million years in cosmology), but implied the name of an entire geological era, ‘The Aeonian’. Typically, many other evocative echoes surrounded it – ‘Aeolian’ as in the wind harp celebrated by Coleridge, or ‘Ionian’ as in some distant Greek island evoked by Shelley.

Back at Somersby, the eldest son, Frederick, was despatched to Eton in 1818, where he did well and became Captain of the School. But by then the family funds had run out, and Charles and Alfred had been sent to the local Louth grammar school, which they both hated. Alfred, still only seven, was unmercifully bullied, and beaten by the cruel headmaster Dr Waite. He remembered sitting on the school steps[21] weeping, an object of derision. He longed to escape, and annotated one of his Louth textbooks: ‘A. Tennyson, Somersby, in Lincoln, in England, in the World, in the Air, in Space.’[22]

Equally, Tennyson began to suffer from ‘trances’, when his whole world seemed to come to a halt. Later he started to think these might be epileptic fits, and described them in his poem The Princess (1847). They came ‘on a sudden’ and without warning, as ‘weird seizures’ and doubts about his own existence: ‘I seemed to move among a world of ghosts.’[23] Yet these were always offset by his endless fascination with the external nature, his feel for landscape, and especially for the expanding world-view of astronomy.

His misery was recognised by his mother, who read him poetry to console him, and finally interceded with his father. At eleven Alfred was withdrawn from Louth and was largely educated at home by his father, a good scholar when sober and not in a rage. Dr Tennyson encouraged his three eldest sons’ writing, and bound up their poems into notebooks. Alfred’s included translations from Greek and Latin, short scientific poems, and long Gothic verse dramas, mainly distinguished by their extraordinary length, ‘The Coach of Death’, ‘The Devil and the Lady’ and suchlike pieces running to hundreds of lines. They overflowed with his physical energy.

Tennyson later recalled: ‘In my earliest teens I wrote an Epic – between 5,000 and 6,000 verses, chiefly à la Scott … full of battles, dealing too with sea and mountain scenery. I used to compose sixty or seventy lines all at once and go shouting them about the fields as I leapt over the hedges. I never felt so inspired, though of course the poem was not worth preserving and into the fire it went.’[24]

He began wanderings at night through the Somersby churchyard. He shouted his poetry out loud to the dead, and ‘scared by his father’s fits of despondency’[25] melodramatically threw himself down among the graves, and longed to be dead. These wanderings actually disguised outbursts of intense childhood unhappiness, and the yearning to escape from the domestic gloom of his father’s increasing drunkenness and terrifying bursts of ill-temper.[26] Dr Tennyson’s violence was ‘well-known in all the adjoining villages and his horrid language is heard wherever he goes’. His Louth neighbour at Thorpe Hall, the Reverend William Chaplin, considered him ‘dangerously disposed to his wife and children’. His depression and excessive drinking brought on ‘repeated fits’ of madness, which could only be managed by his burly coachman, while the family doctor Dr Bousfield considered certifying him as insane.[27]

Both Frederick and then Charles were now sent off to Trinity College, Cambridge, an evident relief to them both. Alfred was promised to follow on within two years. Meanwhile Tennyson learned to ride, to explore the Wolds on his own, and secretly to smoke. ‘Jackson, the saddler at Louth, once gave me one of his strong cigars when I was a boy of twelve, and I smoked it all and flung the stump into a horse-pond, and I was none the worse for it, so I was bound to be a smoker …’[28]

His scientific reading provided new but also troubling perspectives. One of the earliest was a children’s book on physics. ‘When I was a lad, a mere lad, you know, I was given a book called “Conversations on Physical Science” by a good author. The book was simple enough, but somehow, I don’[29]t know why, I felt differently after reading it. The oxygen and carbon and all the rest of it unsettled me a little, and made me less able to believe, made my faith heavier, duller.’

This book of scientific ‘Conversations’ was a classic of the time. Its author Jane Marcet was the talented wife of a Swiss doctor Alexander Marcet, a Fellow of the Royal Society. The Society was the premier scientific institution in Great Britain since 1660, with founding members including Isaac Newton, Robert Hooke, Thomas Hobbes and Samuel Pepys. Jane Marcet (like the astronomer Caroline Herschel) would undoubtedly have been elected herself, except for the slight hindrance that no female Fellow was admitted until 1921. Her vivacious London circle would embrace a number of other women writers, including Mary Somerville and Harriet Martineau, as well as leading scientists like John Herschel and Charles Lyell. Her special gift for enthralling children with science was remembered by the novelist Maria Edgeworth when Marcet perilously launched a thirty-foot hot-air balloon in her back garden at a London party.

Marcet’s many scientific books carefully designed for ‘young minds’ (teenagers rather than children, and specifically including girls) were a publishing phenomenon of the Romantic age. They altered a younger generation’s attitude not merely to nature as observed by science, but to the process of scientific discovery itself. Marcet’s Conversations in Chemistry (1805) was followed by the more ranging Conversations in Natural Philosophy (1819) and Tennyson certainly read both. The sudden demand for both titles had run to nine editions by 1824, by which time they were well established in the Somersby library.

Marcet reinvented the dialogue form as a series of imaginary scientific lessons between a teacher ‘Mrs B’ (possibly based on a famous astronomer tutor, Margaret Bryan) and her two young women pupils. Emily is observant and rather serious, while Caroline is mischievous but inventive (useful qualities for a young scientist). Caroline continually tempts Mrs B into the more imaginative aspects of science. While discussing the composition of water, Mrs B points out that oxygen has ‘greater affinity’ for other elements than hydrogen. Caroline instantly grasps the romantic possibilities of this: ‘Hydrogen, I see, is like nitrogen, a poor dependent friend of oxygen, which is continually forsaken for greater favourites.’ Mrs B starts to reply – ‘The connection or friendship as you choose to call it is much more intimate between oxygen and hydrogen in the state of water’ – then sees where this is going and hastily breaks off: ‘But this is foreign to our purpose.’ With a suppressed giggle, Caroline has discovered ‘sexual chemistry’ and the reader will remember forever the composition of a water molecule: two hydrogen atoms in unrequited love with an oxygen atom (H2O). Caroline adds suggestively: ‘I should extremely like to see water decomposed …’[30]

Young Tennyson was evidently fascinated, if oddly disturbed by such exchanges. Perhaps he was also provoked by the flirtatious intelligence of the two precocious girls. At Cambridge he would later write a whole series of short poems addressed to such young women, known simply by their names. At all events, he remembered this early troubled, seductive introduction to science for years after. If they also made his childhood faith seem ‘heavier, duller’ at such a young age, it was also because it quickly became less naive, weighted early on with a quality of doubt and self-questioning that never left him.

He was not the only one. The finest chemist of Tennyson’s generation, Michael Faraday, always recalled that it was reading Jane Marcet’s Conversations books in 1810, when an isolated teenager in London (he was an apprenticed book-binder in Soho), that first led him to attend Humphry Davy’s chemistry lectures, and thence to his own triumphant career as director of the Royal Institution. Faraday later remembered: ‘I felt I had got hold of an anchor in chemical knowledge and clung fast to it.’[31]

Similarly the young Scottish law student Charles Lyell had encountered Marcet’s work before studying under the paleontologist William Buckland at Oxford. In 1827 at the age of thirty, Lyell decided to abandon the law in favour of geology. He had only published two highly technical papers in the Quarterly Review, but inspired by Marcet determined to launch a professional career with a short popular book. His projected title was[32] Conversations on Geology, with simple explanatory illustrations like hers to match. But the subject expanded vastly as Lyell prepared it, and three years later, he launched his monumental two-volume The Principles of Geology instead. This book would in time have a huge impact on Tennyson. So the seed sown by Jane Marcet bore rich and varied fruit.

Already at Somersby Tennyson had begun to write scientifically observed notes on nature, scattered freely among his draft pages of verse. Apart from descriptions of plants, birds and wildlife around the village stream at Holywell, he was strangely fascinated by the different appearance of eyes in sheep, cows and pigs in the surrounding fields. He studied them with rapt, almost unnerving attention peering closely into their faces. ‘The eye of a cow is of pensive cast: the pupil large and dark and engrossing almost the whole of it. The eye of the pig is very like that of the human species, handsome and of a lively black, but generally buried in fat …’[33]

Similarly, he loved the scientific accuracy of fine botanical prints, then increasingly available. When shown a copy of Thomas Bewick’s History of British Birds (1797) Tennyson ‘paced up and down the Rectory lawn all the afternoon studying it with the greatest excitement’. Every so often he rushed back into the house to ‘share with his brothers and sisters’[34] his joy in the wonderful woodcuts. Many years later he inscribed some plain but touching verses into the front of the now rare copy, recording both the book and its young Somersby reader of long ago:


A gate and field half ploughed,

A solitary cow,

A child with a broken slate,

And a titmarsh in the bough.

But where, alack, is Bewick

To tell the meaning now?[35]



He was taught to use a solar microscope on plants and insects brought in from the garden, and a telescope to study the moon from the rectory lawn at night. Adjusting the lenses showed him that he was short-sighted, which also made him wonder at the blurred infinity of the stars, and question how far they were physically real. In one of his teenage notebooks, while trying to write his long Gothic drama boldly entitled ‘The Devil and the Lady’, Tennyson suddenly broke off to supply the Devil with exactly these adolescent cosmic doubts and speculations:


O suns and spheres and stars and belts and systems,

Are ye or are ye not?

Are you realities or semblances

Of that which men call real?

Are ye true substance? Are ye anything

Except delusive shows and physical points

Endowed with the same repulsive potency? …[36]



The passage boasts wide background reading. That odd phrase ‘repulsive potency’ suggests Newtonian gravitational theory, while the ‘shrewd doubt’ which concludes the whole passage, that the stars might not exist at all, except as ‘delusive shows’, perhaps celebrates the radical scepticism of Bishop Berkeley. At all events, the drama remained unfinished, though it is interesting that it was evidently shown to Dr Tennyson, since he annotated the notebook proudly that it was written when his son was fourteen.

It was during the next autumn of 1824 that Tennyson heard of Lord Byron’s death at Missolonghi. All the brothers mourned, but the fifteen-year-old went out alone to carve ‘Byron is dead’ on the flat rocks above Holywell spring, the hidden river pool in the woods beyond Somersby churchyard. This sacred site, as it had once been, but now also the haunt of courting couples, seemed appropriate. It was ‘a day when the whole world seemed to be darkened for me’.[37]

Although he was still sharing the ‘gabled attic’ at Somersby, it was now partitioned off between the brothers, and Alfred increasingly acted the part of the lonely poet, though all three boys were writing. One of the rectory servants recalled in his Lincolnshire accent, ‘’ow he used to go upstairs to the top room and ’ang a mat over his door. I don’t know what for, but they said he didn’t want to ’ear no noise.’ Naturally, young Tennyson was ‘always dawdlin’[38] about wi’ a book’.

But the lonely poet was also high-spirited. About this time he sent a handful of poems to his sister Emily’s governess, a Miss Bowesfield, extravagantly dating it from ‘La Mancha’ in Spain, and signing it with a flourish: ‘I remain, my incomparable Dulcinea, in the truest spirit of knight-errantry, Yours ever, Don Quixote.’[39]

He tamed a little owl, which became his familiar. Sitting at night by the open window of his own particular part of the attic (‘later used as a store-room for apples’), he ‘heard the cry of a young owl and answered it’. It fluttered in, came surprisingly to ‘nestle in his hand’, where he fed it and finally adopted it (or vice versa). It sometimes perched on his mother’s head.[40] He tenderly celebrated it in a little nonsense song, ‘The Owl’.[41] While cleverly imitating the tune of Shakespeare’s song ‘When icicles hang by the wall’ (from Love’s Labour’s Lost), he also drew on his own experience of lying awake in the attic (the imaginary belfry) and hearing the sounds of the outside world gathering at dawn around Somersby. He would later remember this familiar creature at Cambridge.


When cats run home and light is come,

And dew is cold upon the ground,

And the far-off stream is dumb,

And the whirring sail goes round,

And the whirring sail goes round;

Alone and warming his five wits,

The white owl in the belfry sits.

When merry milkmaids click the latch,

And rarely smells the new-mown hay,

And the cock hath sung beneath the thatch

Twice or thrice his roundelay,

Twice or thrice his roundelay;

Alone and warming his five wits,

The white owl in the belfry sits.[42]



In a Somersby notebook, mixed up with translations of Greek philosophers and astronomical diagrams of the solar system, there is a two-stanza fragment inspired by his looking at the moon through a telescope. The family noted that ‘The Moon’ showed ‘at what an early date physical science began to penetrate his verse’. But particularly striking is that Tennyson, using the telescope’s magnification, imagined himself actually on the moon’s surface. He viewed the rocky and volcanic lunar landscape towering above him, as if he were already an astronaut. When he looked upwards from the moon’s surface, he imagined the sun seeming feeble and reduced; while other planets (themselves now seeming like moons) cast multiple and confusing moonlight shadows.


Deep glens I found, and sunless gulfs,

Set round with many a toppling spire,

And monstrous rocks with craggy snouts,

Disploding globes of roaring fire.

Large as a human eye the sun

Drew down the West his feeble lights;

And then at night, all moons, confused

The shadows from the icy heights.[43]



‘Disploding’ was his own coinage, convincingly astronomical; but also used mythologically, to suggest the activity of a potential ‘monster’ (‘craggy snout’) is already lurking in deep space, as well as the deep sea. This was long before he could have encountered John Herschel’s A Treatise on Astronomy, not published until 1833. But he had already heard of Herschel’s work, because he once airily admonished his older brother Frederick (then a supposedly confident Etonian), when he was fretting about going to a neighbour’s dinner party: ‘Fred, think of Herschel’s great star-patches, and you will soon get over all that.’[44]

Frederick worried about him in turn, and in July 1826 wrote to the Old Man of the Wolds: ‘You have probably received from my father himself an account of Alfred’s[45] ill-health, and his intention to try the effect of sea-bathing upon him.’ Frederick rightly saw that the sea itself was a release for his strange younger brother.

Frederick thought that an alternative cure to bathing in the North Sea might be the publication of a first book of poetry. Both involved a not dissimilar plunge into an icy but invigorating element. Since the friendship with his other brother Charles was still close, the three decided that same July to send a list of 101 of their combined poems to the local Louth printer, Jackson, for private publication. Dr Tennyson was somehow persuaded to pay the initial printing cost, and they brazenly asked the publisher for a royalty of £15 ‘should the work go into a second edition’.

The slim volume was issued[46] as Poems by Two Brothers in December 1826. Alfred and Charles contributed forty-eight poems each, while Frederick (now away at Cambridge) graciously but anonymously added five more. For once the excitement was great at Somersby. Alfred and Charles hired a lightweight carriage and dashed the fourteen miles through the narrow lanes to Mablethorpe beach, where they uncorked bottles of cider and ‘shared their triumph with the winds and waves’.[47] Later Tennyson said dismissively that his were mere juvenilia, written ‘between 15 and 17’. Perhaps he wanted to disavow the stagey emphasis on loneliness and misery, often presented in the poems with the greatest gusto:


I wander in darkness and sorrow

Unfriended and cold and alone,

As dismally gurgles beside me

The bleak river’s desolate moan …[48]



Yet gradually more material from his prose notes on the natural world, and his scientific speculations, began to find their way directly into his verse. After the distant worlds of the telescope, it was the miniature universe of the solar microscope, with its surreal magnifications, which provided new visions of nature and the possibilities of life. In one of the most original poems Tennyson contributed to the collection, simply entitled ‘Love’, he plunged directly down into the dramatic world of the microscopic as he had done previously with the telescope. Here tiny creatures – flies, beetles, pond larvae – appeared huge, beautiful and ferocious: a new scientific perspective on life.


The glittering fly, the wonderous things

That microscopic art descries;

The lion of the waste which springs

Bounding upon his enemies;

The mighty sea-snake of the storm,

The vorticella’s viewless form …[49]



Here in the printed collection he added a learned footnote on the tiny ‘vorticella’, a supposedly early form of bacterial life. He gave it scientific authenticity by advising the reader to consult another of his favourite scientific books in the library at Somersby, ‘See Baker on Animalculae.’[50] This was Henry Baker’s The Microscope Made Easy (1742), with large beautiful illustrations of plants and animals, which had opened up a new world to the short-sighted Tennyson. The vorticella, a tiny organism living in the plants or roots of ponds or streams, which under a microscope appeared to have a throbbing life of its own, was sometimes known as the ‘Bell Animalcule’ because of its pulsing shape. Jane Marcet’s Conversations on Natural Philosophy also had an entire chapter 18 dedicated to ‘The Eye –Microscopes – Short Sight – Spectacles – Telescopes’. The naughty Caroline typically remarks that the microscope makes the mites on cheese ‘look like a drove of pigs scrambling over rocks’.[51]

This fascination with mysterious microscopic life forms halfway between plant and animal, and their possible connection with the origins of life itself, had already preoccupied the previous Romantic generation, especially the Shelleys. Mary Shelley recalled the famous discussions of summer 1816, at the Villa Diodati on Lake Geneva, between Percy Shelley and Byron, when all three speculated for many nights on the current biological experiments that led to her idea for the novel Frankenstein. She would vividly describe this in a new introduction to a popular edition in 1831. ‘Various philosophical doctrines were discussed, and among them the nature of the principle of life … They talked of the experiments of Dr Darwin … who preserved a piece of vermicelli in a glass case, till by some extraordinary means it began to move with voluntary motion.’[52]

This was a reference to the biological experiments of the eighteenth-century polymath Erasmus Darwin (not his nephew Charles). But such general theories of changing life forms, and the possible ‘transformation species’, would increasingly circulate and fascinate the adult Tennyson more and more in the 1840s. Such pre-evolutionary theories would culminate first in a technical paper written by Charles Darwin in 1844; and finally as ‘evolution by natural selection’ in his classic On the Origin of Species in 1859. But before that, Tennyson would discover the evolutionary theories of an unknown writer, Robert Chambers.

Another notable science poem from the Two Brothers’ collection was ‘Phrenology’. It was a bouncing satire on the pseudo-science of cranial bumps, ‘this fantastic lore’, in favour of genuine enquiry. It is not clear if this was actually written by Alfred or by Charles: but given its pastiche of Augustan couplets, probably by the latter. Yet in either case it gives a striking impression of the scientific questions debated at length between the brothers at Somersby. What particularly intrigued them was the new telescope observations of the planets; but also the discoveries in geology, summarised in a nice phrase as the ‘rummage’ of the rock strata.


Rise, sons of Science and Invention, rise!

Make some new inroad on the starry skies;

Draw from the main some truths unknown before,

Rummage the strata, every nook explore,

To lead mankind from this fantastic lore;

Solve the long-doubted problems pending still,

And these few blanks in nature’s annals fill:

Tell us why Saturn rolls begirt with flame?

Whence the red depth of Mars’s aspect came? …[53]



The following June 1827 the two young poets were even invited up to London to visit the rich but alarming Aunt Russell at 16 Berkeley Square. It was an unheard of summons, surely inspired by her reading, or at least admiring, her nephews’ unexpected little booklet. They were urged by Dr Tennyson to be on their best behaviour. The visit went surprisingly well, but it was only Alfred who was invited back to stop over several nights. Elizabeth Russell was evidently charmed by his good looks and amused, rather than annoyed, by his eccentric manners. ‘Alfred came a second time without his Brother and slept during the time he staid upon the drawing room sofa.’ She added thoughtfully: ‘I wish he had something in Life to interest him as well as his beautiful poetry. Westminster Abbey was the only thing which particularly charmed him, it suited the pensive habit of his Soul.’[54] Some sort of unlikely bond of understanding was now formed between the imperious aunt, widowed and just turned fifty, and the bohemian nephew, just turned eighteen and preparing for university. Elizabeth Russell quietly decided that she would help Tennyson in the future, and from then on she followed his career closely, and he became her ‘dearest nephew’.[55]

She was less interested in the fate of the younger ones: around this time Arthur (aged thirteen), Septimus (aged twelve) and Horatio (aged eight) were all, according to their uncle Charles, destined for Royal Navy cadetships.[56] While ‘poor’ Edward (aged fourteen) was already manifesting ‘giddiness’,[57] and the onset of incurable mental problems which would confine him to Lincoln asylum in the next five years. Meanwhile in December Tennyson completed his Cambridge entrance exam (Latin, Greek, Algebra, Natural Theology) and an informal interview with his future tutor at Trinity College, the formidable scientific don William Whewell. He was judged ‘fully competent to enter the University’.

Alfred already seemed the exception in the family. The ‘pensive habit of his Soul’ was not so far off the mark. Such a soul was often in evidence as Tennyson wandered through the Somersby garden that autumn, oppressed by his father’s wild behaviour and by anxiety about his future, the Louth schoolboy going up to Cambridge. It emerged vividly as the voice of Tennyson’s adolescent depression, in a whispering dialogue with himself, recorded with astonishing musical skill in a poem simply entitled ‘Song’. This he remembered that he ‘wrote on the lawn outside the rectory’. Not included in Two Brothers, it was possibly written a few weeks before going up to Cambridge. It was in every sense a poem of departure.


A spirit haunts the year’s last hours

Dwelling amid these yellowing bowers:

To himself he talks;

For at eventide, listening earnestly,

At his work you may hear him sob and sigh

In the walks.

Earthward he boweth the heavy stalks

Of the mouldering flowers.



To this hypnotic dirge, Tennyson added a haunting chorus, whose metrical brilliance foretold other much longer and more accomplished poems, now in the making.


Heavily hangs the broad sunflower

Over its grave i’ the earth so chilly;

Heavily hangs the hollyhock,

Heavily hangs the tiger-lily.[58]



What above all he clearly needed, and desperately, was an escape from the claustrophobic atmosphere of Somersby to the intellectual freedoms and emotional promise of Cambridge. At the last moment there was one more grotesque family drama. The cook’s dress caught fire in the kitchen one evening, and Dr Tennyson (possibly drunk) was badly burned trying to put it out. Dr Tennyson survived, but became more unhinged than ever – while the poor cook died a few days later. Malicious gossip flourished[59] throughout the country neighbourhood about how this really happened. But by then Alfred Tennyson was safely away in Cambridge.
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Cambridge

In February 1828, four months before his nineteenth birthday, Alfred Tennyson went up to Trinity College, Cambridge, to join Frederick and Charles. His first rooms were at 12 Rose Crescent sharing with Charles, immediately opposite Trinity. But he was soon established alone, at lodgings further out, past the market square and King’s, at 57 Trumpington Street.[1] Another young man from the remote east coast of England, Edward FitzGerald, born in Suffolk but partly brought up in Paris, had rooms nearby at 19 King’s Parade (now sporting a blue plaque). Half-Irish by birth, charming, well-read and footloose, he would eventually become one of Tennyson’s most staunch friends, but also one of his shrewdest critics.

FitzGerald had his own kind of dysfunctional family – a cold millionaire father (who was only interested in his mines in the north of England), and an extravagant and demanding mother, who shuttled between her Suffolk estates around Woodbridge and her large London house in Portland Place. Here, she attended London receptions which the young FitzGerald was dragged to, protesting. Shy but instinctively rebellious, he spent much of his life escaping these wealthy family connections, except for one beloved elder sister Eleanor, later Mrs Kerrich, with whom he would frequently stay at Geldeston Hall in Norfolk. This would become one of FitzGerald’s many alternative addresses in later life.

Back from Paris in 1818, FitzGerald was posted off to boarding school at Bury St Edmunds, where he made the first of many lifelong friends, the thoughtful scholar and future biographer of Sir Francis Bacon, James Spedding. They both went on to Trinity in 1826, where FitzGerald soon teamed up with the aspiring novelist William Makepeace Thackeray, an altogether wilder figure, who had also been to Paris, and was keen to get FitzGerald back there as soon as possible. Between these two different influences, FitzGerald’s idiosyncratic talents began to flower: his dreamy out-of-the-way reading; his constantly drifting travel plans; his passionate piano-playing (Handel, Rossini, Mozart, even Meyerbeer); his exquisite botanising and picture-collecting; and above all his assiduous cultivation of an intimate circle of friends, whom he orchestrated through immensely long, shrewd and tender letters. At this time he wrote (from his sister’s at Geldeston Hall) to one such friend, John Allen. ‘I am an idle fellow, of a very ladylike turn of sentiment; and my friendships are more like loves, I think.’[2]

A year above Alfred Tennyson at Trinity, and moving in his own social set, their paths did not immediately cross. Yet FitzGerald quickly noticed the three tall Tennyson brothers striding across Trinity Great Court, and soon made friends with the older, wilder Frederick, who became one of his most faithful correspondents. Nonetheless, it was the youngest and most reserved brother who struck FitzGerald, with a peculiar glamour that never quite faded through a subsequent lifetime. For him young Tennyson looked ‘something like the Hyperion shorn of his Beams in Keats’s[3] Poem – with a Pipe in his mouth’. Perhaps FitzGerald was thinking of Keats’s lines: ‘His flaming robes stream’d out beyond his heels, / And gave a roar, as if of earthly fire …’; but if so, he characteristically added the ironic and deflating pipe in the mouth.

Tennyson’s own self-image was rather different in these first Cambridge days. An early duty was to write to Aunt Russell in Berkeley Square, instead of his unstable father at Somersby. In April 1828 he thanked her for a timely gift of money, the first of many as it turned out, and his unexpectedly playful manner with her gives a sudden impression of what was becoming his infectious charm as a young man. ‘My dear Aunt – I am sitting Owl-like and solitary in my rooms (nothing between me and the stars but a stratum of tiles), the hoof of the steed, the roll of the wheel, the shouts of the drunken Gown and drunken Town come up from below with a sea-like murmur.’[4]

There is also the first rumour of the Kraken. He told his aunt that he had been looking for a long time for Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s recent novel Falkland (1827), which contains the description of a strange, dreamlike deep-sea monster. ‘He was a thousand fathoms beneath the sea … he saw the coral banks, which it requires a thousand years to form, rise slowly … and ever and ever, around and above him, came vast and misshapen things, – the wonders of the secret deeps; and the sea-serpent, the huge chimera of the north, made its resting-place by his side, glaring upon him with a livid and death-like eye, wan, yet burning as an expiring sun.’[5]

Tennyson may already have seen and been struck by this Kraken-like passage, as he wrote: ‘Those beautiful extracts of it which you showed me at Tealby haunt me incessantly.’ He added that his wishes were ‘like Telescopes reversed’,[6] because they only made the desired object appear more distant. Aunt Russell was delighted by her wayward nephew, and started to make him an annual grant of £100, which she continued for the next two decades. In the early years it was to be almost his only income.[7]

Tennyson’s tall and strikingly handsome figure was soon noticed by other fellow undergraduates besides FitzGerald. Initially they were the more sporting types. Charles Merivale, who rowed and played cricket for St John’s College next door to Trinity (appropriate skills for the future Bishop of Ely), described surprise visits by the shy Trinity freshman Tennyson to his St John’s College rooms that spring of 1828. Merivale recognised him as ‘the third of the Tennysons … he is an immense poet, as are all of the tribe’.[8]

Another undergraduate described Tennyson more heartily as ‘Six feet high, broad chested, strong limbed, his face Shakespearian’.[9] Tennyson also found that he impressed everyone not only with his masculine beauty, but with his tall, strong, physical presence, and the deep, powerful music of his voice. By September, a more confident Tennyson was hosting his own parties, and even rowing on the Cam. In the winter he acted in a college production[10] of Twelfth Night, a tall and disconcerting Malvolio. It was then Merivale’s turn to be ‘flying to Tennyson at Trinity’[11] for lively, argumentative talk.

In October 1828, a handsome well-heeled and rather highly strung young man, Arthur Henry Hallam, arrived at Trinity from Eton, after a gap year spent touring Italy. His closest Eton friends, William Gladstone (the future prime minister) and James Milnes Gaskell, had gone to Oxford, while Hallam’s ambitious father had insisted on Cambridge. Despite animated letters between these old friends, Hallam felt alone in Cambridge and was looking for new ones. Moreover he had left behind[12] a first love in Rome, a beautiful English society girl called Anna Wintour, who (much to his father’s relief) had remained in Italy. Hallam temporarily soothed himself by writing love sonnets to her (mostly in Italian) and joining an exclusive Trinity discussion group, originally called the Cambridge Conversazione Society, and now the Apostles.

Arthur Hallam was rich enough to have rooms in college so his path did not immediately cross with Tennyson, who was displaying a growing interest in natural science. At Trumpington Street he kept various animals, including a familiar monster. ‘I kept a tame snake in my rooms. I liked to watch his wonderful sinuosities on the carpet.’[13] Its uncoiling presence may have added itself to Tennyson’s Kraken mythology, and makes an unexpected, sinister appearance in another early Cambridge poem, ‘The Mermaid’. The mermaid presents herself as a proud
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