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The Two Lives of the Poem

Helen Vendler

he anniversary of Tennyson’s death provided an occasion to take stock of what
in his poetry still lives for us, and in this paper I ask about the present life of In
Memoriam—what such a poem means to us a hundred and fifty years after its birth.
In Tennyson’s composition of the poem, we can see how a poem of personal
grief grew, not without losses, to be a poem of universal hope. Tennyson had
envisaged his future as one with Hallam, his closest friend—and the proposed mar-
riage of Hallam to Tennyson’s sister had seemed to ensure that joint future. Hallam
was a steadying influence on Tennyson, who had inherited the unnatural sensibil-
ity that had led, in the case of other male members of his family, to alcoholism,
depression, and madness. With Hallam at his side, Tennyson was encouraged to a
greater resolve and stability, and relieved of the need to be his own anxious guar-
antor of equilibrium. Now, with Hallam’s death, Tennyson was robbed of his own
most precious future:

With weary steps I loiter on,
Though always under altered skies
The purple from the distance dies,
My prospect and horizon gone.
(XXXVII)

At the news of Hallam’s death, Tennyson was pitched from a “crowned estate”

to disaster:
Day, when my crowned estate begun
To pine in that reverse of doom,
Which sickened every living bloom,
And blurred the splendour of the sun. . . .

Day, marked as with some hideous crime,
When the dark hand struck down through time,
And cancelled nature’s best.
(LXXII)

Yet during months of despair, when he was tempted to suicide, Tennyson resolved
to struggle against the “old bitterness,” to undertake “The low beginnings of con-
tent” (LXXXIV), and to integrate within himself Hallam’s generosity and breadth
of spirit:
Whatever way my days decline,
I felt and feel, though left alone,
His being working in mine own,
The footsteps of his life in mine.
(LXXXV)
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This resolve toward hope sprang partly from Tennyson’s own sense of poetry: if
“Earth is darkness at the core / And dust and ashes all that is,” then the physical
universe was made by an amoral creator, a “Wild Poet” working “Without a con-
science or an aim.” Tennyson did not want to be such a poet himself, and the search
for a renewed ethics of creative life forms the counterpoise in the poem against the
wish “To drop head-foremost in the jaws / Of vacant darkness and to cease.” In
Memoriam records Tennyson’s struggle against suicide, and his progress toward an
adulthood incorporating a perpetual consciousness of mortality. “Eternal process
moving on, / From state to state the spirit walks,” he said of Hallam, but it was also
true of himself.

In Memoriam is the great predecessor of the many confessional poems of the
twentieth century. It is, however, a cautionary document for poetry. As
Tennyson’s regret grows less (“With long use her tears are dry” [LXXVIII]), as he
resumes a more ordinary life, the poems of In Memoriam lose the fraught tension
between grief and resolve that gives the best of them their unbearable poignancy.
The steadier tones of the calmer work forgo the violent mood-swings of the fa-
mous “O yet we trust,” which stages an anguished confrontation between hatred
of random death and hope for a nameless renewal:

Oh yet we trust that somehow good
Will be the final goal of'ill,
To pangs of nature, sins of will,
Defects of doubt, and taints of blood;

That nothing walks with aimless feet;
That not one life shall be destroyed,
Or cast as rubbish to the void,

When God has made the pile complete;

That not a worm is cloven in vain;
That not a moth with vain desire
Is shrivelled in a fruitless fire,
Or but subserves another’s gain.

Behold, we know not anything;
I can but trust that good shall fall
At last—far off—at last, to all,
And every winter change to spring.

So runs my dream: but what am I?
An infant crying in the night:
An infant crying for the light:

And with no language but a cry.
(LIV)

Such a poem continues to speak powerfully to readers confronting the destruc-
tion of young life, life apparently “cast as rubbish to the void.” Yet Tennyson felt
an implicit internal rebuke from the dead Hallam when the sequence gave way to
despair: “We do him wrong / To sing so wildly: let us go” (LVII). He hoped even-
tually to “take a nobler leave” from his “brethren,” to sing, in “a stronger year”
(Lincoln MS LVIII) in accents more worthy of the steadier man who had chosen
him for a friend. To do this, he cast about for philosophical and natural support.

Though Tennyson often speaks modestly of his In Memoriam lyrics as “short
swallow-flights of song” or poems containing “a doubtful gleam of solace,” he is
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not unaware, as he writes, of sufferers like himself—uncertain (given the erosion
of Christian faith) of what to feel in the presence of death. His “mortal lullabies of
pain” (LXXVII) incorporate so many philosophical issues, as they increase in num-
ber, that he himself was vexed, after publication, at the way in which commenta-
tors took him for a closet philosopher: “They are always speaking of me,” he said,
“as if [ were a writer of philosophical treatises” (Ricks, Poems of Tennyson, 861,
quoting Mat., 2:17). Tennyson knew that poems could not settle religious ques-
tions, but he was confident that they could raise them, and indeed could not avoid

raising them:

If these brief lays, of Sorrow born,

Were taken to be such as closed

Grave doubts and answers here proposed,
Then these were such as men might scorn:

Her care is not to part and prove;
She takes, when harsher moods remit,
What slender shade of doubt may flit,
And makes it vassal unto love.
(XLVIII)

Tennyson asks that all philosophical doubts be examined in the remembrance of
love—what love is, what love was, what love continues to be even after the death
of the beloved. Such persistent love is predicated on worth: “By the measure of
my grief / I leave thy greatness to be guessed.” In Memoriam’s long defense of the
apparently vincible but in fact never-ending value of human attachment is the
sequence’s answer to human faltering in the face of three evils—premature death,
the extinction of species, and the absence of believable revelation. However, criti-
cism of the poem too often treats Tennyson’s answers to these evils as restricted to
a Victorian context, and irrelevant to the present day. In themselves, as outworn
ideas, they are irrelevant; but as loci of description, they are not. Who, on first
perceiving geological change, will not share the freshness of Tennyson’s wonder at
geological or biological evolution, as he replicates it in speeded-up motion?

There rolls the deep where grew the tree.
O earth, what changes hast thou seen!
There where the long street roars, hath been
The stillness of the central sea.

The hills are shadows, and they flow
From form to form, and nothing stands;
They melt like mist, the solid lands,
Like clouds they shape themselves and go.
(CXXIII)

Tennyson’s theological questioning comes persistently to rest on the idea of a
God with aesthetic intention, the mind that instructs nature, “The hands / That
reach through nature, moulding men” (CXXIV). And yet Tennyson admits, in
the very last poem of the sequence, that these are “truths that never can be proved.”
What can be set against unprovable truths is Tennyson’s undeniable experience of
“The love that rose on stronger wings, / Unpalsied when he met with death”
(CXXVIII). A value that continues when its object has become virtual rather than
actual: this is for Tennyson the bedrock of ethics; and this idea is not dismissible
because it comes to us framed in the vocabulary of Chambers or Darwin. The
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persistence of value, in the realm of ethics, becomes for Tennyson the analogue to
the formal principle in an artwork: “I see in part / That all, as in some piece of art,
/ Is toil cboperant to an end” (CXXVIII).

I have been trying to separate the topical—which becomes culturally outworn—
from the permanent in the ethics of the poem. I see the permanent as the record-
ing—with all the fineness and scrupulousness of which Tennyson was capable—of
the shades of persistent and unarguable feeling in the wake of loss. The poet W. B.
Yeats once affirmed his belief that moods—human moods—are the only human
universal, that they alone—unlike beliefs, facts, or doctrines, originate in the Pla-
tonic realm of eternal fire:

Time drops in decay

Like a candle burnt out;

And the mountains and woods
Have their day, have their day;
What one in the rout

Of the fire-born moods

Has fallen away?

The implied answer is “None.” The lyric poet banks on the fact that moods will
be perpetually recognizable, and that value resides in consciousness’s own truth-
fulness, and in its adherence to that which it discovers to be nontransient.
Perhaps for this reason so many of the moods in lyric—and for our purposes
here in In Memoriam—are expressed through landscape. Places, weather, seasons,
and ritual—those least-changing elements of human experience—offer some of the
most original moments in In Memoriam, where Tennyson achieves the effect of the
pathetic fallacy—imagining that nature mourns with us—without in fact invoking
that fallacy. As Tennyson leaves the surroundings at Somersby that he had known
with Hallam, he speaks nothing but fact: in their absence, the blossom will fall
unwatched. But the repetitions of words beginning in “un-" eventually cease to
import the absence of an audience for nature’s events, and carry instead the sadness
that, it 1s implied, nature feels when it 1s disconnected from human concerns:

Unwatched, the garden bough shall sway,
The tender blossom flutter down,
Unloved, that beech will gather brown,

This maple burn itself away;

Unloved, the sun-flower, shining fair,
Ray round with flames her disk of seed,
And many a rose-carnation feed

With summer spice the humming air;

Unloved, by many a sandy bar,
The brook shall babble down the plain,
At noon, or when the lesser wain

Is twisting round the polar star;

Uncared for, gird the windy grove,
And flood the haunts of hern and crake;
Or into silver arrows break

The sailing moon in creek and cove;
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Till from the garden and the wild

A fresh association blow,

And year by year the landscape grow
Familiar to the stranger’s child;

As year by year the labourer tills
His wonted glebe, or lops the glades;
And year by year our memory fades
From all the circle of the hills.
(CI)

In thus returning the English pastoral to fact, Tennyson was faithful to science;
but in recalling the love which attaches to a watched and cared-for landscape, he
enacted his faith that value and fact were near-allied in lived experience. The three
Christmases, too, of the poem, each different in texture, betray the intimate inter-
mixture of experience with unchanging surroundings and ritual; and how the
“primitive information—Iight and shade” (as Keats called it) necessary to a poem
takes on color from informing memory. The sensual sketches of the poem are
many, ranging from pictures of young companionship to ones of disastrous grief—
yet the sensual itself, as a value, persists through repudiation and suspicion to rein-
tegration, that sensual response which is as necessary to life as it is to poetry. From
“brushing ankle-deep in flowers” the poem rises to embrace and record even the
worst of sensations: “And ghastly through the drizzling rain / On the bald street
breaks the blank day” (VII). It even finds external phonemic sensations to match
internal emotional ones, as in CXXII, where the ten internal rhymes are in forms
of the letter O—o0, 0/0u, ow, oy, and ow again—and in the last stanza, all four
rhymes are in o: blows, bow, glow, rose. This accumulation is all in aid of the last
stanza, which wants a rose to bloom, to crown all the preliminary O’s of the poem:

I slip the thoughts of life and death;

And all the breeze of Fancy blows,
And every dew-drop paints a bow,
The wizard lightnings deeply glow,
And every thought breaks out a rose.

Such tributes to the intermixture of sensuality and the recovering imagination make
the act of composition itself a guarantee of the value of sense and of the persistence
of sensual life.

The texture of the verse in In Memoriam is far more luxurious than its subject
might seem to warrant; and even if we ascribe the luxuriousness to the poet’s own
characteristic talent for elaboration (present in his other lyrics and songs) we can
see him in In Memoriam working to make richness of texture something other than
an excrescence on despair. It would have been fatal to the poem to impose musi-
cality on loss as an externally applied ornament; a close study of In Memoriam shows
Tennyson’s finely drawn language constantly modulating with extraordinary
subtlety to the demands of his feelings. It darkens down with the evening star, and
brightens up into a duple rhythm with the morning star: the dimming d’s of the
dusk of CXXI are countered by the brimming b’s of the dawn, just as “night” turns
to “bright . . . light™:
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Sad Hesper o’er the buried sun
And ready, thou, to die with him,
Thou watchest all thing ever dim
And dimmer, and a glory done:

The team is loosened from the wain,
The boat is drawn upon the shore;
Thou listenest to the closing door,

And life is darkened in the brain.

Bright Phosphor, fresher for the night,
By thee the world’s great work is heard
Beginning, and the wakeful bird,;
Behind thee comes the greater light:

The market boat is on the stream,
And voices hail it from the brink;
Thou hear’st the village hammer clink,
And see’st the moving of the team.

Over all Tennyson’s infinitely adaptive sounds and rhythms there stands the
inflexible stanza form, his tetrameter quatrains, hundreds of them. Seventeen years,
133 sections: over 700 (713, to be exact) quatrains. These are variously grouped.
There are two very long sections of In Memoriam (one of 30, one of 36 quatrains,
no. 85 and the Epilogue). But the most frequent size of an In Memoriam poem is
four quatrains (49 out of 133 poems, or about 37 percent). It is to the four-stanza
poem that the sequence keeps returning; and of course the four-stanza poem in
four-line stanzas with lines of four beats apiece is a symbol of perfection. “If I can
say it in a four-by-four shape, it will defeat loss,” Tennyson says to himself. And
yet the “perfect” shape keeps being “defeated,” both by expansions to longer
struggles and by contractions to the “imperfect” number 3. Oddly, there is no sec-
tion of In Memoriam that is only two stanzas long; it is as though Tennyson needed
the tension of the ternary form to propel his shorter thoughts out of stasis and into
progressions. We need only think of the conclusiveness of “A Slumber Did My
Spirit Seal” to see how unwilling such a two-part quatrain-poem is to become part
of a ruminative sequence.

And then there is the most salient thing about Tennyson’s tetrameter quatrains,
their rhyme scheme, abba. This is a “waiting” scheme, in which the ear, having
been given the first thyme, “a,” has to wait for three more lines to hear it repeated,
giving closure. The shape of the stanza can be seen as a short piece—four beats
long—followed by a long piece, twelve beats long. This strange shape—a brief
incipit followed by a long arc of utterance—often shapes content. Here, for instance,
the first, brief utterance is about snow fading, and the long arc is about flowers
burgeoning:

Now fades the last long streak of snow,
Now burgeons every maze of quick

About the flowering squares, and thick
By ashen roots the violets blow.

One stanza later, the initial brief utterance is about lights, and the long utterance
1s about their effect on white flocks and white sails:
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Now dance the lights on lawn and lea,
The flocks are whiter down the vale,
And milkier every milky sail
On winding stream or distant sea.
(CXV)

The “long arc” is held together as one thing by its internal rhyme, as it stretches
toward the closure of its end. This odd asymmetry of utterance matches a certain
rhythm of perception. Something is noticed or queried—and then the original step
of insight can be tested or expanded by the three lines that follow.

But this 1s by no means the only pattern to which this stanza can be adapted. In
the most formidably patterned poem of the whole, “Ring out, wild bells, to the
wild sky” (CVI), the opening words of most lines are either “Ring out” or “Ring
in” or their occasional variants. Several “Ring out’s” begin the poem; in line 12,
for the first time, we hear “Ring in.” Then “Ring out” and “Ring in” begin to
alternate, and we begin to hope that we will have eleven joyous lines of “Ring in”
at the end to match the eleven lines of “Ring out” at the beginning. But our hopes
are not fulfilled: down to the very end, the antithesis of darkness and light contin-
ues, and the poem ends still unfreed from present sadness, able to look only to a hoped-
for future: “Ring out the darkness of the land, / Ring in the Christ that is to be.”

A close look at the whole of this poem shows us that the In Memoriam stanza, in
terms of its units of thought, can be atomistic (one thought per line), bipartite (two
thought-couplets arranged either sequentially or chiastically), or tripartite (a one-
line thought followed by a three-line thought, or a three-line thought followed by
a one-line thought). When these five possibilities are played off against the permu-
tations of “Ring out” and “Ring in,” and against the fluctuations of syntax and
rhyme, the tension of patterns in cross-chase is very great, and begins to seem fugal
or canonlike, or indeed like the change-ringing of bells. Tennyson’s mastery of his
elected stanza sets many harmonies to work in the reader’s mind; and the final ef-
fect is that the whole world of sensation and loss has been accommodated to a single
governing measure, which one could call, allegorizing it, the measure of universal
law made visible. This 1s the measure characteristic of that “fuller minstrel” that
Tennyson wished to become in writing the poem—a poet finally worthy, in sta-
bility of purpose and depth of insight, of his lost friend Arthur Henry Hallam.
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