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The Princess: A Medley

A Strange Diagonal: Gender and Genre

In 1838, Alfred Tennyson mused, “if I meant to make any mark at all, 
it must be by shortness, for the men before me had been so diffuse, and 
most of the big things except ‘King Arthur’ had been done.” He later 
added that “a small vessel, built on fine lines, is likely to float further 
down the stream of Time than a big raft.” Tennyson’s version of the 
Arthurian legend, fittingly, is not a unified epic but a collection of shorter 
idylls (classical scholar Edmund Lushington, the poet’s close friend, 
indicated his awareness of this generic liminality by suggesting the title 
“Epylls of the King”).1 Idylls of the King shares its formal approach with 
Maud, In Memoriam, Pippa Passes, The House of Life, Clough’s Amours 
de Voyage (1858), FitzGerald’s Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám (1859), 
George Meredith’s Modern Love (1862), Coventry Patmore’s The Angel 
in the House (1854–1862), and James Thomson’s The City of Dreadful 
Night (1874): many long Victorian poems are assembled from smaller 
units, from stanzas or verse paragraphs regular or irregular in length.

Indeed, friction between lyric brevity and narrative discursiveness 
underlies some of Tennyson’s best-known texts. Maud is tonally frag-
mented by sudden stanzaic shifts; frustrated formal repetition under-
mines In Memoriam’s journey toward consolation. The second part of 
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this chapter will focus on Tennyson’s great elegy as it turns to a con-
sideration of memorialization and mourning. But nowhere do discom-
fiting intersections of genre appear more plainly than in that soi-disant 
“Medley,” The Princess (1847). As this work showcases such intersec-
tions, drawing attention to the Victorian discourse surrounding genre, 
it subtly recalibrates the categories of lyric and narrative. And it touches 
on another of this study’s major concerns by gendering these categories. 
It reveals the amnesiac nature of lyric memory, the ways in which such 
remembrance can reconfigure plot, and the consequences of associat-
ing women with retrospective little songs rather than politically engaged 
epics. The mnemonic form that helps to produce lyric forgetfulness 
affects the poem’s attempts to tell a steadily advancing story, its gender 
politics, and the manner in which it is read and recalled.

The Princess is a text in which short lyrics both shape and radically 
destabilize a lengthy versified narrative regarding women’s proper place 
in society. In its original form, it contained seven books of blank verse, 
punctuated by five blank-verse songs. Concerned that his work was too 
obscure (“I thought that the poem would explain itself, but the pub-
lic did not see the drift”), Tennyson added six more lyrics to the third 
(1850) edition.2 But these rhymed intercalary songs—the first appears 
between Books 1 and 2, the second between Books 2 and 3, and so on—
often seem only tangentially related to the main storyline. They sharpen 
the distinctions between genres; this is not a plot constituted by lyric 
form like Maud or In Memoriam, but a plot apparently derailed by lyric 
form’s self-enclosed and independently memorable patterns. Yet the rela-
tionship between story and songs is in fact more complex, as an analysis 
of gender in The Princess will make clear.

Given that the intercalary lyrics are assigned to female speakers and 
tend to feature domestic and sentimental themes, and that the male 
speakers employ a male character to tell the tale of a thwarted feminist 
leader in rather derisive tones, The Princess all but requires its readers to 
link gender and genre. Many critical accounts associate the poem’s pur-
posive storyline with masculinity and its exquisite intermittent songs with 
femininity. While I often refer to this well-established division, I also 
take a fresh tack by approaching it via the figure of the child. Effectively 
sexless, appearing in both the men’s and the women’s contributions, 
infants in The Princess provide a new perspective on issues of both gen-
der and genre when viewed through the lens of memory. More specifi-
cally, though the role of children in this poem has been discussed, it has 
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rarely been related to the role of lyric—either to individual songs or to 
the generic trajectory of Tennyson’s career.3

In exploring this trajectory, it is useful to know why Tennyson felt 
compelled to write The Princess in the first place. Reviewers were urg-
ing him to produce a substantial narrative poem, relevant to the age; 
his lyrical collections were admired for their delicate beauty, but often 
condemned as both childish and effeminate. Edward Bulwer-Lytton, in 
his 1846 satire The New Timon: A Romance of London, calls Tennyson 
“School-Miss Alfred” and accuses him of “[o]utbabying Wordsworth.” 
Patmore likens him to “a great child, very simple and very much self-
absorbed.” Later in Tennyson’s life, Alfred Austin is still snarling that 
“pretty, beautiful, tender, elegant” poetry resembles mere “fragments or 
driblets […] food for babes” and cannot replace a “great subject greatly 
sung.” Was Tennyson capable, critics wondered, of composing in a more 
adult and manly vein? Could he say, in Stedman’s words, “[e]nough of 
lyrics […] let me essay a masterpiece”? Spedding, for example, hopes 
that he will “find a subject large enough to take the entire impress of his 
mind.” Even Mill (his high regard for “overheard” or confessional quali-
ties notwithstanding) recommends that Tennyson supplement his “sen-
suous imagery” and depiction of “passive and dreamy emotion” with 
“solid and mature thinking […] philosophy as well as poetry,” differenti-
ating himself from “the sentimental weakling.” As Edgar Finley Shannon 
puts it, Tennyson is told that he must “idealize and mirror contemporary 
life and thought,” must “display more human sympathy,” in short must 
“write a long poem—a sustained work on a single theme.”4 Only with 
an achievement of this magnitude, reviewers suggest, would he cease to 
be puerile. And only by abandoning mere introspective sentiment and 
actively involving himself in the affairs of the nation (by taking a man’s 
prerogative, in other words) would he cease to be womanish.

Ironically, although Tennyson wrote The Princess partly in order to 
escape his reputation as an immature or effete songster and move toward 
the masculine realm of epic, this poem’s lyrics have consistently attracted 
more critical attention than its narrative. As Tennyson suspected, their 
brevity—which contributes to their formal memorability—has allowed 
them to float further down the stream of Time. Anthologists identify its 
songs as The Princess’s only praiseworthy feature, blithely cutting them 
out of context; many feminist scholars single them out for censure, call-
ing them transparently manipulative domestic paeans that quash female 
ambition. By closely reading these songs and comparing their emotional 
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appeals to the demands of small children, concentrating in particular on 
both babies’ and lyrics’ links to half-defined nostalgia, I will show that 
they are neither isolated gems irrelevant to the plot nor straightforwardly 
misogynist propaganda within this misogynist story. Children will act as 
mediating figures, weaving together themes of remembering and forget-
ting that appear in both story and songs—and illuminating Tennyson’s 
authorial self-fashioning.

In The Princess, the benevolent aristocrat Sir Walter Vivian opens his 
grounds to the public. As they enjoy this holiday scene, in which techno-
logical demonstrations and frolicking rustics reveal Tennyson’s interest in 
both tradition and innovation, seven male friends (including Sir Walter’s 
son) decide to tell by turns the tale of a warlike medieval Princess. They 
are inspired by Sir Walter’s young daughter Lilia, who insists that women 
are as capable as men. Although Lilia and her maiden aunt Elizabeth 
do not take part in the storytelling, they do produce intermittent songs 
to charm and spell the male narrators. In the inset-tale, an effeminate 
young Prince—cursed with what he calls “weird seizures” (1.14)—tells 
of his childhood betrothal to the Princess Ida. Ida has grown up fiercely 
independent and is much stronger-natured than her would-be suitor, 
dedicating herself to women’s education and refusing to marry. The 
Prince’s brutal father urges him to take Ida by force; instead, the Prince 
and his friends Cyril and Florian don drag and run off to pass as under-
graduates at Ida’s all-female college. As soon as he meets her, the Prince 
falls hopelessly in love with the magnificent and silver-tongued Ida. Cyril 
becomes enamored of Psyche, Florian’s sister, who has a baby girl named 
Aglaïa. And Florian is smitten with Melissa, whose mother is the villain-
ous Blanche. When tipsy Cyril sings a tavern-song, the three friends are 
publicly revealed as males; shortly after, the Prince saves Ida’s life. Ida 
still refuses to honor her engagement, and she seizes Aglaïa to punish 
Psyche for conspiring with the men. Eventually the two kingdoms stage 
a tournament to decide the Princess’s fate. Ida is championed by her 
brother Arac, whose side wins the day. The Prince is injured, and Ida 
reluctantly agrees to nurse him—and to transform her college grounds 
into a hospital for the wounded. Softened at last, she returns Aglaïa to 
Psyche and (it is strongly implied) accepts the Prince’s suit.

Though he was under pressure to compose a long and overtly didac-
tic poem rather than brief, feminine, babyish lyrics, Tennyson’s lingering 
discomfort with this task is clear in The Princess. First, he includes the 
women’s songs; apparently sung for the most part not individually but 
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in unison, these allow him to emphasize the intimate anonymity of lyric 
voice. Second, he continues to play up this impersonality by surround-
ing the main plot with a frame that attributes it to multiple narrators, 
whose stories are later woven together by an unnamed speaker. Tennyson 
can thus present sincere-sounding narration while still enforcing autho-
rial remoteness and indistinctness, rather than seeming to offer social 
commentary in propria persona.5 This hedging means that his ideolog-
ical position is also ambiguous. While ostensibly endorsing a plot that 
depicts Ida’s surrender to domestic love, he can leave open the possibility 
that readers are meant to take exception to it. The Princess, then, cau-
tiously navigates between detachment and engagement, between earnest-
ness and mockery (perhaps we are meant to sympathize with the female 
characters who find Ida’s bluestocking aspirations admirable, or with the 
male characters who tend to find them laughable), between lyric and nar-
rative modes.

Tennyson’s unnamed frame-narrator is just as indecisive. He says of 
the feuding male and female collaborators, “I, betwixt them both, to 
please them both, / And yet to give the story as it rose, / I moved as 
in a strange diagonal, / And maybe neither pleased myself nor them.” 
In vain he searches for a single style to “bind the scattered scheme […] 
/ Together in one sheaf” (Conclusion 25–28, 8–9). And it has become 
evident that this “strange diagonal” is conspicuous on the level of genre 
as well. Though Tennyson added the 1850 songs to ensure that readers 
would understand his work and recall it accurately, they come across as 
a half-rejected generic graft that threatens to make the blank-verse epic 
tale comparatively unmemorable. Indeed, his subtitle sounds insecure 
and defensive, particularly when paired with his dismissal of the poem as 
“after all, only a medley.”6 The generic hybridity of The Princess is a com-
promise that, for some, fatally compromises this work by turning it into 
an indeterminate amalgam.

So in more ways than one, its persistent lyricism undermines The Princess. 
Tennyson tries to distance himself and his frame-narrator from both interca-
lary and intra-plot songs by displacing most of them onto female speakers. 
But when it surfaces, lyric still causes the men’s tale to eddy into descriptive 
stasis. And again, the women’s songs both confuse the overall tone of The 
Princess and—bearing in mind the often undefined nature of a typical lyric 
“I”—underscore the strange quasi-anonymity of this poem’s shifting narra-
tion. Tennyson is betrayed by lyric: he depends on it to clarify central ideas 
in an edifying and topical work, but it disjoints his long poem and sabotages 
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his efforts to claim masculine authority. The haunting songs, with their elu-
sive brevity, both infect and draw attention away from the story. T. S. Eliot 
concludes that “for narrative Tennyson had no gift at all.”7

Criticism of The Princess frequently focuses on its painfully self-con-
scious generic heterogeneity. In spite of the initial popularity that springs 
in part from this poem’s careful mix of liberal and conservative rhetoric, 
many of Tennyson’s contemporaries believe that its status as an eclec-
tic medley renders it an incoherent “glittering castle in the air” instead 
of the “predestined masterpiece.” Barrett Browning is baffled: “isn’t the 
world too old & fond of steam, for blank verse poems, in ever so many 
books, to be written on the fairies?”8 The generic, tonal, and ideological 
equivocations of this belated epic seem to disqualify it from fulfilling either 
Tennyson’s potential or his public duty to write a great long poem. It 
juxtaposes but fails to interweave linguistic exquisiteness and cultural rel-
evance, mimetic engagement and escapist fantasy, acceptance and rejection 
of social change, the present and the past. More recent critics, too, have 
called the medley a failure. Self-deprecatingly resisting generic classification 
and choosing a medieval setting for its inset-tale, it refuses to take a firm 
stand on the nineteenth-century Woman Question; feminist scholars like 
Kate Millett have therefore come down particularly hard on The Princess.9 
Charismatic Ida, who begins to challenge patriarchy’s foundations, dis-
solves (via the near-farcical plot) into the target of satire—or (via the senti-
mental lyrics) into the heroine of a conventional love story. Her rebellious 
discourse is both showcased and regulated.

Embedding short poems in his epic-length work, then, has obvious 
drawbacks for Tennyson—though in his troubled search for a poetic 
identity, he may well have thought that this generic tension would 
let him have it both ways. When Ida endorses “song / Used to great 
ends” over plaintive lyric (4.119–120), she echoes the critics who urge 
her creator to inhabit a manlier compositional mode. But although sev-
eral of the interspersed lyrics deal with situations more sober and realis-
tic than those portrayed in the whimsical narrative they interrupt, many 
of these songs also embody in their style the brooding sensuality typical 
of Tennyson’s early work. While the narrative tackles current affairs and 
looks to the future, “Tears, idle tears” relishes the mingled pleasure and 
pain of dwelling in memory. While the narrative depicts telegraphs and 
steam and heroic action, “The splendour falls on castle walls” slips into 
mellifluous repetition and a longing for stasis. Thus Tennyson, if he can-
not reconcile them, can at least steer between reflection and sensation. 
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He can respond to critical demands while still asking his readers to 
remember the old Tennyson, who made his mark by shortness and who 
tended to be less concerned with what Yeats would later deem the poetic 
impurities of history, politics, science, and morals. The narrative may sink 
into undecided evasions as it attempts to negotiate a tonal compromise 
between mockery and solemnity, but the strikingly memorable lyrics 
evoke a distinct poetic selfhood.

In fact, although these treacherous lyrics unsettle their poem’s sto-
ryline—making it confused and uncertain and therefore forgettable, 
worthy for some of being consigned to obscurity—they also constitute 
its chief claim on individual and canonical remembrance. Many antholo-
gies make room for “Tears, idle tears” or “The splendour falls on cas-
tle walls,” but few include a selection of The Princess’s narrative.10 In 
this way, the songs create familiar, self-perpetuating cultural categories 
that affect the way in which Victorian poetry is known and recalled; for 
instance, they reinforce the mid-twentieth-century notion that Victorian 
verse features intense emotionality and sonic gorgeousness for its own 
sake. Even critics who disparage the blank-verse plot of The Princess as 
bloated and pompously didactic, too closely tied to nineteenth-century 
issues, see more universal relevance in the euphonious lyrics. Bernard 
Bergonzi calls them “a delightful anthology rather arbitrarily inserted 
into the narrative.” In 1870, Alfred Austin acknowledges that the 
poem’s “pretty little songs” are “perpetually quoted,” adding that “their 
very survival will doom the text from which they are selected to practical 
oblivion.” Eve Sedgwick points out that “it is among the ironies of this 
passionate and confused myth of the sexes, that it has come to be valued 
and anthologized almost exclusively on the basis of its lyrics, its self-pro-
claimed ‘women’s work.’”11 So the tendency is to recall the brief lyri-
cal disruptions of this storyline, thus selectively forgetting the storyline 
itself; indeed, the formally mnemonic and non-topical nature of these 
songs makes them appear both durable and portable, easily detached 
from narrative context. Tennyson believes that “every short poem should 
have a definite shape, like the curve […] assumed by a severed tress 
or the rind of an apple when flung on the floor.”12 He associates lyr-
ics not only with well-defined form but also with remnants and remain-
ders. Paradoxically both fragmentary and “perfectly finished,” “the 
lyric […] lasts best.”13 In The Princess, lyric is what remains when plot  
breaks down.
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Enfeebled by tonal vacillations and the overelaborate fictiveness of its 
medieval setting, Tennyson’s plot is ripe to be overshadowed by the very 
songs that help to signal its uncertainty. These songs obtrude themselves 
on the attention partly because of their apparent irrelevance to the nar-
rative, though it will become clear that they are not actually irrelevant. 
And again, they are particularly memorizable because they employ (and 
exaggerate) typically lyrical formal techniques that stand in stark contrast 
to discursive blank verse.

Tennyson’s songs are not the only phenomenon that creates flickers in 
his plot trajectory. “Myself too had weird seizures […] I seemed to move 
among a world of ghosts, / And feel myself the shadow of a dream” 
(1.14, 17–18). Another late addition to Tennyson’s composition (they 
were first included in the fourth edition of 1851), the Prince’s seizures 
are also an unsettling force. Perhaps, like the lyrics, they betray the poet’s 
lingering preference for depicting isolation and escapism rather than 
realistic action. After all, the effete Prince requires Ida’s love to cure his 
malady and teach him to tell “[t]he shadow from the substance” (1.9). 
As the Prince’s identity wavers, so does that of the protean Tennyson, 
who negotiates stylistic and generic diagonals. Tennyson explains that he 
added the seizures to account for his poem’s “anachronisms and improb-
abilities” and his hero’s “too emotional temperament” and “want of 
power”; diverting the Prince into unexpected detours on the path to 
Victorian married manhood, these peculiar fits echo the poem’s incon-
sistencies and ambivalences.14 They weaken the unity of The Princess, the 
confidence of its normative claims about gender, the masculinity of the 
Prince, and the advancing teleology of the tale he tells. Characters and 
plot begin to seem artificial, insubstantial, and incoherent.

Lyrics, then, are the generic equivalent of seizures. Both are forces 
that The Princess must somehow contain, as their nebulous retrospection 
(tones of vague nostalgia, the feeling of inhabiting “a world of ghosts” 
due to an ancient curse) threatens to destabilize the putative goals of the 
narrative that surrounds them. And for the Princess as well as the Prince, 
persistent yet ill-defined memories of the past will turn out to be danger-
ous stumbling blocks.

Trances cease to plague the Prince when he wins the once-unconquerable 
Ida, reasserts his manhood, and restores patriarchal order. Similarly, as I will 
show, the lyrics eventually assimilate themselves to Tennyson’s anti-feminist 
plot. This pattern prompts a crucial question: the logical progression of the 
poem’s blank-verse narrative may be compromised by lyric, but to what 
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extent are Tennyson’s lyrics anti-progressive in the political sense?15 How do 
they relate to Ida’s activist agenda, to her attempt to control the ongoing 
narrative of women’s fight for equality? If the lyrics (like the overheard songs 
of Pippa Passes) influence their poem’s narrative action, do they bolster the 
plot ideologically even as they disrupt it formally?

The medley’s gendered division of labor implies that this is indeed the 
case. Here is one of the men who shoulder the task of narrative: “let 
the ladies sing us, if they will, / From time to time, some ballad or a 
song / To give us breathing-space” (Prologue 233–235). Ballads and 
songs seem to be of secondary importance, decorative filler at best. Less 
substantial than the plot, they provide entertainment while the male sto-
rytellers rest. Women’s voices, valued in anthologies, can be marginal-
ized and forgotten within the narrative. Yet these lyrics also appear to 
be subversive, subtly altering the poem’s attitude toward Ida. The men 
at first take a “mock-heroic” tone; Lilia protests, and by helping to sing 
hauntingly poignant lyrics, she moves the story toward a more “solemn 
close” (Conclusion 11, 17). After all, Ida’s genuinely stirring speeches 
are also part of the male-voiced plot. This stylistic adjustment, like the 
superior staying power of the songs, may compensate for Ida’s even-
tual defeat. What’s more, as past-oriented lyrics temporarily arrest and 
resist the progress of the male-engineered pentameter narrative, they 
become a muted counterplot and briefly stave off Ida’s fate.16 If female 
singers can neither shut down nor join the men’s storytelling, they can 
at least delay it instead of serving solely as tractable listeners who learn 
about women’s proper role. The introduction to this study notes that 
Browning’s Porphyria, Tennyson’s Oriana, and Hemans’s Leonor are 
all killed (directly or indirectly) by their lovers—but their striking lyrical 
intrusions, or even their silences, challenge male plot-making.

One could argue, though, that this very postponement is titillating. 
The more Ida’s inevitable capitulation is deferred via lyric’s repetitive 
patterns, the more an eager reader—invested in the satisfying resolution 
of the marriage plot that drives the inset-tale—wants to return to the 
narrative and witness that capitulation. So in this sense the lyrics support 
the story, both making its dénouement more desirable and giving the 
men time to plan it out. As far as their content goes, it certainly seems 
that lyrics conspire with plot to subjugate women by requiring them to 
sing songs glorifying love, matrimony, and childbearing. Women can-
not tell the tale of their own struggles, but are instead asked to produce 
pleasing ditties that sabotage the heroine who champions their cause.17 
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Ida herself is unable to comment on the intercalary lyrics; located outside 
the story in which she is a character, they are shielded from her criti-
cal voice. She can neither repudiate feminized lyrical stasis nor direct the 
progressions of plot. And within the narrative, lyric also works against 
her. Though Ida initially rejects “Tears, idle tears” as “sweet […] and 
vague” (4.46), too self-indulgently sentimental, she later reads “Now 
sleeps the crimson petal” and “Come down, O maid” at the wounded 
Prince’s bedside. She believes that she lacks a listening audience, speak-
ing “to herself, all in low tones” (7.160), and so appears to be an over-
heard lyricist par excellence. Yet the Prince regains consciousness and 
becomes an identifiable auditor, contextualizing lyric and drawing it into 
narrative machinations, turning Ida’s recitation into a courtship scene. 
She ensnares and seduces herself through song.

When she reads these two poems, Ida is apparently possessed by an 
alien voice and an alien sensibility, so much so that she forgets her own 
scorn for lyric. This recalls Culler’s “bad” memory: rote, automatic rep-
etition that does not demand understanding or tolerate paraphrase. And 
lyrics in The Princess inflect their lines with hazy amnesia or impercipi-
ence in other related ways as well: often focusing on an elusive past, they 
provide few individuating details about their speakers. So while they 
allow for feminine self-expression, moving Lilia closer to her goal of 
being a “mighty poetess” (Prologue 132), songs also drain the identity 
and confine the speech of women—both Ida and the frame-singers—to 
anonymous, amnesiac chanting. Unlike the male storytellers, women are 
associated with a mode of utterance that requires mechanical rather than 
intellectual knowledge. Lyrics use iterative sonic and stanzaic structures 
to suspend time briefly, providing a respite from the inexorable march 
of the plot that will subdue Ida; yet they also challenge this heroine’s 
status as a “[g]rand, epic” reformer (Prologue 219) and an epic poet, 
removing her from future-oriented action and so affirming the overall 
trajectory of the story that traces her downfall. Mnemonically restricted, 
conventional, and depersonalizing lyric form limits and reforms her. In a 
world turned topsy-turvy by Ida’s radical feminism, songs provide static 
and orderly oases of recognizable sentiment, bolstering this effect via bal-
lad-like stanzas that connect them to the literary past. Tennyson’s blank-
verse intra-plot songs and rhymed intercalary songs have similar effects, 
and so I consider them together. However, I discuss the important fact 
that certain lyrics appear within the narrative, and I track the relationship 
between blank-verse songs and story.
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Blessèd, Cursèd, Memory: Tennyson’s Lyrical Children

Two major camps, then, have emerged among critics who link gender 
and genre in this poem. Most condemn the songs as regressive or reac-
tionary, while some praise them as dissident and pro-feminist.18 But the 
figure of the child, which has often been neglected or misconstrued in 
studies of The Princess, affords a fresh perspective on this controversy. 
Tennyson wrote of his medley that “[t]he child is the link thro’ the parts, 
as shown in the songs, which are the best interpreters of the poem.”19 
In the pages that follow, I explore the connections among the songs, 
the women (or feminized men) who sing them, and the children about 
whom these characters often sing. To what extent do lyrics, which turn 
out to have certain infantile qualities, also infantilize women? And when 
lyrics confirm their tendency to depict, enact, and cue remembrance by 
causing characters to recall their own childhoods (and so to focus on tra-
ditional hearth-centered models of femininity), how does this position 
those lyrics in relation to the plot—and what does it reveal about memo-
ry’s ties to genre and gender?

Before turning to the lyrics, it is worth considering children’s role in 
the narrative. Just as she must learn to sing love-songs rather than scorn-
ing them, so Ida must be transformed from a cold virgin into a nurturing 
wife and potential mother. She is at first lukewarm in her attitude toward 
children, and studiously uninterested in sex; she admits to a fond-
ness for babies, but wishes they “grew / Like field-flowers everywhere” 
(3.234–235). She warns her pupils about the dangers of children, both 
literal and metaphorical: these girls must avoid domestic entrapment, 
and they must not let men equate them with infants. Women’s “name is 
yoked with children’s” (5.408), and they are made into “pretty babes /  
To be dandled” (4.128–129). (Lilia, whose future is being debated in 
The Princess, also spurns those who “love to keep us children”—but the 
narrator still insists on calling her “[h]alf child half woman,” a “little 
hearth-flower” with a “tiny silken-sandaled foot” [Prologue 133, 101, 
165, 149]). At one point Ida even describes females en masse as “soft 
and milky rabble,” linking childbearing with infantile weakness (6.290, 
my emphasis). And in a formulation to which I will return, she proclaims 
that all women “must lose the child” and embrace autonomous adult-
hood (1.136). Ida has a point, of course; Victorian women, whose inter-
ests were bound up with those of husbands or fathers, were in many ways 
accorded the same legal rights as children. Motherhood and enlightened 
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feminism, despite the Prince’s attempts to reconcile them in his final 
courtship speech, are incompatible in Ida’s view.

Other characters in The Princess overflow with pro-child and pro-
maternal rhetoric, anticipating Ida’s domestic conversion. Women should 
neither “fail in childward care, / Nor lose the childlike in the larger 
mind” (7.267–268), the Prince reminds his intended as he woos her. 
The “bearing and the training of a child / Is woman’s wisdom,” and 
children are her “due” (5.455–456, 3.228). Psyche’s status as a mother 
introduces a moral imperative that leaves Ida no choice but to give Aglaïa 
back. And Ida herself, in her newfound tenderness, urges the forgiven 
Psyche to “[k]iss and be friends, like children being chid” (6.271). She 
also becomes more kindly disposed toward the Prince on the grounds 
that “[h]is mother lives” (5.398). Maternal instincts cannot be eradi-
cated; it turns out that many of Ida’s students would prefer to rear chil-
dren than to fill their heads with facts (2.438–442). The Prince’s father, 
who says of Ida that a “lusty brace / Of twins may weed her of her folly” 
(5.453–454), asserts that “[m]an with the head and woman with the 
heart” (5.439) is the proper ordering of the world—and indeed, mother-
hood consistently associates women more with feeling hearts and fertile 
bodies than with thinking minds.20 While Ida speaks with regret of “my 
barren breast” (6.185) and is asked if she has “[o]ne pulse that beats true 
woman” (6.164), Cyril believes that Blanche can be softened because she 
has “the mother’s heart” (3.131).21 Its figurative implications aside, the 
breast is also the place where a mother ought to hold, cherish, and nurse 
her infant. At one point, the bereft Psyche’s body seems to seek out her 
child with a will of its own (“half / The sacred mother’s bosom, panting, 
burst / The laces toward her babe; but she nor cared / Nor knew it” 
[6.131–134]). Women are apparently truest to their own desires when 
they both emulate and bring forth babies.

Two child figures are the instruments of Ida’s change of heart. The first 
is Aglaïa, whom Ida seizes to punish her disloyal colleague. She cannot 
maintain her pitiless stance, however, and Aglaïa’s fate proves that “Ida 
has a heart” (6.218). Maternal sympathy triumphs over the Princess’s 
determination to raise the baby as a feminist. Reuniting mother and child, 
she reaffirms the vital importance of the family unit and elevates emotion 
over intellect. Aglaïa is also the pivot on which the poem’s central debate 
shifts; the question at hand ceases to be “should women be educated on 
equal terms with men?” and becomes “should Ida give up Aglaïa, par-
don Psyche, and marry the Prince?” Unwittingly, little Aglaïa even helps 
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to solidify the romance between Psyche and Cyril. When this young man 
pleads with Ida to return the baby, he confirms himself as Psyche’s knight 
in shining armor. Her professorship at an end, Psyche is now ready to be 
a full-time wife and mother. In 1882, the critic Samuel Dawson cannily 
casts Aglaïa as the heroine of The Princess. Noting the baby’s influence on 
Ida, he waxes poetic: “O fatal babe! more fatal to the hopes of woman 
than the doomful horse to the proud towers of Ilion—for through thee 
the walls of pride are breached, and all the conquering affections flock 
in.” (This observation leads Dawson to conclude that the songs are 
“integral parts of the main motive of the piece.”22) It seems fitting that 
child imagery is used to belittle Ida’s feminist vision: no longer fiery, she 
becomes “but a girl” as she learns to accept the Prince’s love and to see 
her former activism as “farce” (7.227–228). Moreover, the frame-speaker 
remarks that “[t]his fine old world of ours is but a child” that needs time 
to “learn its limbs” (Conclusion 77–79), absorbing Ida’s rebellion into 
a gradualist model of change (which relies on heaven’s masculine-coded 
guidance) and dismissing it as a mere symptom of humankind’s growing 
pains.23 Aglaïa is in many ways a typical Tennysonian infant, as the poet 
is fond of using children to heal his troubled characters and restore them 
to healthy domestic life. There is the tormented speaker of “The Two 
Voices” (1842), who sees a young family and shakes off his “dull and bit-
ter” mood (PT 1.592); there is the angst-ridden speaker of “Supposed 
Confessions of a Second-Rate Sensitive Mind” (1830), who takes com-
fort in picturing himself as a “trustful infant on the knee” (PT 1.218); 
there is the epithalamion that closes In Memoriam, discussed in detail in 
the second part of this chapter; as a negative example, there is the childless 
Guinevere of the Idylls, whose unnatural lust destroys a kingdom.

The second child figure is the Prince himself. Elsewhere in Tennyson, 
trances are a sign of imaginative authority; the Prince’s seizures, how-
ever, paint him less as a rapturous visionary and more as a sickly baby. 
And once wounded in battle, he is further infantilized, with no more 
awareness or power “than infants in their sleep” (7.39). Like the 
“Supposed Confessions” speaker, he indulges in a fantasy of passiv-
ity and nostalgic regression that assimilates his nurse Ida to the endur-
ing Oedipal ideal embodied by his mother: he is an “insatiable child 
who demands to be born into his masculine heritage,” and “by feigning 
infantile helplessness he can convert his virago into the glowing image 
of mama.”24 His apparent weakness is more effective than any show of 
force, as it obliges Ida to open her heart to him. Lying as if in the womb, 
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“silent in the muffled cage of life” (7.32), the fetal Prince nonetheless 
reclaims the virile dominance that had once belonged to Ida. She is 
reformed in the process, becoming both his mother—he returns “to life, 
to life indeed, through thee” (7.324)—and the bearer of his future chil-
dren. It seems likely that she will become, like the Prince’s mother before 
her, “[n]ot learnèd, save in gracious household ways” (7.299).

Yet this poem’s equation of babyishness and femininity does at first 
apply to the Prince as well. He describes himself as “blue-eyed, and fair 
in face, / Of temper amorous, as the first of May, / With lengths of yel-
low ringlet, like a girl” (1.1–3). He wears women’s clothing, sings in 
falsetto, and is given to fainting fits; he is the advocate of love poetry, 
domestic ideals, wistful remembrance, and soft sentiment. And Ida, while 
beautiful, is frequently portrayed as masculine with her forceful temper-
ament and wide-ranging intellect. When the Prince muses that “in the 
long years liker must they grow; / The man be more of woman, she of 
man” (7.263–264), he may appear to embrace such gender-blurring and 
advocate for androgyny as the goal of evolution. However, evolution 
relies on procreation, and the demands of matrimony and childbearing 
ultimately preclude adult androgyny. If she wishes to see the “crown-
ing race of humankind” (7.279) emerge, Ida must give up her vision of 
self-reliant womanhood. While the infant, in its blending of mother and 
father, is another androgynous figure—none of the children mentioned 
in the lyrics are assigned a gender—this androgyny is again safely medi-
ated through marriage. Sexless children, then, re-sex their parents. As 
Ida sits by her suitor’s sickbed, she lets romantic love transform him into 
a properly masculine man and her into a properly feminine woman. The 
goal is not effacement of gender, but its appropriate calibration within 
wedlock; traditional male–female binaries (and, implicitly, hierarchies) are 
reconfirmed as love corrects the Prince’s objectionable effeminacy and 
Ida’s threatening aggression.25 They may complete one another, but they 
remain “[d]istinct in individualities” (7.275). The Prince will accentuate 
his womanliness, but only in order to guarantee this quality in Ida. He 
must, as I will show, temporarily reverse the gendering of genre in The 
Princess and sing lyrics before she will recite them. In the end, his beliefs 
do not differ much from those of his brutish father.

It is significant that the bedside love scene is also the site of Ida’s con-
version to the female-gendered realm of lyric. This is where she reads 
“Now sleeps the crimson petal” and “Come down, O maid” aloud—thus 
giving herself over to the compellingly memorable force of song, and 
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forgetting not only her poetic preferences but also her political convic-
tions. It is unsurprising that many of The Princess’s songs feature chil-
dren; like Aglaïa and the baby-Prince, these lyrics help to reform Ida.

Lyrics portray children, and lyrics resemble children. Small and self-
contained, often narcissistic yet quasi-anonymous, paradoxically both 
inchoate and perfectly complete, appearing at first to stand outside tem-
poral flux, these songs use familiar form and pleasing sounds to appeal to 
the emotions. Their circumscribed sentimentality makes them emblems 
of idealized childhood (and of idealized, infantilized femininity). Tucker 
mentions an element in The Princess that “trigger[s] the reflex senti-
ments”; Graham Hough mentions an element that can “embody useless, 
irrational or instinctive emotions, and so oppose the active intellectualism 
of the Princess Ida herself.”26 Tucker is thinking of babies and Hough 
is thinking of lyrics, but the descriptions could easily be interchanged. 
Tennyson himself associates the two when he claims that its songs are the 
key to The Princess, and that children are the key to the songs.

In one impassioned speech, Ida rejects childbearing in favor of heroic 
achievement: “children die,” she reasons, but “great deeds cannot die” 
(3.236–237). Neither fragile infants nor delicately nostalgic little poems 
interest her. But like her rejection of “Tears, idle tears” and her abduction 
of Aglaïa, this declaration sets Ida up for a reversal. Babies and songs alike 
overcome her love of vigorous action, rational thought, and expansive rhet-
oric. And they both accomplish this task through appeals to the heart. Ida, 
beginning to soften, says of Aglaïa that her “tender orphan hands / Felt at 
my heart” (5.425–426). As she sits next to the wounded Prince and dem-
onstrates her newfound devotion to love-songs, “something wild within 
her breast, / A greater than all knowledge, beat her down” (7.222–223); 
the language of the heart eclipses the language of intellect, bringing with it 
images of diminution. With their smallness and formal self-restraint, senti-
mental lyrics—which are often easy to learn by heart—constrict the ambi-
tious Princess who reluctantly internalizes them. Their repetitive structures, 
though they tend to disrupt or delay plotted progression, also echo the 
repetitive narrative pattern of maid-become-wife-become-mother obses-
sively rehearsed in this poem—and made ever more desirable through the 
titillating pauses afforded by lyrical interruption.27

The iterative techniques that underlie the songs surface at signifi-
cant moments within the narrative as well. Begging Florian’s sister not 
to reveal that they are men (2.219–261), the three interlopers ask her 
“Are you that Lady Psyche?” (or some variant of this question) no fewer 
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than eight times. In the process, they repeatedly urge her to recall her 
own happy childhood and her maternal status. “‘Are you that Psyche,’ 
Florian added; ‘she / With whom I sang about the morning hills […]?’” 
“‘You are that Psyche,’ Cyril said again, / ‘The mother of the sweetest 
little maid, / That ever crowed for kisses’” (2.228–229, 259–261). At 
last Psyche, emotionally overwhelmed by these insistent domestic recol-
lections and by the child figure that embodies them, agrees not to tell 
Ida that there are men within her walls.28 “Sweet household talk, and 
phrases of the hearth” spring “[f]rom out a common vein of memory,” 
strengthening her resolve to honor past loyalties over present ones 
(2.293–294). As Cyril pleads with Ida to return Aglaïa (6.147–171), he 
also links nostalgia and memorably repetitive tactics, reiterating “Give 
her the child” three times while asking the Princess to remember the 
“breast that fed or arm that dandled you” (6.165).

Thus interwoven with maternity, memory betrays the Princess. The 
mnemonic lyrics—divorced from the contemporary concerns of the frame-
narrative, simultaneously backward-looking and timeless—steer her toward 
passive conventionality. When the Prince is wounded, Ida sinks into remi-
niscence: “a day / Rose from the distance on her memory, / When the 
good Queen, her mother, shore the tress [that is, the tress of Ida’s hair 
carried by the Prince] […] Her noble heart was molten in her breast” 
(6.95–97, 103). She begins to focus not on grand utopian schemes for 
the future, but on fond remembrances of childhood. By the end of the 
poem, she is wholly re-possessed by memories of bygone days and by bod-
ily memory, reflected in the haunting songs (which prompt her to regret 
her own “faultful Past” as she accepts the Prince [7.232]) and in the time-
honored biological mother-instinct that she finally embraces. Ida and the 
Prince were promised in marriage when they were infants; lyrics encode 
Ida’s once-forgotten “baby troth” (5.388), her child self or the shadowy 
“dead self” (3.205) of her girlhood come back to upbraid her. They also 
encode collective wisdom regarding women’s traditional household duties, 
as well as love poetry’s clichéd sentiments—which Ida once scorned as 
the “tinsel clink of compliment” that proves its utterer “still the child”  
(2.41–44). Therefore she both remembers and forgets herself by open-
ing her heart to babies and songs.29 Cloudy memories cause the infantile 
Prince to slip into a fugue state: “I remembered that burnt sorcerer’s curse 
[…] I seemed to move in old memorial tilts […] doing battle with forgot-
ten ghosts” (5.464, 468–469). Ida, too, is removed from her identity via 
the retrospection associated with lyric’s vague and anonymous yearnings.
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Here is the Prince’s account of how Ida comes to love him:

[…] out of long frustration of her care,
And pensive tendance in the all-weary noons,
And watches in the dead, the dark, when clocks
Throbbed thunder through the palace floors, or called
On flying Time from all their silver tongues –
And out of memories of her kindlier days,
And sidelong glances at my father’s grief,
And at the happy lovers heart in heart –
And out of hauntings of my spoken love,
And lonely listenings to my muttered dream,
And often feeling of the helpless hands,
And wordless broodings on the wasted cheek –
From all a closer interest flourished up,
Tenderness touch by touch […] (7.86–99)

Tennyson’s emphasis on the power of memory is supported by his use of 
the anaphoric “And” and of repetitive phrases such as “heart in heart” 
and “touch by touch,” which help to make this passage itself a strikingly 
memorable tableau within the brisk onward flow of the blank verse. Its 
iterations are especially conspicuous amid narrative and syntactic linear-
ity. The throbbing of the silver-tongued clocks echoes the beats of the 
mnemonic love poems that Ida will recite and that cue her transforma-
tion, while bittersweet “memories of her kindlier days” and “hauntings 
of my spoken love” evoke these poems’ nostalgic nature. For Tennyson,  
“[b]lessèd, cursèd, Memory” (“Memory,” PT 1.287) can be a pleasura-
ble but dangerous distraction from one’s responsibilities in the present.30 
And Ida demonstrates both the blessing and the curse of memory; the 
Prince no doubt rejoices as she remembers her old self through song, 
but feminist readers see her lyric reversion as a disappointing abandon-
ment of her forward-looking nature.

As lyrics both undermine the unified authority of The Princess and save 
it for posterity by causing it to be remembered only incompletely, so they 
both undermine the activist zeal of the Princess and save her for proper 
Victorian womanhood by prompting her to forget herself. Her spiritual 
rebirth makes her available for childbearing, as well as for infantiliza-
tion within marriage. Lyrics, children, and lyrics-as-children entrap and 
domesticate her; providing a respite from narrative, songs nonetheless 
reinforce the male storytellers’ message.
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When it comes to the lyrics, most studies of The Princess focus on a 
few much-anthologized favorites. I examine them all in the context of the 
poem’s larger plot, beginning with a glance at the first intercalary song 
Tennyson wrote for his medley—a song he eventually decided not to use. 
This poem is a valuable starting point, as it anticipates many of the lyrics’ 
major themes. Titled “The Losing of the Child,” it features a young boy 
who is swept away by a flood and then recovered: “The child was lost 
and found again, / And we will keep the child” (PT 2.299).31 Order is 
restored, as the once-wild river (like the once-wild Ida) is confined within 
“his bound again.” Singing this song, the women of The Princess would 
have praised in a neatly satisfying chiasmus “the child so meek and wise, 
/ Who made us wise and mild!” “The Losing of the Child” provides a 
literal counterpart to Ida’s frustrated demand that women must “lose 
the child,” and confirms the Prince’s rejoinder that they should never 
“lose the childlike.” In fact, her father reports that Ida is wont to com-
pose “odes / About this losing of the child,” “dismal lyrics” that are per-
suasive and infectious enough to serve as rallying cries when Ida founds 
her university (1.139–141). Tennyson undercuts his heroine by making 
“The Losing of the Child” a memorable poetic phrase that betrays her. 
It transforms a desire to mature into a fear of child death; it reconfig-
ures feminine lyrical utterance, associating it not with fiercely rebellious 
manifestoes but with sentimental domestic fantasies that equate change 
with chaos. Ida, haunted by her babylike suitor and by Aglaïa, cannot lose 
the child. Like Psyche, she must regain it to achieve true womanhood. 
It comes back from the flood and becomes the hero of a cautionary tale.  
It cannot be forgotten or successfully repressed. Lyric-like, it resurfaces in 
memory. Indeed, “Then we brought him home again, / Peace and order 
come again, / The river sought his bound again, / The child was lost and 
found again” enacts its theme of inexorable return through mnemonically 
relentless iteration. The poet-critic Aubrey de Vere notes that this same 
dynamic appears throughout The Princess, which offers “a perpetual child-
protest against Ida’s Amazonian philosophy, which, if realised, would cast 
the whole of the child-like element out of the female character.”32

Anna Jane Barton observes that Ida’s odes and Tennyson’s rejected 
song are kept out of the text—but that several notable repetitions of 
“the losing of the child” (or its variants) make this phrase baby-like in its 
compelling curtailment. For Barton, the place of lyrics within blank verse 
corresponds to the place of the infant within a Victorian family. Children 
were simultaneously ideals of pure innocence and threatening figures who 
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would outlive and replace their caregivers; thus they were both protected 
by and cordoned off in nurseries. Barton describes what she calls “nursery 
poetics” in The Princess: “It is this impenetrable, languageless (literally, 
infantile) articulation uttered by the child in the nursery that I would like 
to name lyrical.” The mnemonic formal devices of lyric, as I will show, 
can resemble baby talk. Moreover, Barton confirms that Tennyson’s lyr-
ics represent vestiges of his earlier poetic style. Because he (like Ida) fails 
to repudiate or forget lyricism, his long poem does not “lose the child.” 
He barricades nursery lyrics within his narrative, but—since he shelters 
and nurtures them in the process—he cannot silence their cries. They are 
“memorial traces of Tennyson’s professional infancy.”33 Like the infantile 
and effeminate Prince, Tennyson does not consistently distance himself 
from a poetic mode often criticized as womanish or babyish. The next 
section expands these “Losing of the Child” themes into a sustained 
analysis of all the Princess songs, in which the interaction of memory and 
forgetting sheds new light on the gendering of genre, the relationship 
between lyric and narrative, the significance of Ida’s fate for the politics of 
this poem and for Tennyson’s poetic identity, and Victorian remembrance 
more generally.

The Days That Are No More: A Reading of the Princess Songs

There are eleven lyrics in The Princess, and they fall into four groups. 
First there are three intercalary songs, which—directly or indirectly—
demonstrate the counterintuitive power children derive from their 
smallness and inarticulateness. These lyrics, as if displaying the requisite 
humbleness, remain largely detached from the plot. Book 4 allows two 
blank-verse lyrics to break into the narrative, exacerbating the tension 
between story and songs until it reaches a dramatic breaking point. This 
drives lyric back out of the blank verse, and two more intercalary songs 
reconstruct the initial pattern—though lyric and narrative can no longer 
be kept neatly separated. Finally, as the last four lyrics enter not only the 
story but also Ida’s mouth, generic categories blend into and redefine 
one another. The key recurring themes and features of these lyrics are 
smallness, stasis, amnesia-inflected memory, mnemonic iteration, and the 
link between mothers and children. It is important to encounter the lyr-
ics in the order in which they appear; mimicking the reading experience 
reveals that songs at first offer unexpected and apparently free-standing 



78   V. Alfano

emotional appeals, then gradually tighten their connections to the plot 
and cue a revaluation of gender and genre.34

The first three intercalary songs accentuate littleness and repetition, 
demonstrating how strongly these qualities can influence hearts and 
minds. “As through the land at eve we went” appears between Books 1 
and 2. Though its speaker is male, it is of course sung by women.

As through the land at eve we went,
	 And plucked the ripened ears,
We fell out, my wife and I,
O we fell out I know not why,
	 And kissed again with tears.
And blessings on the falling out
	 That all the more endears,
When we fall out with those we love
	 And kiss again with tears!
For when we came where lies the child
	 We lost in other years,
There above the little grave,
O there above the little grave,
	 We kissed again with tears. (1^2.1–14)

The grave of their long-dead child reconciles a quarrelling couple by 
reducing them both to tears.35 Set at the end of the day and the waning 
of the year, this lyric dwells on moribund closure. Fittingly, Tennyson 
emphasizes formal truncation throughout. “As through the land” 
contains no words that are more than two syllables long; it includes 
five wholly monosyllabic lines; it is fourteen lines in length, but offers 
tetrameter and trimeter instead of sonnet-pentameter. These shorter 
meters, the staple of ballads and nursery rhymes, tend to sound anony-
mous and incantatory—which is apt for a poem that lends its speaker few 
idiosyncratic contours. This impersonality is reinforced by the poem’s 
chant-like repetitions, which continue to underscore diminution. It 
concludes with “There above the little grave, / O there above the little 
grave, / We kissed again with tears,” lines in which the rhyme of “grave” 
with itself calls attention to the fact that smallness is insisted on twice 
over. The fifth and sixth lines, both starting with “And,” rely on halting 
anaphora to tie their thoughts together. Even the near-replication of “fell 
[…] fell […] falling […] fall” suggests both tongue-tied stammering and 
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shrinking or dwindling. Imagery of transience and contraction will even-
tually help to scuttle Ida’s ambitions—as will the romantic reconciliation 
adumbrated in the thrice-invoked kiss, which mirrors the multiple repeti-
tions in “The Losing of the Child” (“We kissed again”) and foreshadows 
Aglaïa’s role in uniting Prince and Princess. The littleness of lyrics both 
lessons and lessens Ida, providing a linguistic and emotional model that 
she will struggle to resist. At the end of the epic, newly aware of herself 
as a sexual being, she imitates the wife in “As through the land”; both 
women allow children to awaken their affections, as the Prince is cast as 
both the insensible infant and the loving husband.

So although “As through the land” promotes quasi-inarticulate self-
withholding over fluent self-expression, this slight lyric—like the little 
child it describes—remains a source of strong sentiment. The repetitive 
brevity that creates an aesthetic of depersonalized attenuation is also a 
mnemonic device; children may pass away, and lyrics may pass by quickly, 
and for these very reasons they are difficult to forget. The song itself 
becomes a gravestone, a haunting marker of influential absence. Notably, 
the remembrances of “other years” that it encodes are vague and frag-
mentary. “As through the land” does little to individuate this couple or 
explain their child’s death. The labored monosyllables of “We fell out, 
my wife and I, / O we fell out I know not why” highlight the same 
kind of unmotivated, arbitrary emotion that drives “Tears, idle tears” 
(“I know not what they mean”). Lyric memory, while persistent, is shot 
through with amnesia. The male storytellers mention specific past inci-
dents in order to wrestle with knotty social issues and decide Ida’s fate, 
but the female singers dwell on sentimental themes that often involve 
hazy remembrance of things past. Men look forward while unfolding a 
lengthy and elaborate blank-verse plot, but women offer short stanzas 
that look backward while mourning losses that tend to remain intracta-
bly distant and indeterminate. And Ida herself demonstrates this kind of 
forgetful retrospection when she lets nostalgia eclipse her radical agenda. 
“As through the land,” like the two lyrics that follow it, shows that 
Tennyson’s sweet-sounding songs do take on polemical authority in the 
context of the narrative. As they praise harmonious domesticity and dic-
tate women’s roles, their memorable lyrical techniques sweeten, disguise, 
and reinforce the persuasions of plot.

The next intercalary song, which appears between Books 2 and 3, is 
spoken by a mother who coos to her baby in hypnotic falling meters.
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Sweet and low, sweet and low,
	 Wind of the western sea,
Low, low, breathe and blow,
	 Wind of the western sea!
Over the rolling waters go,
Come from the dying moon, and blow,
	 Blow him again to me;
While my little one, while my pretty one, sleeps.

Sleep and rest, sleep and rest,
	 Father will come to thee soon;
Rest, rest, on mother’s breast,
 	 Father will come to thee soon;
Father will come to his babe in the nest,
Silver sails all out of the west
	 Under the silver moon:
Sleep, my little one, sleep, my pretty one, sleep. (2^3.1–16)

This anonymous speaker’s oblique remembrances of past love (“blow him 
again to me”) enforce feminine stasis and passivity, as the nostalgic mother 
patiently waits and eschews narrative action while the father roams. “Father 
will come to his babe in the nest”: again, their child reunites a divided cou-
ple and ensures the continuance of the familial bond. Again, the child is 
small and silent but powerful—not dead this time, but sleeping. And the 
small lyric is powerful as well. The doubled redundancy of “Sleep and rest, 
sleep and rest,” the fact that each stanza contains only two rhyme-sounds, 
the recurrence of whole lines (“Wind of the western sea” and “Father will 
come to thee soon”): all emphasize the lullaby’s mnemonic as well as its 
soothing qualities. Just as a baby “on mother’s breast” keeps the memory 
of the absent father alive, so its infantile smallness and repetitiveness make 
this song memorable. The husband will return to the nest, and the lyric will 
return to the mind, echoing “The Losing of the Child” and anticipating the 
remembered friends who sail up from the underworld in “Tears, idle tears.” 
Ida’s intra-plot compliance with such insistent domesticity thus seems both 
conspicuous and unsurprising.

Here the devices of lyric repetition are so exaggerated that “Sweet 
and low” not only resembles a nursery rhyme but also verges on infantile 
babble. Lines like “Low, low, breathe and blow” and “Over the rolling 
waters go” turn internal rhyme and assonance into “O, O, O.” Baby talk, 
associated both with children’s speech and with women’s self-infantilizing 
speech to children, also surfaces elsewhere in The Princess. Telling Ida of 
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his youthful love for her, the Prince recalls: “I babbled for you, as babies 
for the moon […] With Ida, Ida, Ida, rang the woods” (4.408, 413). 
His impassioned recollections transform the eloquent Princess’s name 
into nonsensical prattle. When Psyche tearfully demands Aglaïa of Ida, 
she speaks in broken child-like iterations: “Mine—mine—not yours, / It 
is not yours, but mine” (6.124–125). Longing for her baby, she begins 
to talk like one. Like the meek silence of the once-outspoken Ida at the 
end of The Princess, Psyche’s inarticulate state speaks volumes; she was an 
inspiring lecturer, but maternal devotion leaves her with almost “no lan-
guage but a cry” (In Memoriam 54.20).36 And on regaining her infant, 
Psyche “mouth[s] and mumble[s] it” (6.196) in near-bestial fashion. 
When Ida voices her preference for heroic acts over children, she tells 
the Prince that “[h]owe’er you babble, great deeds cannot die.” Here 
she dismisses the lyrical love-speech that she will later accept—and that 
“Sweet and low” has already put in the mouths of women.

Images of diminishment, as in the first intercalary song, pervade 
“Sweet and low.” Even the two lines that could be scanned as pentameter 
(“While my little one, while my pretty one, sleeps” and “Sleep, my lit-
tle one, sleep, my pretty one, sleep”) are adamantly iterative and “little”; 
the moon is dying; the repeated word “low” indicates smallness and hum-
bleness as well as the wind’s gentleness. Falling in love, Ida will also fall 
from epic stature into a similarly pared-down and quiescent lyric aesthetic 
that rejects progressive action. Indeed, The Princess consistently associates 
Ida’s change of heart with the language of reduction and lowering. A new 
affection “beat[s] her down” at the Prince’s bedside, mirroring Lilia’s 
declaration that “convention beats [women] down” (Prologue 128). Ida 
reflects on “the woman’s fallen divinity,” mourning the “[d]warfs of the 
gynaeceum” who are “[c]ramped under” by custom (3.207, 261–262). 
But later, with a “drooping languor” stealing “[d]own through her 
limbs,” she describes her budding tenderness: it “drags me down / From 
my fixt height” (6.251, 288–289). Liberated intellectual elevation again 
gives way to restricted sentimental lowness.37 The last line of “Sweet and 
low” accentuates compact stillness, as repeating “sleep” three times (and 
placing it at the beginning and end of the line) creates an emblem of min-
iaturized docility and self-enclosure. And though it is only indirectly rele-
vant to the plot, this song appears after a mention of “solemn psalms, and 
silver litanies, / The work of Ida, to call down from Heaven / A blessing 
on her labours for the world” (2.453–455). A song that is both childish 
and maternal replaces Ida’s feminist compositions.
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“The splendour falls on castle walls,” located between Books 3 and 4, 
contains similar themes.

	 The splendour falls on castle walls
		  And snowy summits old in story:
	 The long light shakes across the lakes,
		  And the wild cataract leaps in glory.
Blow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes flying,
Blow, bugle; answer, echoes, dying, dying, dying.

	 O hark, O hear! how thin and clear,
		  And thinner, clearer, farther going!
	 O sweet and far from cliff and scar
		  The horns of Elfland faintly blowing!
Blow, let us hear the purple glens replying:
Blow, bugle; answer, echoes, dying, dying, dying.

	 O love, they die in yon rich sky,
		  They faint on hill or field or river:
	 Our echoes roll from soul to soul,
		  And grow for ever and for ever.
Blow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes flying,
And answer, echoes, answer, dying, dying, dying. (3^4.1–18)

In a poem that privileges evocative repetition over plotted progres-
sion, a nameless speaker again presents images of diminution and col-
lapse that forecast Ida’s fate. The word “falls,” variants of which recur 
in “As through the land,” returns. The sun sets, the music of the horns 
grows thinner, echoes die and faint. “O hark, O hear” sinks into redun-
dancy. And remembrance falters too. While the decelerating pattern of 
three consecutive stressed syllables in “long light shakes” and “yon rich 
sky” reflects an attempt to emphasize and preserve a transient moment 
of vision, to stop it from disappearing into the past or its memory from 
vanishing, the melancholy fading trochees of “answer, echoes, answer, 
dying, dying, dying” eventually take over. This song describes “snowy 
summits old in story,” projecting itself into a nebulous past; fittingly, it 
clings to weakening echoes, dim memorial traces of an increasingly dis-
tant (“farther going”) original event that haunt an indistinct landscape 
of “hill or field or river.” Reviving and reiterating the word “dying,” far 
from counteracting its significance or bringing Elfland any nearer, only 
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adds a sense of spellbound unreality to the feeling of loss and forgetful 
retrospection that Ida will soon experience as well.

Yet alongside the imagery of amnesiac attenuation, and masked by the 
return of this poem’s refrain, is a more confident proclamation: “Our 
echoes roll from soul to soul, / And grow for ever and for ever.” This 
description of radical durability signals the lyric’s persistently memora-
ble nature, which is underscored by its internal rhymes (“falls / walls,” 
“shakes / lakes”) and its childishly repetitive chant of “for ever and for 
ever.” But the “soul to soul” lines have another related meaning, espe-
cially because they are addressed to a “love.” Infants, featuring promi-
nently in the first two songs, seem absent from “The splendour falls.” 
James R. Kincaid, though, proposes that this incongruous vision of 
growth refers to childbearing. The contrast between dying echoes and 
swelling echoes maps onto Ida’s misguided longing for fame and The 
Princess’s endorsement of loving domesticity.38 The former is ephem-
eral, the latter long-lasting. Ida may have “great deeds / For issue”  
(3.226–227), but this lyric hints that her immortality will instead be 
assured through procreation, or what the Prince calls “sowing the 
To-be” (7.273). Exalting maternity, lyrics are themselves babylike as 
their formal memorability—which bolsters their ability to persuade and 
convert Ida—mirrors physical reproduction as a form of endurance.

Ida’s implicit rejection of the dreamy gorgeousness of “The splendour 
falls,” though this lyric is not heard within her inset-narrative, is appar-
ent not only in her doubts about motherhood but also in the more sci-
entific approach she takes to sunset in the first lines of Book 4: “There 
sinks the nebulous star we call the Sun, / If that hypothesis of theirs 
be sound.” The medley anxiously offers both sonic beauty in the lyrics 
and topical engagement in the epic tale, but here the exaggerated ped-
antry of Ida’s assertion subtly affirms the superiority of the former mode. 
Tennyson’s poetic identity is at stake as he negotiates questions of gen-
der and genre, displacing potentially effeminate lyric speech onto female 
speakers (speakers who are more conventionally womanly than Ida) even 
as he tacitly extols it.

“Tears, idle tears” is the first song to be sung within the inset- 
narrative, and this sudden intrusion brings the generic tensions of The 
Princess to the fore. Until now, lyric has threatened Ida’s epic world from 
outside—though this narrative ultimately works against her, and the 
songs in fact support the momentum of the men’s plot. But now lyric 
shows its hand by insinuating itself into the poem proper. It brings the 
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ambitious Ida face-to-face with a form that connects its female practi-
tioners to childlikeness, regression, miniaturization, and the vacant solip-
sism of vague nostalgia.

	 Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean,
Tears from the depth of some divine despair
Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes,
In looking on the happy Autumn-fields,
And thinking of the days that are no more.

	 Fresh as the first beam glittering on a sail,
That brings our friends up from the underworld,
Sad as the last which reddens over one
That sinks with all we love below the verge;
So sad, so fresh, the days that are no more.

	 Ah, sad and strange as in dark summer dawns
The earliest pipe of half-awakened birds
To dying ears, when unto dying eyes
The casement slowly grows a glimmering square;
So sad, so strange, the days that are no more.

	 Dear as remembered kisses after death,
And sweet as those by hopeless fancy feigned
On lips that are for others; deep as love,
Deep as first love, and wild with all regret;
O Death in Life, the days that are no more. (4.21–40)

The student who performs “Tears, idle tears” demonstrates the appropri-
ate emotional response: “She ended with such passion that the tear, / She 
sang of, shook and fell” (4.41–42). This display of self-perpetuating wom-
anly weakness awakens Ida’s disdain, and she takes pains to distance herself 
from the spectacle of the lamenting maiden and from the song’s yearning 
for days gone by. “Well needs it we should cram our ears with wool” when 
hearing such echoes from “the mouldered lodges of the Past,” declares 
the Princess, mocking the first line of the song as she repudiates “fancies 
hatched / In silken-folded idleness” (4.45–49).

Many analyses of this well-known and formally self-contained song 
wrench it out of its narrative setting, creating a misleading cultural 
memory of Victorian lyric. But I read it in context. With the preceding 
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songs and the epic framework in mind, this poem’s form is highly signifi-
cant; its presence in the narrative allows it to be rendered in blank verse 
rather than rhymed trimeter or tetrameter. So although lyric and plot still 
diverge in important ways, the two are no longer tidily separated. Songs 
are now subject to Ida’s criticism, but they also have a chance to appeal 
to her directly. Moreover, story and songs in The Princess will now begin 
to interact with and transform each other.

In accommodating lyric, the narrative explicitly thematizes generic 
debate. “Tears, idle tears” sets off a singing contest, which unfolds as 
follows: the disguised Prince answers Ida’s condemnation with a fal-
setto love-song. Then Ida replies that her own productions, “Valkyrian 
hymns” and exhibitions of “the passion of the prophetess,” are far 
worthier than his trivial ditty. Poetic attention is “duer unto freedom, 
force and growth / Of spirit than to junketing and love,” she claims, 
for “great is song / Used to great ends” (4.119–124). Cyril’s saucy 
rejoinder is the “careless tavern-catch” that forces the Prince to reveal 
his identity with a “Forbear, Sir” (4.139, 144). Aghast and furious at the 
presence of men—or is she more enraged at the frivolous little song that 
resists her utilitarian approach to poetry?—Ida literalizes lyric falling-
imagery by tumbling into the river. Her helplessness permits the Prince 
to shore up his masculine credentials and complete a heroic rescue. This 
sets off the chain of events (the tournament, the conversion of Ida’s 
college into a hospital, the sickbed scene) that leads to the Princess’s 
capitulation. The volatile and unwonted interaction of lyric and narra-
tive causes the plot to swerve drastically. And Cyril’s song, full of mate-
rial “[u]nmeet for ladies” (4.141), also violates the association of lyric 
with femininity. Both gender-boundaries and genre-boundaries are trans-
gressed. But this infringement, even as it introduces narrative twists, 
prompts the plot to compensate by correcting its irregularities; the men 
stop cross-dressing and take bold action on the battlefield, Ida renounces 
her educational project, lovers couple off, and all the lyrics henceforward 
are sung or read by women. Heeding the demands of Ida, whose criti-
cisms of lyric sound like those of his own reviewers, Tennyson also uses 
lyric to put her in her place. As Laurence Lerner says about Ida’s early 
disapproval of melancholy song, “it meant rejecting Tennyson: what 
could he do in return except betray her?”39

“Tears, idle tears,” in initiating contact between song and inset- 
narrative, makes the generic contrast clear by declining to depict events 
or character. Its wistful speaker is almost entirely unindividuated, and 
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even the gender of the lovers it describes, often a central concern in the 
songs, is not specified. The “I” itself disappears after the first line, to be 
replaced by “we”; at one point, the speaker can summon only a deper-
sonalized definite article (“the heart” rather than “my heart”). Most sit-
uational details are filtered through metaphor. “Tears from the depth of 
some divine despair” reinforces both the poem’s non-particularity and its 
inhumanity. Its speaker is earnest but undefined, the cause of its grief is 
ambiguous, and the unrecoverable pastness it struggles to mourn is gen-
eral. The lyrical invasion of “Tears, idle tears” gives rise to emotion that 
is generic in both senses.

Crucially, here the perceiving self is both constituted and evacuated 
by its indeterminate recollections. It is not jarring when the speaker sud-
denly inhabits the perspective of a dying person, because memory itself 
has become a death in life. Ordinarily “[o]ne forgets or remembers some-
thing,” but “Tennyson drives us to a land where there is no something, 
where what we find is so much nothing that there may be no we to expe-
rience it”; though the poem expresses what Tennyson calls “the pas-
sion of the past” (“It is the distance that charms me in the landscape”), 
memory’s origins and motivations remain unexplained.40 Remembrance 
is figured as desire that can never be satisfied because it is unanchored 
and undirected—futile nostalgia for its own sake, “all regret” instead of 
any nameable regret. “I know not what they mean”: it seems that the 
idle tears of lyric are impersonal and opaque, obscuring distinctive self-
hood. Thus lost days are both “fresh” and “strange.” Elusive memories 
constantly renew themselves, but they continue to be as uncannily half-
recognizable as friends returned from the underworld.

This song is also determinedly self-negating and non-teleological, 
which highlights its dissimilarity to the men’s plot. Fields that are happy 
are at the same time forebodingly autumnal, and the “first beam” of sun-
rise that touches the arriving ship (“up from the underworld”) is jux-
taposed with the “last” beam of sunset that touches the departing ship 
(“sinks […] below the verge”). In the third stanza, fading and dilation 
balance one another. Waking birds meet dying ears; dawn meets darken-
ing eyes; the casement “grows a glimmering square,” but this imagery 
of growth signals the occlusion of vision and the onset of death. And 
“Death in Life” replaces even this decisive occurrence with a state of 
thwarted limbo. Sonic pairs, such as the “tears / mean” and “rise / 
eyes” couplings that begin and end the first and third lines, reinforce 
this poem’s inert and repetitive self-enclosure—which James Richardson 
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reads through the lens of faltering memory, arguing that the end of such 
lines “vaguely remember[s] the beginning.”41

The refrain of “Tears, idle tears” is a structural reflection of this amne-
siac circularity. It ensures that each stanza is an immobile tableau, for-
mally closed but thematically unresolved. Marking out the passing of 
intrapoetic time, it also suspends sequential advancement through time: 
every image from various stages of life, each temporal permutation, ine-
luctably becomes part of the past as it cues an unremitting focus on the 
paralyzed and unchanging assonance of “the days that are no more.” 
But even while repeating it, the poem refuses to elucidate this phrase. 
These days are “Fresh […] Sad […] So sad, so fresh […] Ah, sad and 
strange […] so sad, so strange.” Adjectives intensify (“Sad […] So sad”), 
then shift into gentle bewilderment (“Ah, sad”), then slip back into the 
same now-dulled intensification (“So sad”). Memorable though it is, 
the refrain records only frustrating failures to revive or grasp the past 
(even the final stanza’s descriptive flurry of “dear,” “sweet,” “deep,” and 
“wild” does not clarify it, and even “remembered kisses” are confined to 
a time “after death” while mixing with those “feigned” by fancy). Just as 
the days that are no more can be neither recalled nor forgotten, just as 
they no longer truly exist yet have not wholly vanished, so “the days that 
are no more” balances insistent repetition against stubborn imprecision. 
Mnemonic devices are also devices of obsessive yet anonymous emotion; 
Tennyson’s lyric takes a perverse pleasure in both dwelling on and emp-
tying such emotion.

In its static non-progressions, in its reliance on loose associative ties 
rather than orderly logical ones (the last three stanzas begin with “Fresh 
as […] Ah, sad and strange as […] Dear as,” as if casting about for new 
adjectives), and in its amnesiac refrain, “Tears, idle tears” epitomizes 
the function of feminized songs (and feminized lyric memory) in The 
Princess. This childlike poem cannot develop. It offers no cogent narra-
tive, making no headway toward consolation or increased self-awareness 
or understanding of the past. Douglas-Fairhurst identifies the lyric’s for-
getful qualities as babyish, observing that refrain can be “invested with a 
past without being said to remember anything, as a child’s genealogy will 
be revealed in its growth”; Daniel Albright also speaks of its “infantile 
feeling without an object, feeling-in-itself.”42

Although dwelling on “the days that are no more” drains this speaker 
of identifying characteristics, it is possible to describe the emotions of 
“Tears, idle tears” more precisely. The poem was composed at Tintern 
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Abbey, which Tennyson calls “full for me of its bygone memories” and 
of “the sense of the abiding in the transient.”43 This lyric is haunted by 
remembrances of another poet’s remembrances, which again seems to 
distance it from personal retrospection. But Wordsworth’s invocation of 
the past ultimately clarifies Tennyson’s nostalgia: private yet universal, 
particular yet vague, it is the feeling of loss that comes from growing 
up. Thus it is doubly childish. First, though Ida requests a tune because 
“lightlier move / The minutes fledged with music” (4.18–19), it seeks 
to use lyrical form to freeze or recapture fleeting time and so escape age 
and death (thus the juxtaposition of “abiding” and “transient”); second, 
it is so attenuated and vestigial an emotion that the speaker of “Tears, 
idle tears” cannot name it. It is an undeveloped longing for unattainable 
immaturity, a lament over onrushing temporality itself.

Both thematically and formally, then, “Tears, idle tears” poses a chal-
lenge to the Princess’s endorsement of female maturation (the “losing 
of the child”) and of social change (which mimics personal growth on a 
larger historical scale). Its amnesiac memory removes it from the action, 
immediacy, clear causation, linear chronology, and specific knowledge 
of the men’s plot. Its details—a tear, a bird, a window—seem dispa-
rate rather than coherent. Instead of individual agency and a focus on 
the present, it depicts unwilled fixation on the dim long-ago. Impotent 
yearning and enervating reminiscence replace noble deeds and farsighted 
concern with the future (“growth / Of spirit”) as feminine concerns, 
just as “hopeless fancy” replaces hope. Enticingly undeveloped, childlike 
in its non-purposive power, this small poem is a baby figure that helps 
turn Ida into a loving mother rather than an activist: “Tears, idle tears” 
sets off a chain of events that derails her ambitions for poetry and for 
womankind. Trapped by memorably repetitive and anonymous stan-
zas that enforce emotive self-forgetting, she begins her journey toward 
love-songs and marriage. This lyric’s speaker and its female singer, like 
the softening “As through the land” wife, anticipate Ida’s self-defeating 
and self-estranging recitations at the Prince’s bedside. Demonstrating 
the interwoven nature of lyric remembrance and amnesia, the Princess’s 
version of this poem’s indistinct memorial preoccupations will involve 
forgetting her own well-laid plans as she sinks into the past. So its con-
spicuous divergence from Tennyson’s plot is precisely what allows 
“Tears, idle tears” to shape and support that plot.

It is unsurprising that Ida disapproves of this song; shortly before it 
began, in fact, she had argued that womankind must continue to evolve. 
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“Let the past be past,” she therefore retorts, frowning on any poem that 
“moans about the retrospect” in favor of works rich with hopeful “hues /  
Of promise” (4.58, 67–69). Yet “the days that are no more” make mul-
tiple claims on Ida—via the remembrance of her youthful marriage-troth, 
as hinted by this song’s tribute to Wordsworth, but also via a literary tra-
dition that often links lyric form to feminized sentiment. When the Prince 
aspires to return with his bride to a “statelier Eden” (7.277) of perfected 
domesticity, even his vision of progress is figured as regression (much 
as infants signify both futurity and pastness). Ironically, the very purity 
of the ungendered “Tears, idle tears” speaker’s emotional imperatives 
obliges Ida to comply with the gendered designs of plot, and to emulate 
the longed-for state of childlike innocence that inspires this song’s nostal-
gia. Lyric, which betrays Tennyson by turning his epic poem into a dis-
continuous generic hybrid, betrays Ida too.

Making his voice “maidenlike as far / As I could ape their treble” 
(4.73–74), the Prince responds to Ida and underscores his androgyny by 
recalling and performing a love-song. His blank-verse poem is a parodic 
version of the preceding lyrics. It replaces the sorrowful maiden who 
sings “Tears, idle tears” with a croaking cross-dresser—apparently the 
Prince’s falsetto is less than convincing, as “still my voice / Rang false” 
(4.102–103)—and its repetitive structure is anything but subtle.

	 O Swallow, Swallow, flying, flying South,
Fly to her, and fall upon her gilded eaves,
And tell her, tell her, what I tell to thee.

	 O tell her, Swallow, thou that knowest each,
That bright and fierce and fickle is the South,
And dark and true and tender is the North.

	 O Swallow, Swallow, if I could follow, and light
Upon her lattice, I would pipe and trill,
And cheep and twitter twenty million loves.

	 O were I thou that she might take me in,
And lay me on her bosom, and her heart
Would rock the snowy cradle till I died.

	 Why lingereth she to clothe her heart with love,
Delaying as the tender ash delays
To clothe herself, when all the woods are green?
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	 O tell her, Swallow, that thy brood is flown:
Say to her, I do but wanton in the South,
But in the North long since my nest is made.

	 O tell her, brief is life but love is long,
And brief the sun of summer in the North,
And brief the moon of beauty in the South.

	 O Swallow, flying from the golden woods,
Fly to her, and pipe and woo her, and make her mine,
And tell her, tell her, that I follow thee. (4.75–98)

The delicate echo of “Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes” has given 
way to a first line in which fully half the words are immediately reduplicated. 
“Swallow, Swallow […] flying, flying […] tell her, tell her”: the Prince has 
practically developed a stammer. His reiterative diction, which delays the 
“tell her” command only to give it twice, is ludicrously non-progressive. 
Moreover, the song’s pairing of “Swallow” with “follow” (a clichéd avian 
rhyme to rival “love / dove”), its excessive use of the hackneyed “O” to 
open stanzas, and its reception in the plot (the women stare and laugh) 
highlight the embarrassing nature of unmanly lyric—and also imply that 
Tennyson intended it in part as a joke.44 Lyric, epitomized in “Tears, idle 
tears,” is now absurdly exaggerated and stretched to its breaking point. This 
is the only one of The Princess’s eleven songs to be sung by a man within 
the inset-narrative; as befits his role as a female impersonator experiment-
ing with a feminized genre, the Prince’s take on lyric is downright campy. 
Song will soon become explicitly comical in Cyril’s unrecorded tavern-ditty 
of “Moll and Meg” (4.140). And lyric gone overboard pushes Ida over 
the edge, setting off the damsel-in-distress near-drowning episode that will 
impel her toward wifehood and motherhood.

As if anticipating these events, the Swallow song emphasizes its own 
infantile traits. “Sweet and low” may have been sing-song and babbling, 
but the Prince’s poem is overwrought with twee onomatopoeia: the 
speaker longs to “pipe and trill / And cheep and twitter twenty million 
loves.” He harks back to the first set of intercalary lyrics in his reliance on 
iterated smallness. “Fall upon,” recalling the repetitions of “fall” in “As 
through the land,” taps into the imagery of diminution and stasis associ-
ated with Ida’s conversion. “O tell her, brief is life […] And brief the sun 
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of summer […] And brief the moon of beauty.” Lyric, with its “jewels 
five-words-long” that “[s]parkle for ever” (2.355–357), here intimates 
that babylike littleness is one source of its aesthetic power and endurance 
(which Ida corroborates by observing that “slight” love-songs [4.109] 
can break the hearts of weak women); indeed, both its brevity and its 
familiar diction contribute to the song’s mnemonic nature.

This lyric’s resemblance to hauntingly memorable babble is confirmed 
by its child imagery. The Prince, in his avian alter ego, fantasizes that the 
beloved might “lay me on her bosom, and her heart / Would rock the 
snowy cradle till I died.” Here he is a baby figure, relishing helplessness 
and longing to settle into a “nest” like one of the bird’s “brood.”45 He 
attempts seduction not by eroticizing Ida but by infantilizing himself; 
when he hopes that she will put an end to her titillating delay (a delay 
both reinscribed and challenged by songs like this one) and “clothe her 
heart with love,” that affectionate bosom is more maternal than sexual. 
The emphasis on comical transvestism in this episode has already begun 
to make Ida’s dream of gender equality seem more silly than splendid, 
and the twinned persuasions of the lyric and the babyish Prince prepare 
her for a descent into the river and into nuptial compliance. Again, the 
anti-narrative nature of this echoic little song—in which syntactical dou-
bling-back appears in place of overt concern with remembrance—is what 
lets it strengthen the narrative’s anti-feminist agenda.

Once the generic debate initiated by lyric’s entrance into plot has 
degenerated into Cyril’s tavern-catch, story and songs are again briefly 
segregated. It is as if Tennyson anxiously demonstrates that he can be 
wholly immersed in epic action and wholly immersed in sonic beauty, 
that he need not sacrifice or dilute either mode. (In the process, how-
ever, treacherous lyric reinforces its connection to the marginalized 
female singers and its unmanly disposition.) In fact, the formal strictures 
of intercalary songs now intensify, underlining their distinctness from 
narrative—although this overemphasized separation also reminds read-
ers of the thematic links that have been developing between lyrics and 
plot. “Thy voice is heard through rolling drums,” which Lilia sings solo 
between Books 4 and 5, accentuates the proper role of women and of 
songs: both supplement action without taking part in it directly, as Lilia’s 
lyric tacitly foreshadows the narrative’s violent tournament. This, then, is 
a song about the place of songs within blank verse.
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Thy voice is heard through rolling drums,
	 That beat to battle where he stands;
Thy face across his fancy comes,
	 And gives the battle to his hands:
A moment, while the trumpets blow,
	 He sees his brood about thy knee;
The next, like fire he meets the foe,
	 And strikes him dead for thine and thee. (4^5.1–8)

Just as women in the frame-narrative of The Princess use unassuming 
lyrics to exercise a “silent influence” (Conclusion 15) that counteracts 
the male tendency toward burlesque, just as dead or sleeping infants 
are compelling in their stillness, so the female addressee of “Thy voice 
is heard” is the mute and passive inspiration behind her husband’s war-
time courage. Her voice is heard and her face appears, but only through 
the distancing medium of remembrance. Lyric-like, children also insti-
gate strong instinctive emotion when recalled to memory: on recollect-
ing “his brood” about his wife’s knee, a warrior attacks the enemy. Both 
children and nostalgia apparently quell women’s rebellious tendencies 
but arouse men’s righteous ferocity.

After her solo, her chance to take on Ida-esque magnificence, Lilia 
orders the men to cease their mockery and portray women as “great and 
good” (4^5.23). Nonetheless, the narrator refers condescendingly to her 
“warbling fury” (4^5.10), and her little lyric—at eight lines long, the 
shortest in The Princess—bears a formal resemblance to a nursery rhyme. 
Its iambic tetrameter is steadier, its simple ababcdcd rhyme scheme more 
regular, than any other song thus far. Monosyllables abound: “The next, 
like fire he meets the foe, / And strikes him dead for thine and thee.” 
Every line is endstopped and chant-like. Bolstering traditional gender roles 
via conventional and memorable form, this childish song re-establishes the 
place of female-coded lyric outside the male-dominated plot.46 Ironically, 
in so doing, it again supports the plot trajectory.

“Home they brought her warrior dead” appears between Books 5 and 6; 
it continues to reinforce the formal division between story and songs, which 
again has the effect of causing them to converge conceptually.

Home they brought her warrior dead:
	 She nor swooned, nor uttered cry:
All her maidens, watching, said,
	 “She must weep or she will die.”
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Then they praised him, soft and low,
	 Called him worthy to be loved,
Truest friend and noblest foe;
	 Yet she neither spoke nor moved.

Stole a maiden from her place,
	 Lightly to the warrior stept,
Took the face-cloth from the face;
	 Yet she neither moved nor wept.

Rose a nurse of ninety years,
	 Set his child upon her knee –
Like summer tempest came her tears –
	 “Sweet my child, I live for thee.” (5^6.1–16)

Although its lifeless hero and woeful heroine echo the Prince and Ida, 
this poem’s versification contrasts starkly with the blank verse that sur-
rounds it. Like “Thy voice is heard,” it is set in steady tetrameter and in a 
regular abab rhyme scheme. It may be the sequel to Lilia’s song, depict-
ing the death of the man who battled for his “brood.” Now it is his wife 
who is affected by their infant and her persistent memories, though in 
a sentimental rather than an action-based context; she does not weep 
over her slain husband until a nurse sets “[the husband’s] child upon 
her knee.” This child—a symbol of memory’s demands portrayed in 
formally mnemonic stanzas—recalls the mother to her situation, to her 
duty, to the version of her dead spouse preserved in her living baby. Her 
stubborn refusal to move is also a refusal to be moved, but she displays 
the necessary emotion at last, and this break in her resolve is reflected 
rhythmically. “Like summer tempest came her tears” represents the first 
disruption of this poem’s smooth anacreontics. It is eight syllables, not 
seven, and the accelerated flutter of “Like summer tempest” (rather than, 
say, “In a tempest”) mirrors the woman’s passionate outcry. She is a dou-
ble both for the newly domestic Ida, whose future will be in children and 
love-songs rather than the “great deeds” she admires, and for the hys-
terically maternal Psyche. “Sweet my child, I live for thee” evokes Cyril’s 
injunction to his beloved: “live, dear lady, for your child” (5.77). And 
the phrase “soft and low” revisits “Sweet and low.” It seems that little 
songs and little children require women to learn softness and diminution 
and nostalgia, and that women’s narrative fate will be adumbrated by the 
anti-narrative devices of brief and iterative lyric.
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But there is a notable exception. Ida’s post-tournament song of tri-
umph, “Our enemies have fallen,” appears within the plot. It is the first 
of four lyrics that will be (explicitly or implicitly) spoken by Ida, and that 
will gradually redefine the relationship between story and songs. Here, 
the Princess reveals a different side of lyric.

	 Our enemies have fallen, have fallen: the seed,
The little seed they laughed at in the dark,
Has risen and cleft the soil, and grown a bulk
Of spanless girth, that lays on every side
A thousand arms and rushes to the Sun.

	 Our enemies have fallen, have fallen: they came;
The leaves were wet with women’s tears: they heard
A noise of songs they would not understand:
They marked it with the red cross to the fall,
And would have strown it, and are fallen themselves.

	 Our enemies have fallen, have fallen: they came,
The woodmen with their axes: lo the tree!
But we will make it faggots for the hearth,
And shape it plank and beam for roof and floor,
And boats and bridges for the use of men.

	 Our enemies have fallen, have fallen: they struck;
With their own blows they hurt themselves, nor knew
There dwelt an iron nature in the grain:
The glittering axe was broken in their arms,
Their arms were shattered to the shoulder blade.

	 Our enemies have fallen, but this shall grow
A night of Summer from the heat, a breadth
Of Autumn, dropping fruits of power: and rolled
With music in the growing breeze of Time,
The tops shall strike from star to star, the fangs
Shall move the stony bases of the world. (6.17–42)

This fierce blank-verse poem revises many of The Princess’s lyrical con-
ventions, most notably in its lack of concern with nebulous remembrance 
or domestic love. It renders “the hearth,” alongside “boats and bridges 
for the use of men,” as a concrete and constructible object rather than 
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an icon of idealized and feminized home-life. It reassigns descent and 
attenuation to the defeated men—every stanza starts with “Our enemies 
have fallen,” repetition that is anything but humble or soothing—while 
claiming images of development and expansion for women: Ida describes 
a “little seed” that has “risen […] and grown a bulk / Of spanless girth,” 
floating her song forth on the “growing breeze of Time.” Modest small-
ness is repudiated and its proponents mocked. She also transmutes the 
theme of procreation into metaphor, producing “fruits of power” instead 
of children. “Strike from star to star” rewrites in martial key the gentle 
maternal hint of “roll from soul to soul” in “The splendour falls,” blaz-
ing a new trail to immortality via “great deeds / For issue.” Mournful 
and unanchored nostalgia gives way to detailed accounts of a specific 
recent event—and to confident prophecy, as Ida predicts that her cause 
will “move the stony bases of the world.” Frequent enjambment replaces 
the endstopping that associated the last two intercalary songs with child-
ish chanting. Ida warns that a revolution is at hand; her enemies have 
heard “songs they would not understand,” and readers may have under-
estimated the authority of female lyrical speech.

However, this ambitious song is undermined by its place within the 
men’s plot, as Ida’s attempt to integrate lyric and narrative modes backfires. 
She recites it from atop the battlements “[w]ith Psyche’s babe in arm” 
(6.15): as Alisa Clapp-Itnyre points out, “[b]y including the baby in their 
description, the male narrators align [Ida] with the simplicities of a child 
and assign her a domestic role instead of her chosen political one.”47 The 
oracular Princess is unaware that the infantile plunder she holds will soon 
melt her heart and bring her down from her lofty position—even as mne-
monic lyrics do the same. In Ida’s own words, holding Aglaïa to her breast 
“seemed to charm from thence / The wrath I nursed against the world” 
(5.426–427). Her proud victory, which here turns song into “scraps of 
thundrous Epic” (2.353), will be short-lived. Ida’s vision of flourishing 
seeds ultimately only emphasizes her own bodily barrenness, motivating 
her eventual descent into the fertile valley of “Come down, O maid.”

The lyric between Books 6 and 7 confirms that story and songs are 
not operating independently. Previous intercalary interludes have related 
to the inset-tale only obliquely. It is not obvious why “As through the 
land,” for example, should appear as the three disguised men enter Ida’s 
college. But lyric now shapes and reinforces plot through both formal 
strategies and content; “Ask me no more: the moon may draw the sea” is 
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directly connected to its narrative context (that is, Ida’s reluctant agree-
ment to lift her ban on men and turn her college into a hospital).

Ask me no more: the moon may draw the sea;
     The cloud may stoop from heaven and take the shape
     With fold to fold, of mountain or of cape;
But O too fond, when have I answered thee?
                   Ask me no more.

Ask me no more: what answer should I give?
     I love not hollow cheek or faded eye:
     Yet, O my friend, I will not have thee die!
Ask me no more, lest I should bid thee live;
                   Ask me no more.

Ask me no more: thy fate and mine are sealed:
     I strove against the stream and all in vain:
     Let the great river take me to the main:
No more, dear love, for at a touch I yield;
                   Ask me no more.   (6^7.1–15)

This lyric, in which the speaker unwillingly gives in to love, fits smoothly 
into the plot trajectory. In fact, it takes on clearer and more concrete ref-
erents when read with the narrative in mind. “I love not hollow cheek or 
faded eye: / Yet, O my friend, I will not have thee die!” could allude to 
the conventional posture of the spurned suitor (compare John Suckling’s 
“Why so pale and wan, fond lover?”), but it seems also to refer to the 
wounded Prince.48 “I strove against the stream and all in vain: / Let the 
great river take me to the main” has an obvious metaphorical meaning, 
but it could also evoke Ida’s plunge into the water. What’s more, as she 
agrees to tend the injured men, she sighs “I stagger in the stream […] 
let it be” (6.301–303). Both the choric frame-women and the Princess’s 
tormented inner monologue utter “Ask me no more.” Song’s anony-
mous yet feminized voice is now Ida’s voice as well. Treacherous lyric, 
which seemed to offer a brief respite from the story of her downfall, is 
bound up with plot’s progressions (though, ironically, it also betrays 
Tennyson by diluting or distracting from plot). Previously, it had inti-
mated this connection by lingering on the past and imposing dull immo-
bility on Ida. But now, even as it instead describes change and looks to 
the future, it does so in order to reiterate her change of heart.
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This last intercalary song dramatizes a moment of noncommittal 
hesitation—between isolated lyric and plot-linked lyric, between love 
and its denial. This liminality is reflected formally, as “Ask me no more” 
is the only song in The Princess to be both rhymed and set in pentam-
eter. “But” and “Yet,” in the first two stanzas, signal indecision. “The 
moon may draw the sea; / The cloud may stoop from heaven and take 
the shape […] of mountain or of cape” lets a reader imagine both this 
too-tempting descent and a speaker who chooses never to stoop or to 
re-form herself. And “Thy fate and mine are sealed,” besides implying 
that these fates are unchangeable, allows “sealed” to mean either “fused 
together” or “closed off, separated.” Recalling the refrain-based circular-
ity of “Tears, idle tears,” the phrase “ask me no more” starts and ends 
each stanza and so makes them into sealed-off units; the abba rhyme 
scheme further suggests self-containment, countering the poem’s erotic 
exigencies.

But this refrain also reveals incremental shifts that lead to a major 
reversal. Recurring seven times, “Ask me no more” begins to sound like 
protesting too much. Additionally, it places both a trochee at the start 
and a conspicuously shortened line at the end of every mostly-iambic 
stanza. Calling attention to itself by altering the meter and by unbalanc-
ing the self-contained stanzaic symmetry that it also helps to create, con-
veying both passionate overflow and resigned depletion via those short 
lines, “Ask me no more” is an ambivalent command that perversely 
intensifies the wish to be asked. Repetition again supplies a titillating and 
temporary delay. It also ensures that a sentiment—the desire to resist 
persuasion—can be both fixated upon and drained of meaning, made 
both memorable and forgettable. As the refrain signals first flat refusal 
and then uncertainty and finally inevitable capitulation, so the speaker’s 
addressee is called first “O too fond” and then “O my friend” and finally 
“dear love.” In its question-free last stanza, “Ask me no more” hints that 
asking is no longer necessary—“for at a touch I yield.”49 Lyric’s mne-
monically iterative structure, like its reinhabitable voice, foreshadows and 
encourages Ida’s acceptance of love; returning to the refrain, she enacts 
and internalizes the pattern of her gradual submission. Infants, notice-
ably absent from this song, linger at its edges. It is a self-conscious prel-
ude to marriage and childbearing. “Let the great river take me to the 
main” is not only surrender to love and not only Ida’s near-drowning, 
but also surrender to the erotic designs of the narrative. A tacit antici-
pation of the emergence of future generations takes precedence over 
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majestic solitude and the immortality provided by time-defying fame.50 
This song signals the end of female independence, as well as the end of 
lyric’s nominal independence from plot.

From a reader’s perspective, what is the significance of plot-points 
explicitly infiltrating the lyrics, even when those lyrics lie outside the nar-
rative? Does this generic fusion lend women’s songs a powerful new rel-
evance, letting them participate in the ongoing epic action rather than 
dwelling chiefly in hazy retrospection? Or does such fusion imply that 
female singers no longer have their own forum for self-expression, and 
are now made straightforwardly complicit in the male story of seduction? 
Was lyric a bait-and-switch that only appeared to offer an escape from 
the anti-feminist plot? Even as lyric betrays Tennyson by fracturing his 
long topical poem with feminized interludes, does it betray Ida by giv-
ing up any counterplotting potential? Both betrayals do seem to be in 
effect here. For the Princess, song is dangerously inextricable from narra-
tive; for her creator, song is dangerously detached from and antithetical 
to narrative; for both, the polished slightness of song threatens to thwart 
epic ambitions.

The figure of the child again elucidates questions of genre. Infants 
signify static diminution, but they also hold the promise of maturation. 
“Ask me no more” shows the babyish lyric growing out of its intercalary 
isolation and taking on a role in the teleological world of the marriage 
plot. Wives and mothers and especially children, appearing in the songs 
and sparking emotions that are echoed in the narrative, can now more 
easily compel Ida to resign herself to domesticity. In this way, even as 
the songs claim heightened authority, they force the women who sing 
them to dwindle and recede; the plot allows the last two intra-narrative 
lyrics to serve as thin disguises for the Prince’s voice, which enchants 
and subdues Ida by speaking through her. And particularly in the final 
song, which represents the most overt attempt to harmonize or unify 
Tennyson’s two poetic modes, it will become clear that the amnesiac 
nostalgia associated with children and with lyrics both supports and sub-
tly undermines these anti-feminist generic negotiations.

“Now sleeps the crimson petal” features drooping peacocks and 
infolding lilies that, as they slip into a lake, recall Ida’s near-drowning. 
Thus her recitation, which is three times specified to be “in low tones,” 
“low,” and “low-toned” (7.160, 177, 208), has the usual implications of 
dwindling and diminishment—especially given its function in the plot.
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	 Now sleeps the crimson petal, now the white;
Nor waves the cypress in the palace walk;
Nor winks the gold fin in the porphyry font:
The fire-fly wakens: waken thou with me.

	 Now droops the milkwhite peacock like a ghost,
And like a ghost she glimmers on to me.

	 Now lies the Earth all Danaë to the stars,
And all thy heart lies open unto me.

	 Now slides the silent meteor on, and leaves
A shining furrow, as thy thoughts in me.

	 Now folds the lily all her sweetness up,
And slips into the bosom of the lake:
So fold thyself, my dearest, thou, and slip
Into my bosom and be lost in me. (7.161–174)

Giving up fiery declamation in favor of song, Ida lets another voice—
that of this sonnet’s speaker, a double for the Prince, who writes love 
poetry—ventriloquize and silence her. Using the hauntingly undefined 
yet familiar quality of the lyrical “I” to draw parallels between her situ-
ation and that of the songs’ personae, she loses her idiosyncratic femi-
nist identity. This “Poet-princess” (3.256) now reads the words of others 
rather than composing her own “Valkyrian hymns.” She is not a Valkyrie 
who guides slain warriors, but a self-seducing nursemaid to an injured 
suitor; like a bird, she is “[r]apt in her song, and careless of the snare” 
(1.218). Love language, which Ida once dismissed as forgettable “bar-
ren verbiage” (2.40), becomes an enduring part of her consciousness and 
undoes her.51 As song and story meld, as lyric is enlisted in the service of 
plot, Ida’s role in the narrative is also lyricized.

Especially given its seductive context, “Now sleeps the crimson petal” 
is notable for the indeterminacy of its sexual imagery. If this is a woman 
speaking to a man, then it becomes difficult to account for the eroticism 
of “Now lies the earth all Danaë to the stars, / And all thy heart lies 
open unto me.” If it is the opposite, then what to do with “slip / Into 
my bosom and be lost in me”? Such gender confusion calls attention to 
the feminized position of the silent and passive Prince, whose persuasions 
are displaced into Ida’s mouth. But the narrative, aided by Ida’s lyric 
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recitations, will soon renormalize this inconsistency and so end the war 
between the sexes (the inset-story concludes with her patronizing lover 
telling the mute Princess to “[l]ay thy sweet hands in mine and trust to 
me” [7.345]). Despite the attempts of critics such as Beverly Taylor to 
read this song as an icon of complementary equality (and The Princess 
itself as pro-feminist), any elision of gender-based hierarchies here is only 
temporary.52

Uncertainties of gender aside, the recurring lyric emphasis on the 
heart is clear. Metaphorical bosoms are penetrated by folded lilies that 
reflect the songs’ self-enclosed smallness; perhaps “all thy heart lies open 
unto me” is less a sexual description than a reminder of Ida’s vulnera-
bility to the memorably insistent sentimentality of nostalgic lyrics. She 
is ventriloquized not just by the narrators, and not just by the Prince, 
but also by the anonymous and amnesiac voice of lyric itself, which sup-
presses her defiant tendencies by presenting itself as her own thoughts. 
The repetitive syntax of “Now sleeps the crimson petal,” particularly the 
“Now” that opens each stanza and the refrain-like “with me […] on to 
me […] unto me […] in me,” highlights its mnemonic nature. It also 
creates a trancelike atmosphere, fatal to Ida, in which history, identity, 
and situation can be all but forgotten—fitting for a poem in which a 
nameless ghost emblematizes impercipient retrospection.

And as in the slowly shifting “Ask me no more” chorus, this itera-
tion embodies lyric betrayal. Its mesmeric qualities conceal forceful 
intensity. Even the violence of Danaë’s rape is beautifully anaesthetized 
by a shimmering and somnolent landscape in which waking and sleep-
ing blend, harking back to the self-cancelling equilibrium of “Tears, 
idle tears.”53 Imperatives abound (“waken thou,” “fold thyself,” “slip /  
Into my bosom”), but their languorously soothing linguistic context dis-
guises their vigor. Sexuality seems wholly natural and unavoidable, every-
where and nowhere. It is suffused through the dreamily immobile scene, 
through the web of metaphors, and through the sensual play of sound 
(now/nor, waves/wakes, slides/slips). Most movement in “Now sleeps 
the crimson petal” is absorbed by stillness. That anaphoric “Now” is not 
exigent but infinitely suspended in an eternal present, shading into numb 
atemporality (does the first line imply that white and red petals sleep by 
turns, or sleep simultaneously?). “Now sleeps” is at first glance hard to 
distinguish from the visually similar “Nor waves […] Nor winks,” dem-
onstrating the twinning of motion with its negation.54 Ida’s new com-
pliance with plot is ensured via lyric repetition, misdirection, and stasis 
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that mask urgent erotic demands; for her, to remember this poem is to 
forget the self. Both Danaë and the Princess find their virginal isolation 
disrupted, but the shower of gold that penetrates Ida’s epic stronghold is 
not a child-begetting god but the childlike lyric.

Images of encompassment run throughout the poem. Even the unu-
sual arrangement of this sonnet’s stanzas—a quatrain, three couplets, 
then another quatrain—heightens this effect, as do Tennyson’s occasional 
enjambments; the hanging verbs in “leaves / A shining furrow” and “slip /  
Into my bosom” urge a reader’s eyes over the line-break, letting one line 
merge into the next. And as this song slips into Ida’s bosom, as one lover 
hopes to subsume the other, so lyric itself is apparently incorporated into 
plot, shaping the way in which events unfold even more directly than did 
“Tears, idle tears” and “O Swallow.” The final song, “Come down, O 
maid,” represents the culmination of lyric–narrative integration. Only two 
lines of narrative separate “Now sleeps the crimson petal” from “Come 
down, O maid.” But while the unrhymed pentameter of the former poem 
is divided into short stanzas, the latter blends in far more readily with its 
blank-verse context. Its frequent enjambments and caesurae balance its 
penchant for repetition, and it is the only intra-plot lyric rendered in one 
continuous verse paragraph.

	 Come down, O maid, from yonder mountain height:
What pleasure lives in height (the shepherd sang)
In height and cold, the splendour of the hills?
But cease to move so near the Heavens, and cease
To glide a sunbeam by the blasted Pine,
To sit a star upon the sparkling spire;
And come, for love is of the valley, come,
For love is of the valley, come thou down
And find him; by the happy threshold, he,
Or hand in hand with Plenty in the maize,
Or red with spirted purple of the vats,
Or foxlike in the vine; nor cares to walk
With Death and Morning on the silver horns,
Nor wilt thou snare him in the white ravine,
Nor find him dropt upon the firths of ice,
That huddling slant in furrow-cloven falls
To roll the torrent out of dusky doors:
But follow; let the torrent dance thee down
To find him in the valley; let the wild
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Lean-headed Eagles yelp alone, and leave
The monstrous ledges there to slope, and spill
Their thousand wreaths of dangling water-smoke,
That like a broken purpose waste in air:
So waste not thou; but come; for all the vales
Await thee; azure pillars of the hearth
Arise to thee; the children call, and I
Thy shepherd pipe, and sweet is every sound,
Sweeter thy voice, but every sound is sweet;
Myriads of rivulets hurrying through the lawn,
The moan of doves in immemorial elms,
And murmuring of innumerable bees. (7.177–207)

This song continues the gender-bending self-seduction of its prede-
cessor. As she reads it aloud, Ida gives voice to a shepherd who implores 
his beloved to descend from the harsh mountains to the bucolic valley. 
She combines the authority of male-gendered plotting with the charms 
of feminine lyricism in order to enforce conformity in herself, becoming 
“meek” and “mild” and tongue-tied after her recitation (7.210–211), 
moving from icy remoteness toward warm domesticity. The mountain 
is linked to solitary distinctness, with eagles that “yelp alone” and with 
Death, the ultimate figure of separation. The “silver horns,” the “furrow-
cloven falls,” and the “white ravine” emphasize this stark landscape’s 
articulation of its constituent parts: a ravine is a dividing gash, unlike the 
similar-looking vine, which symbolizes unity and growth in the valley. 
So the mountain is a world not of ambiguous “happy threshold[s]” but 
of clearly delineated borders. It is a Love-less location, where the sexual 
“spill” immediately cues the barren “waste.”

However, the alluring valley favors synthesis and gently eroticized uni-
fication. The anaphoric structure of “Or hand in hand with Plenty in the 
maize, / Or red with spirted purple of the vats, / Or foxlike in the vine” 
implies that any one of these claims about Love’s location is as true as 
any other. He has dispersed himself throughout the scene. His landscape 
reflects entanglement, mild disorientation (“maize” evokes “maze”), and 
the fusion of disparate entities—after all, Love joins hands with Plenty, 
immerses himself in wine and conflates purple with red as he does so, 
becomes “foxlike.” “[B]y the happy threshold, he” is significant not 
only in its momentarily perplexing syntax—the reader may expect a verb 
after “he,” and must realize that the scene is one of fluid diffusion rather 
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than discrete individual action—but also in its vision of literal liminality. 
Between-ness and blending dominate the realm of Love.

Thus sterile singularity gives way to bountiful interweaving, and sub-
lime “firths of ice” yield to rustic lawns. The pervasive lyric language of 
diminishment and of low tones, Ida’s descent from her battlements to 
nurse wounded men, her fall into the river: all culminate in the shep-
herd’s repeated injunctions to “come down.” Just as the “Ask me no 
more” speaker reluctantly plunges into Love’s “great river,” so this once-
frigid maid will heed her shepherd. Song’s enchanting iterations control 
its female subjects and performers and addressees, not through logical 
persuasion but through strikingly memorable images and phrases like the 
assonant “spirted purple.” The maid, who has no opportunity to give her 
reasons for refusing, is stymied by a lushly euphonious lyrical apostrophe 
that silences even as it idolizes her.

Vague but persistent retrospection underlies the sentimental power 
of this mnemonically repetitive song. “[C]hildren call” from the valley, 
embodying both the household duties that women may not forget and 
the memory-based appeals of lyric. The maid is implicitly enjoined to 
remember the valley, to remember the children, to remember the waiting 
lover, to remember the familiar and nostalgic world of pastoral. Memory, 
which remains half-defined (whose children are these? what separated 
maid and shepherd?), prevents Ida and the maid from pursuing the 
demands of ego or defying long-established conventions.

But as this poem dwells on dim recollections, its amnesiac tenden-
cies produce an extreme version of intermingling that becomes self- 
forgetting and self-defeating. The shepherd’s voice begins to fade. 
Launching into his final exhortation, he equates his own song with the 
features of the scene: the “vales,” the “azure pillars of the hearth,” the 
call of the children, and the entreaties of “thy shepherd” are all presented 
as reasons to join him. And as he undercuts the force of his words by 
juxtaposing them with columns of smoke, those words wearily deceler-
ate. The enjambments of “vales / Await thee” and “hearth / Arise to 
thee” have a sluggish and devitalized effect, especially when combined 
with the semicolons that interrupt each line again after “thee.” A reader 
strains across the line-break in search of the verb, only to encounter an 
immediate caesura, which creates a lethargic, limping feel.55 This pattern, 
along with the tendency to privilege imagistic fusion over differentiation, 
obscures and obstructs the speaker’s voice.
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As blending becomes cripplingly dense, the shepherd also loses his 
maiden in the landscape. Though this is a love-song, he can hardly dis-
tinguish her from her surroundings. “[S]weet is every sound, / Sweeter 
thy voice, but every sound is sweet”: this is his final, feeble address to 
his beloved. He praises her for half a line (“Sweeter thy voice”), but an 
encompassing chiasmus allows the natural world to efface both plead-
ing man and passive woman (“sweet is every sound […] every sound is 
sweet”). By twice affirming the sonic sweetness of the setting, the shep-
herd makes these lines distractingly alliterative, ensuring that it is sound-
scape as well as landscape that compromises his appeal. The sinuous 
repetition of “And come, for Love is of the valley, come, / For Love is of 
the valley, come thou down” drains this command of urgency and turns 
it into an incantatory mantra—one that threatens to become strangely 
literal, given that the speaker seems just as enamored “of the valley” as of 
the distant maid. Intimate speech is rendered nebulous and impersonal, a 
lyrical tendency that for once appears to be impeding rather than encour-
aging female compliance with plot.

The conclusion of “Come down, O maid” is almost suffocating in its 
iterative verbal play: “Myriads of rivulets hurrying through the lawn, / 
The moan of doves in immemorial elms, / And murmuring of innumer-
able bees.” There are as many as thirteen syllables in the first of these 
lines if “myriads,” “rivulets,” and “hurrying” remain unelided. While 
extra syllables usually speed up a poetic line, in this sonic context they 
sound heavy and labored. Repetition of “m” (which onomatopoetically 
performs “murmuring”) and an abundance of prolonged, stressed vowel 
sounds (in “moan,” “immemorial,” “innumerable”) create an effect of 
languidly hypnotic droning. Whirring bees drown out the shepherd, and 
this song of seduction ends in a static anticlimax. An indicative list of 
sounds displaces the imperative of “Come down, O maid.” Everything, 
from speaker to beloved to picturesque scene, has vanished into the uni-
form sounds of insects. What’s more, these concluding lines deny the 
existence of specifics. There were a “thousand wreaths” on the heights, 
but here there are only “myriads” of rivulets and “innumerable” bees. 
The mountain’s severe clarity is replaced by a landscape in which the ten-
dency of mnemonic lyric form to generate opacity and amnesia—ancient 
trees are “immemorial,” out of memory’s reach—causes even the poem’s 
basic premise to dissolve. (Fittingly, these final three lines have proved so 
independently memorable that their narrative context is frequently over-
looked.) While lyric impercipience often means that Ida forgets herself 
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and pursues faded memories of childishly tender feeling, and while sen-
sual language in “Now sleeps the crimson petal” reinforces its erotic invi-
tation, here iterative sonic beauties risk turning the invitation itself into a 
“broken purpose.”

This poem may appear to bring the medley to a tidy conclusion. 
Prince and Princess unite, the hearth is universally exalted, and song is 
absorbed into plot. When Ida comes down from her mountain height 
to recite poetry for her suitor, it might seem that she journeys into new 
generic territory. The valley’s aesthetic of unification means that narra-
tive progress merges with lyric emotionality, and a peaceful domestic idyll 
is the result. “Come down, O maid” is, in fact, identified as a “small /  
Sweet Idyl” (7.175–176). From this perspective, the descending Ida 
enters the humbly anonymous and diminished mode that previous lyrics 
have prepared for her; this song’s startlingly sublime mountain imagery, 
which it takes pains to reject, only emphasizes the fact that the songs 
have contained undertones of domestic idyll all along. Their treach-
erously mnemonic nature has obliged Ida to internalize both soft sen-
timent and the evacuated reduction that it can imply for women. Her 
purpose, too, has been broken.

Yet even while repudiating the “splendour” of the maid’s mountain, 
the shepherd cannot help but dwell on it. Height brings one “near the 
Heavens,” near stars and sunbeams, near eagles and shining ravines. 
“What pleasure lives in height” is evident. From this perspective, the fem-
inine realm associated with lyric—at the instant of its final absorption into 
an idyllic plot—reimagines itself as the site of soaring resplendence (in the 
style, perhaps, of Ida’s “dismal lyrics”). It suddenly lays claim to descrip-
tions of female self-reliance and far-seeing elevation, rather than modest 
smallness, and resists giving up the last of its independence to sink into 
the valley of male-controlled narrative. Is lyric symbolically located on 
the secluded mountaintop or in the cozy valley? Does lyric impersonality 
manifest itself as aloof inhumanity or socialized self-sacrifice? Does lyric 
amnesia chiefly undermine female ambition or plotted teleology? “Come 
down, O maid” demonstrates the complex generic repercussions when 
story and songs converge.

So in one sense, this song shows Ida taking leave of her majestic her-
oism (and forsaking the mountainous implications of her name) to set-
tle into the idyll—the happy marriage of lyric and narrative. Lines that 
are haunted by memories of love and children’s cries erode her feminist 
identity. This portrait of self-seducing Ida as the shepherd’s addressee 



106   V. Alfano

pathologizes chaste self-sufficiency and so turns her into a cold prude, 
not an inspired visionary. By abruptly revising lyric and associating it 
with barren loneliness, “Come down, O maid” makes the earlier and 
more prevalent version of lyric—the sentimental version that shades 
into idyll here—more appealing. Songs that glorify love and maternity 
are confirmed as disciplinary salvos against a too-ambitious heroine, and 
the conflicted Tennyson can tacitly justify his own devotion to lyricism. 
For Ida, perhaps the true nature of lyric betrayal is that it reconfigures 
plot as domestic and romantic, even as the story of an all-female col-
lege becomes an old-fashioned chivalric tale in which knights battle for 
fair ladies. In part through baby-lyric’s memorial ties to the literary past, 
through its use of ballad-like stanzas that signify “the infancy of English 
poetry” and are “suited for the primal emotions,” familiar anti-feminist  
convention takes over and renormalizes gender.56 Hearth-centered 
songs set up the descent into idyllic docility, robbing Ida of sublimity 
and preventing her from aligning the plot with her own lofty ideological 
objectives. Like the effeminate Prince and the formidable Princess, lyric 
and narrative merge with and correct one another; lyric domesticates or 
infantilizes plot, while plot incorporates lyric into the eroticized temporal 
patterns that lead toward marriage.

Tucker associates the heights with lyric isolation and the valley with 
idyll, arguing that “Come down, O maid” enacts “Tennysonian plunging 
of individuality into a larger choral whole.”57 But despite the imagery of 
lonely splendor in this final song, Tucker’s plunge has in fact been con-
nected with lyric throughout The Princess. The shepherd’s praise of sex-
ual love shows that Death is in the valley as well, for reproduction and 
death—two types of echoes rolling from soul to soul—both negate the 
individual agent. Repetitive lyric forms paradoxically indicate both pro-
creative propagation and deathly stasis. The infantile demands embod-
ied by the calling children, which underscore the song’s mnemonic 
nostalgia, thus also bolster the lyric themes of female self-surrender and 
self-forgetting. Indeed, a “private yet impersonal mood,” intimate and 
anonymous as idle tears, permeates the songs; sung in unison, they create 
a repressive collective identity.58 Lyrics deny women idiosyncratic char-
acter and involvement in progressive public action, confining them to 
orthodox and prefabricated selfhoods transmitted via memorable texts. 
They guide Ida down the well-worn paths of idyllic domesticity.

In another sense, though, this song’s anticlimactic conclusion blocks 
the triumph of idyll and implies that Tennyson himself is taking an 
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unwilling leave of the proudly autonomous version of lyric. Ida reciting 
to herself, and so guaranteeing a well-ordered society as she accepts pas-
sive wifedom, mirrors Tennyson coaxing himself down from the solipsis-
tic lyric mountaintop and into the socially engaged mode of masculinity 
that critics had urged on him. Her secluded college, in spite of its rel-
evance to contemporary politics, also functions as an abandoned Palace 
of Art.59 But indecision continues to attend this embrace of idyll. Its 
admiration of the mountain and its final retreat into verbal gorgeousness 
show that “Come down, O maid” is unable to forget its newly purified 
lyric vision, even as Tennyson is unable to forget his earlier compositional 
style. This poem represents the author’s anxious glance over his shoul-
der, his hesitation wholly to inhabit the epic (or idyllic) mode, his efforts 
to have it both ways. Like the past-haunted Ida, he is betrayed by lyric 
remembrance: “Tennyson’s deepest allegiance to lyricism […] subverted 
his deliberate attempt to transcend it.”60 The depiction of the heights—
tellingly, a region here associated with femininity—remains compellingly 
memorable.

Conclusion: The Gift of Lyric

Given this generic ambiguity, it is fitting that the frame-narrative of The 
Princess ends on an undecidable note. The storytelling party sits contem-
plating “the future man” (Conclusion 109), while Lilia quietly removes 
the scarf that she had draped over the statue of a male ancestor. Putting a 
stop to the poem’s last episode of cross-dressing appears to signal a neat 
restoration of gender normalcy; the concluding tone is more tentative 
than confident, however, and the epic—which begins and ends with sto-
rytelling on the lawn, posing questions that lack clear answers—resem-
bles “Tears, idle tears” in its circularity. And there is lingering uncertainty 
at the end of Ida’s tale as well. Says the Prince in the final lines of Book 
7, “Yield thyself up: my hopes and thine are one: / Accomplish thou 
my manhood and thyself; / Lay thy sweet hands in mine and trust to 
me.” Does he then, in appropriating her hopes, rely on Ida as the strong 
foundation of his mature masculinity? The recalibration of gender may 
be incomplete—just as the tonal compromise between male mockery 
and female gravity remains ambiguous, and as the medley arrangement 
allows for multiple interpretations of the relationship between lyrics and 
plot. Prince and Princess are never pictured in wedded bliss. Though Ida 
wavers and weakens, giving the Prince the last word, she never explicitly 
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declares her devotion. She and Lilia end their tales with silent gestures 
that, while they apparently cede authority to men, leave the Woman 
Question open.

The mountain-maiden’s implied descent echoes Ida’s implied capit-
ulation, but “Come down, O maid” does allow its seduction to taper 
off into alliterative chanting. As this song fades away, the maid hovers in 
what Christopher Ricks might call a penultimate state.61 Again, just at 
the moment when lyric and narrative seem to merge into idyll (and so to 
fulfill the male-designed plot’s pursuit of the communal values embod-
ied in marriage), Tennyson reserves a space for purposeless sonic beauty. 
Both maiden and feminized song hesitate on the verge of domestic 
absorption, which cannot quite conquer autonomous isolation. Marriage 
plot notwithstanding, Ida’s fate cues a great deal of disappointment and 
dissent. Even young Walter Vivian says of the Princess, “I wish she had 
not yielded” (Conclusion 5). Her individual ego still makes its needs felt, 
and readers look back longingly at the splendor of the mountain.

From one point of view, memory defeats Ida. She is reformed by 
mnemonically anonymous and conventional lyric, and by the children 
who personify its strategies. She cannot escape gender norms and vague 
nostalgia that prompts self-forgetting, despite her contempt for “the 
mouldered lodges of the Past.” From another point of view, however, 
strategically amnesiac memory redeems her, as readers may choose to 
recall her strength and eloquence rather than her downfall. Karen Chase 
and Michael Levenson propose that Tennyson’s poem can be “read non-
narratively”—that is, non-chronologically.62 This is borne out by the fact 
that the women’s little songs have proved to be more durable than the 
anti-feminist story they interrupt; they offer a respite from plot after all, 
and in so doing, they provide a way of approaching the poem that does 
not rely on narrative teleology. This is the gift of lyric, and it can apply to 
the inset-tale as well. Even if one concludes that Ida’s fate is undebatable, 
it is possible to remember her as an independent heroine whose voice 
outlives her silencing. So this poem’s focus on the past and its procliv-
ity for selective forgetting are not necessarily regressive or conservative. 
Songs and women both challenge the societal constraints that subor-
dinate them to topical narrative and to men; for Ida and for Tennyson, 
feminized lyricism is both liberating and restrictive.

Lyrics betray Tennyson by disrupting his long poem, making him a 
mother to childish songs rather than a masculine epic author. Likewise, 
lyrics and lyric-babies betray Ida by rendering her epic plot idyllic, 
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associating it with sentiment and backward glances. But aesthetically, 
like a memorable song, memorable Ida triumphs. Numerous critics dis-
regard residual tensions surrounding both genre and gender by claiming 
that Tennyson’s epic works its way toward a self-assured synthesis of the 
perspectives it presents; the instability they overlook can signal fruitful 
openness and indeterminacy, not an unsatisfying muddle.63 Just as the 
cultivated lawns of Vivian-place overflow with a wild variety of people 
and activities, so the “medley” conceit cannot contain or neutralize this 
poem’s rich polyphonic contradictions and flashes of self-subversion. 
Without reproducing misleading readings of the songs that overlook 
their narrative context, I have sought to acknowledge the way in which 
our memory and understanding of this poem is not limited by its plot 
trajectory.

Historian Charles Kingsley calls The Princess a “mirror of the nine-
teenth century” because, despite its depiction of “new temptations and 
aspirations,” it still “striv[es] to reproduce […] the forms and experi-
ences of all past time.”64 The selective remembrance to which this med-
ley is subjected, the amnesiac indistinctness and withholding that inflect 
its lyric nostalgia, Ida’s tendency to forget her own mission as she inter-
nalizes the infantile vagueness of mnemonic songs, Tennyson’s appar-
ent need to preserve a vanishing version of traditional domesticity, even 
the connection between Ida’s scorn for motherhood and the fear that 
the discovery of deep time would cause the nurturing figure of Mother 
Nature to be lost forever—all confirm that Victorians are both preoccu-
pied with and distanced from the past as they undergo a memory crisis.65 
To recall is often to obscure or transmute the object of recollection. In 
the next section, I consider a poem that is even more fixated on memory 
and forgetfulness.

In Memoriam A. H. H.

No Language But a Cry: Lyrical Mourning

This reading of The Princess sheds new light on the definitive Victorian 
work of remembrance, In Memoriam A. H. H. (1850). I will use the 
figure of the child to reconsider the much-debated question of whether 
and to what extent Tennyson’s discrete lyrics cohere into a unified nar-
rative, asking how his long stanzaic poem’s complex relationship to plot 
affects its struggle to memorialize a lost loved one. In the context of 
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mourning, what is the significance of lyric forgetfulness? What do the 
poem’s fraught attempts at commemoration reveal about the interplay 
between lyric and narrative, and between gender and genre? What does 
this dual interplay, in turn, reveal about Tennyson’s approach to elegiac 
retrospection? How do In Memoriam’s lyrical qualities and amnesiac ver-
sion of memory influence its gender politics—that is, how do rendering 
his elegy in short and quasi-discontinuous sections, and flirting with the 
possibility of forgetting Hallam, allow Tennyson to eroticize his love for 
his friend?

It is unsurprising that In Memoriam, like The Princess, grants children 
a prominent role. The former was a work in progress when the latter 
came out in 1847, and Tennyson finally published his elegy in the same 
year that he added the baby-centered songs to Ida’s tale. Peter M. Sacks 
believes that a “return to childhood is essential to [In Memoriam’s] con-
solation,” putting a favorable spin on Paull F. Baum’s disapproving dec-
laration that both texts feature “Tennyson’s favorite solvent of all hard 
questions, the little child.”66 I will investigate the mutually illuminating 
nature of In Memoriam’s form and its portrayal of remembrance, ulti-
mately linking both to this poem’s infants. To a lesser extent, I will also 
use issues surrounding genre and mnemonic form to reassess the poem’s 
place in individual and canonical memory. The chapter concludes with a 
discussion of the ways in which lyricism and nostalgia, read through the 
lens of babyhood, shape the elegy’s depiction of gender and provide a 
fresh perspective on its place in the Victorian era.

For many nineteenth-century critics, In Memoriam succeeds where 
the “strange diagonal” of The Princess fails. It is a lengthy poem that 
shoulders the virile task of addressing topical matters, most notably the 
relationship between science and faith, without either wholly sacrific-
ing or being overwhelmed by linguistic gorgeousness and brooding 
introspection. It does not permanently retreat into the past or into the 
mind. The private emotions it describes become not only public but 
also universal—and therefore culturally memorable. To borrow terms 
from Shelley’s posthumously published “A Defence of Poetry” (1840), 
it permits Tennyson to join the “legislators of the World” without 
entirely ceasing to be “a nightingale who sits in darkness, and sings to 
cheer its own solitude with sweet sounds.” Reviewers rejoice: “a pene-
trating poet’s glance is turned on this age itself” as Tennyson combines 
“intense beauty” with “reflections […] on society,” thus producing 
an “heirloom” that will last “as long as the English tongue endures.”67  
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In Memoriam met with broad acclaim, and the poem was in its fifth edi-
tion by 1851 (it went through thirty editions during Tennyson’s lifetime).

Yet despite its use of lyrics as vehicles for social commentary, and 
despite its smoother integration of didactic rhetoric and apparently self-
directed meditation, Tennyson’s best-known long poem resembles The 
Princess in that it features conspicuous generic hybridization. Its inchoate 
plot is both shaped and deformed by lyrical brevity. The alternative titles 
Tennyson considered, Fragments of an Elegy and The Way of the Soul, pro-
vide two different perspectives on the unity of In Memoriam. Perhaps it is 
a disparate collection of short verses, each striving to capture the hopes or 
misgivings of a transient and isolated moment, which futilely circles back 
to the same unresolvable emotional states in spite of its sudden changes 
of topic (Tennyson, after all, had no thought of combining these sections 
into a single work when he first began composing them). Perhaps it is a 
narrative poem that traces a mourner’s mental trajectory toward solace, 
in spite of various digressions and delays and setbacks. Perhaps it can be 
both, an episodic elegy depicting a sequence of pivotal internal and exter-
nal events that is held together in part by the consistency of its form. But 
in any case, it seems clear that the recurring stop-and-start of the stanzaic 
sections and short tetrameter lines that make up In Memoriam compli-
cates Tennyson’s ability to construct systematic arguments or to navigate 
smoothly through time toward peaceful consolation. Each fleeting lyric 
appears to begin anew, promising or threatening to overwrite the tenta-
tive conclusions of the one that preceded it, only to have its own momen-
tum abruptly arrested by the next lyric. A potentially endless series of 
formal terminations counterplots narrative closure and creates gaps in 
linear continuity. And the sonic oscillation of the poem’s abba stanzas, 
with their inevitable return to the opening rhyme-sound, parallels the fit-
ful fluctuation of moods that are nonetheless drawn back again and again 
to despair at the irrevocable fact of Hallam’s death. At times it seems that 
no rhetorical, plot-based, or imagistic construction can undo this appall-
ing absence; at times even the divisions between sections feel as if they 
encode the inexorable distance between the two friends. Much of the 
pathos of In Memoriam derives from its redundancy, from its compulsion 
to repeat that suggests a mourner’s traumatized fixation on the past—a 
fixation that, despite its forgetful tendencies, cannot block or move on 
from certain painful emotions.

The title Fragments of an Elegy is nearly as defensive as A Medley, 
and Tennyson often sounds embarrassed or apologetic concerning his 
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generic choices. Lyrics are only “brief lays,” “[s]hort swallow-flights of 
song,” disjointed and undeveloped thoughts rather than definitive state-
ments (48.1, 15). To some they may signify an unseemly exhibition of 
“private sorrow’s barren song,” which introduces the language of stereo-
typical femininity by contriving to “make weakness weak” with a voice 
that “sicken[s]” and “swoon[s]” (21.14, 7, 17). In this context, even 
“barren” is both a description of profitless angst and a gendered term. 
(Theologian Benjamin Jowett would later write of Tennyson’s grief that 
“[i]t would not have been manly or natural to have lived in it always.”68) 
To the criticism he anticipates, Tennyson can only reply “I do but sing 
because I must, / And pipe but as the linnets sing” (21.23–24)—an 
image of instinctive, overflowing sentiment also frequently associated 
with female writers, and applied to the female singers in The Princess, who 
warble “[l]ike linnets in the pauses of the wind” (Prologue 238). The 
poet, who compares himself to a “[w]ild bird,” “cannot all command” 
his fugacious and heartfelt songs (88.1, 10).69 These womanly connota-
tions are underscored when Tennyson (who brings forth lyric-children) 
specifies that his linnet is a mother, lamenting because “her brood is sto-
len away” (21.28). And a few sections earlier, waiting for the ship that 
bears Hallam’s body, he assumes the position of the memory-haunted 
mothers in “Sweet and low” and “Home they brought her warrior dead.”

Sometimes Tennyson, identifying more with the brood than with the 
mother bird, worries that In Memoriam is merely puerile. He imagines 
being called “fool” and “child” (69.13). His prologue asks forgiveness 
for the “[c]onfusions of a wasted youth” (42) that follow, while his epi-
logue speaks of “the songs I made” as immature “echoes out of weaker 
times” (21–22). Such uneasiness is no doubt due in part to the fact that 
he composed the elegy over a seventeen-year period, beginning when 
he was just twenty-four years old. As Erik Gray notes, even writing in 
tetrameter instead of grander and more expansive pentameter seems juve-
nile. Wordsworth and Milton, for example, favor four-beat lines mainly 
in their early works.70 Indeed, Tennyson’s anguish and uncertainty and 
trepidation turn him into “An infant crying in the night: / An infant cry-
ing for the light: / And with no language but a cry” (54.18–20), in a 
lyric that follows The Princess (“Low, low, breathe and blow”) in con-
verting poetry into babyish babble. The sounds of the repeated phrase 
“an infant crying” continue to echo in the words “in,” “with,” “cry,” 
“night,” and “light”; the thwarted monosyllables of “in the night / for 
the light” flirt with obsessively redundant inarticulacy.71 Here the link 
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between babies and lyrics emphasizes the static and regressive helpless-
ness of the mourner, the fragility of his sense of self, his near-inability 
to put overwhelming emotions into words or form them into coherent 
narratives, his cripplingly exaggerated orientation toward the increasingly 
dim past, and the unwilled nature of his earnest and attenuated songs.

Similar verbal patterns crop up throughout In Memoriam, in the 
incantatory iterations of “Ave, Ave, Ave […] Adieu, adieu” (57.15–16), 
“Be near me […] Be near me” (50.1, 5), “Behind the veil, behind the 
veil” (56.28), and “Mine, mine, for ever, ever mine” (129.8) (which 
mirrors Psyche’s frantic “Mine – mine – not yours, / It is not yours, 
but mine”). Hypnotically fractured sonic design supersedes logic; reit-
erating his hope that comforting assurances exist “behind the veil,” for 
instance, is all Tennyson can do in response to a nightmarish vision of 
ravening Nature.72 He desperately wants to believe in a loving God and 
in personal immortality, but cannot always convince himself that these 
things exist. Multiple pleas for Hallam to return and declarations that he 
is “mine” only highlight their own babble-like impotence and Hallam’s 
continued absence.

Tennyson’s embarrassment, then, derives in part from the feminized 
and infantile aspects of his lyrical poem. Writing self-soothing “lullabies 
of pain” (77.5), he admonishes himself to “fret not, like an idle girl” 
(52.13). The generally positive response to In Memoriam notwithstand-
ing, some commenters did focus on these same qualities. One early 
review posits that the poem must have issued “from the full heart of the 
widow of a military man”; Manley Hopkins (father of the poet Gerard), 
considering Tennyson’s “plaintive” verses of “amatory tenderness,” asks 
“who would not give them a feminine application?”; FitzGerald grum-
bles that “if Tennyson had got on a horse and ridden twenty miles, 
instead of moaning over his pipe, he would have been cured of his sor-
rows in half the time”; an American critic declares that the mawkish 
writer is fit only for “beardless boys, and miss in her teens.”73 Indulging 
in excessive regret and despair, especially in memory-laden lyrics that 
seem too heartbroken to sustain future-oriented narrative action or to 
replace shattered brevity with discursive teleology, may appear both 
effeminate and childish. I will return to the treatment of gender in In 
Memoriam, but for now it is enough to note that lyric betrayal haunts 
this poem as it haunts The Princess.

This helps to explain Tennyson’s long delay in publishing the elegy. 
Having first circulated privately, In Memoriam was anonymous when 
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it finally appeared in print, although its authorship was an open secret. 
Further counteracting the deeply personal nature of his poem, Tennyson 
insisted that it often features not autobiography but “the voice of the 
human race.”74 He simultaneously inhabits and disowns the passionately 
self-revelatory mode that can come off as dangerously unmanly, show-
casing lyric’s capacity for both earnest open-heartedness and vague with-
holding or generalizing (illustrated in the collaborative Princess songs, 
and here tied to a mourner’s dissociative coping strategies).

And for all his lyrics’ static iterations and abrupt transitions, for all 
their resistance to sequential advancement, Tennyson does lay claim to 
poetic masculinity by absorbing them into what many read as a story 
of redemption. They become “eddies in the flood / Of onward time” 
(128.5–6). By the end of the elegy, renewed hope seems to compensate 
for numb anguish. Recurring phrases, narrative milestones, and thematic 
clusters structure and unify the poem—which offers, alongside expres-
sions of desperate grief, political ruminations and reflections on the 
state of the nation. For instance, there are three Christmas celebrations 
by which to measure the mourner’s emotional progress, though even 
these also demonstrate cycling repetition and wistful nostalgia. Its lyrics 
are more closely interrelated and less apparently autonomous than the 
Princess songs, as each metonymically points back to the central sorrow 
of the larger whole. Unsurprisingly, anthologies that include only short 
selections from The Princess tend to feature In Memoriam entire.75 Its 
attempt to use lyric to comprise a protracted plot sets In Memoriam 
apart from most of the other texts I examine. For this reason, I will 
adjust my methodology here; I will focus more on synthesis, and on find-
ing thematic threads that tie the sections together, than on close readings 
of individual lyrics.

The double nature of this poem means that its cultural afterlife 
involves (in Culler’s terms) both the microcosmic “bad” memory associ-
ated with the involuntary internalization of lyric and the macrocosmic 
“good” memory of narrative, which favors summary and paraphrase 
over verbatim reproduction. Do its sections generally aspire to self-
enclosed atemporality, or must they be read in context? T. S. Eliot, like 
many anthologists, believes that “the poem has to be comprehended as 
a whole. We may not memorize a few passages.”76 But given the inces-
sant quotation and misquotation of Tennyson’s most aphoristic lines, 
such as “’Tis better to have loved and lost / Than never to have loved 
at all” (27.15–16, 85.3–4) (an adage that one may easily repeat without 
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recalling that it refers to a friendship between two men), it seems clear 
that the succinct stanzas of In Memoriam can generate independently 
mnemonic snippets that cue oversimplifications or misrememberings 
of the poem. And surely it is particularly tempting to decontextualize 
selections that do not make specific reference to Hallam’s life and cir-
cumstances. Such selections are, in a sense, too familiar to be closely 
examined.

When FitzGerald asserts that no elegy should be longer than 
“Lycidas,” or when William Johnson Fox praises Tennyson’s short lyr-
ics, they anticipate the fin-de-siècle urge to condense and purify verse—to 
strip away pontification and polemic. This urge meant that Tennyson’s 
poem “underwent a scrutiny aimed at winnowing its lyrical essence from 
its accidental cultural excrescences”; until fairly recently, its portrayals of 
sorrow and faith received more attention than its political pronounce-
ments. Creating such an intra-poetic aesthetic hierarchy reinforces 
the notion that lyric provides a timeless and portable record of intense 
impressions that is largely unconcerned with overt social commentary.77 
Whittled down in this way, lacking the very topical material that review-
ers had demanded of Tennyson and that many Victorian readers found 
compelling, the elegy had a better chance of escaping the early twenti-
eth century’s disdain for Victorian preachiness (though it was still open 
to accusations of soppiness). Like the much-anthologized songs from 
The Princess, In Memoriam thus both enters and shapes cultural remem-
brance, cementing the lyric’s status as a memorable generic category that 
has influenced contemporary conceptions of the Victorian period—and 
that will resurface in each chapter of this book.

Our Memory Fades: Forgetting Hallam

In threatening its cohesion, lyricism affects both the way in which In 
Memoriam has been remembered and forgotten and the way in which it 
remembers and forgets Hallam. The poem’s narrative unity is the first of 
the issues that I will re-examine in light of the role of children; its depic-
tion of memory, introduced here, is the second.

Tennyson constantly grapples with the fear of shapelessness, of 
chaos, of randomness or meaninglessness. He cannot bear the idea that 
his sporadically composed poem offers only a kind of “transient form” 
and “mingles all without a plan” (16.7, 20), that he is like a shrieking 
infant or an “unhappy bark” that “staggers blindly ere she sink” into 
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“vacant darkness” (16.12–14, 34.16), that his loving memories emerge 
only through “wandering cries” (Prologue 41) signaling “wild unrest” 
(15.15), that uncaring Nature will allow humankind to be “blown about 
the desert dust, / Or sealed within the iron hills” (56.19–20) like extinct 
species of the past, that the physical world can “flow / From form to 
form, and nothing stands” (123.5–6), that the past itself will be oblit-
erated by “Time, a maniac scattering dust” (50.7). But worst of all is 
the thought that his friend, molded in God’s image, has been rendered 
“formless” by death (22.15). If Hallam can no longer be apprehended 
or understood, if he is mutable and evanescent, if it is difficult to write 
an elegy that makes him part of a coherent and steadily developing plot, 
then how can he be memorialized?

The lyrics of In Memoriam, even as they reflect fractured curtailment, 
also represent Tennyson’s attempt to combat moribund amorphous-
ness with stabilizing form. Like the recurring Christmas celebration on 
the level of narrative, they impose order on grief. This poem’s sheer 
scale, one hundred and thirty-three total sections, suggests tumultuous 
emotional excess that must be delimited or contained in regularly pat-
terned quatrains. In the 1802 preface to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth 
famously claims that familiar meter “temper[s] the painful feeling which 
will always be found intermingled with powerful descriptions of the 
deeper passions”; Tennyson strikes a similar note when he uses formal 
convention and lyrical circumscription to avoid the “sin and shame” 
of “draw[ing] / The deepest measure from the chords” (48.11–12).78 
Electing not to unfold his “deeper anguish” through incapacitated 
silences or frantic wails, he chooses simply to “speak a little” (19.15–16) 
in tetrameter quatrains. Lyrics are thus simultaneously traumatic and 
therapeutic. “Numbing pain” through “measured language” (5.6–8) 
and making speech possible by enacting a kind of stunned reticence, they 
are a mechanism for the anaesthetized continuation of mourning. The 
terse stanzas that regulate and subdue agony, creating the impression 
that something is always being held back (“what I see I leave unsaid” 
[74.10]), also provide it with expressive shape. Ironically, treacherous 
lyric form both restrains and enables feminized emotional display.

These lyrics perform a similar service for Hallam. Death, in unform-
ing Tennyson’s beloved friend, changes him into “something strange” 
(41.5)—but the steady throbs of the quatrains render him more famil-
iar and more graspable. There is a similar solace in exercising control 
over past experience, and in striving to preserve Hallam’s particularity,  
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by viewing their relationship as a stanza-like “bounded field, nor stretch-
ing far” that will claim an identifiable place within the “eternal landscape 
of the past” perceived by the dead (46.14, 8). A mourner’s recollections 
may warp and dissipate, as shown below, but lyrics use mnemonic form 
to frame and secure them, to lend them lasting and comfortingly pre-
dictable structure. If they are considered as a series, the way in which the 
sections of In Memoriam echo one another mimics the process of call-
ing up the elusive past. And if they are considered singly, these sections 
capitalize on their memorably brief and iterative nature to suspend linear 
time in favor of quasi-atemporal equipoise (a divinized state in which 
there “is no before” [26.10] and “the sliding hour” may be disregarded 
[43.5]), hoping to remove Hallam from the relentless flux of chronol-
ogy that robbed him of life and that may transform him into a dimly 
recalled remnant of his former self. As Sacks puts it, this poem’s accu-
mulation of preserved instants means that Tennyson vainly tries “to cling 
to the lost object of his love” while “resisting the very passage of time 
that makes loss so irreversible”; he does so through stanzas that achieve 
“an effect of being withheld from time,” as each appears to “bury or 
seal itself in a past on which it seeks to confer a timeless presence.”79 
Tennyson’s frequent use of the present tense underscores his desire to 
evoke a heaven-like synchronicity in which treasured reminiscences will 
not slip away. He tries to believe that his and Hallam’s friendship “mas-
ters Time indeed, and is / Eternal” (85.65–66). After all, as he surmises, 
“everything which happens to us we remember; it is all stored up some-
where to come forth again upon occasion, though it may seem to be 
forgotten.”80

Perhaps there is no cosmic order that guarantees the salvation of the 
soul. Yet although one cannot always detect the “deep pulsations of 
the world” (95.40), one can at least count on the calmingly consistent 
metrical pulses that defy death’s ruptures by transmitting a memorable 
record of Hallam to a great number of readers.81 The stanzas’ tendency 
to generate quotable epigrams of mourning (“’Tis better to have loved 
and lost”), even to the point of repeating trite platitudes (“’Tis held that 
sorrow makes us wise” [108.15, 113.1]), means that they can circu-
late widely and enter many minds. Indeed, Queen Victoria herself uses 
this poem to navigate her sorrow after the death of her husband, taking 
advantage of the mnemonically reinhabitable quality of the lyric “I.”82 
Sharing “[m]emories […] of death” (99.15–16) with others provides 
Tennyson some cold comfort. In a sense, too, it is consolatory merely to 
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make aphoristic assertions amid the erratic confusion of grief (and in an 
elegy heavily featuring the interrogative mode). Measured language takes 
on the hieratic power of religious utterance despite the poem’s fears and 
hesitations, and despite the fact that its generic indeterminacy represents 
yet another uncertainty in an increasingly doubt-laden age.

A highly recognizable sentiment, says Arthur Christopher Benson, 
is likely to remain “in the armoury of thought” once it is articulated in 
verse.83 The lyrics of In Memoriam are memorable partly because of their 
patterned concision and partly because of their thematic, formal, and (to 
some extent) generic familiarity. For a time, Tennyson incorrectly believed 
that the abba tetrameter stanza was his own invention. But one need 
not be aware that Ben Jonson and others had already used the form to 
note that these four-beat quatrains recall traditional ballads, the “hymns” 
mentioned in section 108 (10), and nursery rhymes. They contain more 
specific allusions as well: alongside references to Shakespeare and the 
Bible, Tennyson includes nods to pastoral convention (“I take the grasses 
of the grave, / And make them pipes whereon to blow” [21.3–4]).84 
Nostalgically reviving this ancient model of elegy universalizes the poet’s 
woe and gives him a prefabricated template for mourning, tempering his 
asocial isolation with the assurance that his loss is neither unspeakable 
nor without precedent. Like Hallam’s body, In Memoriam takes its place  
“[a]mong familiar names” (18.7), and so demonstrates that the liter-
ary past can persist despite the ravages of time. And as he lends durable 
shape to his grief through allusive little stanzas, Tennyson seeks to create 
a secure space in which to safeguard the memory of his friend.

However, these strategies of commemoration can instead breed forget-
ting. Tennyson grants Hallam fresh form through his carefully designed 
stanzas—and, because each new lyric provides a new opportunity to imagine 
what the dead man has become, through a complex web of metaphors. But 
at the same time, the shifting multiplicity of the sectional re-articulations 
and contradictory comparisons that weaken In Memoriam’s narrative ten-
dencies also turn Hallam into a flickering ghostly entity, lending an amnesiac 
strain to the elegy. He is son and mother and wife and brother and lover, 
phantom and spirit and pantheistic presence; he is everywhere and nowhere, 
“mixed with God and Nature” (130.11). No stanza’s tentative analogy, no 
lyric’s time-suspending apostrophic address, can fully recapture him. And 
in deriving its mnemonic appeal partly from its connections to well-known 
genres and canonical texts, as well as from its use of recognizable stock fig-
ures (grieving mothers, lovesick girls), the poem at times compromises the 
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torturous singularity of the particular death it mourns. As it follows the 
elegiac practice of universalizing grief, it risks converting heartfelt sorrow 
into sententiousness, or into an allegory for the ubiquitous sense of regres-
sive loss expressed in “Tears, idle tears.” Herein lies the peril of using pri-
vate distress to contemplate more general existential dilemmas. What are 
we lamenting, what are we recalling, if the beloved’s individual selfhood is 
eroded or transcended? Intimate memories are mediated by shared cultural 
associations and by the public task of elegizing, as a quasi-confessional poem 
flirts with collectivized impersonality. “Common is the commonplace” 
(6.3), writes Tennyson dismissively in response to hackneyed words of reas-
surance—but there is a discomfiting implication that his own pain, espe-
cially when communalized via allusive phraseology and traditional form, is 
every bit as commonplace.85 The single life has become the type. Honoring 
Hallam through engagements with poetic convention, though it begins to 
free Tennyson from helpless self-absorption, ultimately blurs the dead man’s 
contours. It simultaneously saps his individuality and ties him to days gone 
by, with the half-remembered “great of old” (74.8).

These anxieties are explicitly addressed in the text. At several points, 
In Memoriam hopes or imagines that the past can be kept perfectly 
intact in memory and that grief will therefore never abate. Tennyson, 
imitating the “stubborn hardihood” of the yew (2.14), is determined 
to remain “drunk with loss” (1.11); “a thousand memories call” to 
Hallam (111.10), and even the wife to whom the poet compares himself 
“never can forget” her husband’s love (97.14). For the dead, at least, 
all “silent traces of the past” may be forever conserved within the “fig-
ured lea[ves]” of their flower-like souls (43.7, 11). The same is not true, 
however, for the figured leaves of this poem. Of course, Tennyson can-
not forget his companion entirely. But there are troublesome amnesiac 
hints in his sporadic inability to picture Hallam’s face, to articulate the 
nature of their relationship or of his bereavement, to reconcile what his 
friend was then with what his friend is now, or to sustain the intense 
regret he feels at Hallam’s death. With a resolution not to remain the 
“fool of loss” comes the declaration (albeit in a dream) that “[s]omething 
it is which thou hast lost” (4.16, 9, my emphasis). Similarly nebulous 
language appears in the descriptions of time spent with Hallam as “days 
that grow to something strange” (71.11) (a reminder that the form-
less friend is himself “something strange”), of a “sense of something 
lost” during Christmas (78.8), and of the poet’s anguish as “changed 
to something else” (77.11) with the passage of time that allows him to 
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become “something greater” (Epilogue 20). What Lazarus experienced 
in the grave, after all, remains shrouded in mystery. Hallam fades, and 
so does sorrow, with “I count it crime / To mourn for any overmuch” 
(85.61–62).

Indeed, although Tennyson’s anxiety about his own failing recollection 
is sometimes disguised as a fear that Hallam will forget him (“Does my 
old friend remember me,” or am I merely a “distant dearness” or a “fad-
ing legend of the past” that grows “blanched with darkness” [64.28, 19; 
62.4; 61.8]?), Lethe runs throughout the poem. Memory’s voice dwin-
dles, reduced to “murmuring the past” (92.8) when the poet begins to 
abandon the fantasy that his friend might appear in a vision. Only mourn-
ers who possess an inner serenity that eludes Tennyson can experience 
“memory like a cloudless air” (94.11); his own troubled heart can claim 
no such memorial clarity. The “[k]nown and unknown” Hallam becomes, 
like a friend rising “up from the underworld,” uncannily half-familiar—a 
disarticulated assemblage of “hand and lips and eye” that cannot quite be 
re-membered (129.5–6).86 Struggling both to reconstitute and to imitate 
him, Tennyson worries that he will have “looked in vain” at this paragon of 
virtue (109.22). While it is dreadful to think that “lapse of moons can can-
ker Love” or reveal it as “indifference to be” (26.3, 12), the dead do inevi-
tably slip away from our knowledge and remembrance, making fewer and 
fewer demands on our emotional lives as time passes. “I have lost the links 
that bound / Thy changes” (41.6–7), sighs Tennyson of the friend who 
returns to him in cryptic dreams. Even transmuting Hallam into an immor-
tal Christ-like figure with whom Tennyson may be reunited, rather than an 
irreplaceable human individual—“Less yearning for the friendship fled, / 
Than some strong bond which is to be” (116.15–16)—diffuses and dis-
torts him (the plaintive imprecision of “something” resurfaces in “some”). 
An insubstantial abstraction, a dimly idealized “Spirit, not a breathing 
voice,” displaces “[t]he human-hearted man I loved” (13.11–12).

Once we begin to “count their memories half divine” (90.12), we 
guarantee that the dead are fundamentally disconnected from the liv-
ing. What’s more, if the tenuous link between Hallam and Tennyson lies 
largely in the latter’s ability to recall days gone by, then the memorial 
falterings that transform Hallam into a “[s]trange friend” (129.9) also 
demonstrate Tennyson’s radical self-detachment or self-forgetting. As 
Gregory Tate says, “the process of remembering draws attention to the 
mutable nature of personal identity”; this is true first and foremost of the 
evaporating beloved, who is reduced to a “vivid absence” or a “bright 
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haze” or a “luminous vagueness” that “presses like memory yet recoils 
under scrutiny,” the central void around which In Memoriam revolves.87 
Hallam becomes a “statue veiled” (103.12), with a recognizable yet 
obscured shape. But Tate’s point also applies to the often self-estranged 
mourner, whose sense of his own character depends on his relationship 
to the past. His need to regain Hallam is almost tantamount to a death 
wish, but he also asserts that to let go of grief is to admit that “all he 
was is overworn” (1.16). In this he resembles the “Tears, idle tears” 
speaker, whose selfhood is both comprised and unmade by his indistinct 
memories. Narcissistically, the mourner at times allows his own drama-
tized emotions (“mine own phantom chanting” [108.10]) to eclipse or 
stand in for recollections of his friend. Yet despite the clear biographi-
cal connection between Tennyson and his poetic persona, which justifies 
the critical tradition of eliding the distinction between them, this speaker 
also remains paradoxically indeterminate and quasi-anonymous. His frus-
trated desire for an unattainable yet persistent past, which influences the 
amnesiac discontinuities and iterations of his lyricized elegy, prevents him 
from confidently inhabiting the present as a fleshed-out personality who 
uses well-defined memories to craft a teleological plot.

So In Memoriam is fixated on describing and enacting forgetfulness. 
Even after Tennyson briefly overcomes Hallam’s strangeness to com-
mune with his “living soul,” this epiphanic trance is quickly “stricken 
through with doubt.” He finds it nearly impossible to understand  
“[t]hrough memory that which I became” (95.36, 44, 48). In 1838, the 
poet writes to his future wife Emily Sellwood: “a known landskip [sic] is 
to me an old friend, that continually talks to me of my own youth and 
half-forgotten things.”88 Accordingly, when he and his family must leave 
their old home in Somersby, the move away from its well-known scenes 
replicates Hallam’s increasing remoteness. Somersby is imbued with the 
“gracious memory of my friend,” and the loss of mnemonic associa-
tions that give Hallam a kind of external form means that “once more 
he seems to die” (100.4, 20). Amid a flurry of negation (“Unloved” is 
repeated three times), “our memory fades / From all the circle of the 
hills” (101.23–24). The twofold implication is that the Tennysons will 
no longer be recalled and that their own homesick recollections will 
weaken.89 Additionally, after lavishing praise on the idyllic hours he 
and Hallam spent together, Tennyson wonders whether his memories 
have become deceptively idealized. Perhaps “the past will always win 
/ A glory from its being far,” and will present itself as self-contained, 
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unreachable, and curiously alien as it “orb[s] into the perfect star / We 
saw not, when we moved therein” (24.13–16). Nostalgia’s creation of a 
hazy golden age may be fairly innocuous, but other varieties of imper-
fect remembrance are more ominous; In Memoriam itself may be forgot-
ten despite its efforts to safeguard Hallam for posterity.90 It may “wither 
in the vast” (76.11), obliterating both “long-forgotten” mourner and 
mourned (77.12), for “the path that each man trod” will soon enough 
“be dim” (73.9–10). The amnesia that underlies many lyrics’ evacuated 
voices and half-defined situations, and that is illustrated so dramatically in 
“Tears, idle tears,” here betrays Tennyson and undermines his commem-
orative project. This is an elegy that frequently encodes occlusion and 
vacancy—via the earnest yet self-withholding nature of its first person, 
and via the perpetual absence of the unrecoverable Hallam, whose death 
is a rupture that no act of remembrance can heal.

The feminization of such lyric forgetfulness—emphasized in The 
Princess, in which song-singing women are associated with an unfocused 
and unparticularized version of memory that tends to preclude detailed 
plot-making—is manifest here as well. Tennyson risks not only losing 
sight of his cherished experiences with an eminently manly friend who 
modeled constant self-improvement, but also forfeiting his ability to con-
vert experience itself into a unified and masculine-coded narrative that 
relies on stable memories in order to move forward. This gendered pat-
tern will take on deeper significance later in the chapter.

In his concern with forgetting, Tennyson exposes a self-defeating 
dilemma at the heart of elegy itself—one that is especially relevant to the 
Victorians as they grapple with the memory crisis. To complete the work 
of mourning or to finish the poem, attempting to frame its lyrical sec-
tions as a narrative of self-recovery, is (despite plot’s ostensible basis in 
memory) to forsake the beloved. To find comfort, to form new attach-
ments, to proceed from childish despair to mature acceptance of death, 
or to look back on days gone by without passionate yearning is to lose 
touch with the past. Change, healing, and progress mean disloyalty, for-
getting, and failure. Section 46 makes this clear: “The path we came by 
[…] Is shadowed by the growing hour, / Lest life should fail in look-
ing back” (2–4). A “backward fancy” and the “low beginnings of con-
tent” are at odds (84.46–48). From this perspective, the poem’s length 
and lyric repetitiveness reflect its masochistic effort to interrupt or delay 
the narrative resolution it also desires. In Memoriam tries to prolong the 
agonized retrospection that makes Tennyson into a lonely martyr. During 
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its composition, it also defers the moment at which he must monetize 
his emotions, turning forlorn appeals to Hallam into self-aggrandizing  
appeals to an audience by publishing his work. This poem brought 
Tennyson fame, poetic authority, the Laureateship, financial security, 
and a long-anticipated marriage; his success and reputation are built on 
the public aestheticization of his friend’s death, and his durable textual 
monument to Hallam enshrines the writer himself alongside the elegists 
he echoes (thus fulfilling the convention of outshining an elegized poet). 
The mockery of an imagined critic who sniffs that Tennyson is seeking 
praise for his unseemly “parade of pain” (21.10) hits close to home.

Hence In Memoriam strives to stave off the guilt associated with upstag-
ing, relinquishing, or misperceiving Hallam, demonstrating devotion 
through protracted endeavors to reclaim him. Such vain efforts—strung 
out over seventeen years, over one hundred and thirty-three sections, over 
the three years that pass within the poem—become perversely pleasurable 
as they use the disciplinary brevity of tetrameter quatrains to deny them-
selves a rhetorical release or a clear narrative climax. Maintaining some 
kind of emotional contact with Hallam, even if doing so both reawak-
ens sorrow and confirms that the longed-for past can never be restored, 
is for Tennyson preferable to ending the elegy or resigning himself to the 
fact that grief can perish (what if “the victor Hours should scorn / The 
long result of love” [1.13–14]?). Paradoxically, using lyric concision and 
iteration to confound narrative cohesion and progress both blurs Hallam’s 
memory and prevents him from vanishing entirely. The poem itself may 
proceed “with aimless feet” (54.5). The rhythmic “thousand shocks that 
come and go […] undulations to and fro” (113.17, 20) of the stanzas may 
be cyclical and directionless, favoring formal symmetry over development, 
revisiting fading memories time and again. But they are also the pulses that 
keep those fading memories alive. They animate the text that stands in for 
the lost friend, acting as his “loved remains” (9.3).

Each lyric makes its own attempt to sustain remembrance and defy 
death by halting time, thus compromising (or at least complicating) the 
unfolding of narrative. But the very brevity that makes these attempts 
possible also signals life’s transience, as well as the fragmented and 
ephemeral nature of nostalgic memory. The form of In Memoriam, 
with its iterative little stanzas that restrict discursive detail, hollows out 
the elegized subject. Its lyrical sections represent a series of foiled res-
urrections, repeated invocations that cause a stunted version of Hallam 
to recede further and further into the distance—even as they lend him 



124   V. Alfano

linguistic presence and memorable form. Forever ending and so rein-
scribing lack, the lyrics resemble the Princess song “As through the land” 
as they become gravestones that commemorate emptiness. Deborah 
Lutz, in fact, sees the elegy as a tomb for “[Hallam’s] body or its palpa-
ble absence.”91

So the past remains both spectral and hauntingly insistent in In 
Memoriam, especially because this poem’s many self-similar sections 
may begin to blend together and lose their distinctness (producing a 
form of lyrical amnesia that will resurface in the Chapter  5 discussion  
of Housman’s A Shropshire Lad). This elegiac predicament harks back to 
the double-edged quality of repetition itself. Does rehearsing Hallam’s 
demise for more than seven hundred identically structured stanzas inten-
sify or dull memories of him? Does it make him more accessible and 
familiar or, like a word repeated again and again (“Ave, Ave, Ave”), more 
alien? Such iteration risks fatiguing the reader or becoming mechanical 
and monotonous, as empty as habit-based “form[s] / Through which 
the spirit breathes no more” (105.19–20); here Tennyson highlights a 
troubling aspect of the word “form,” one related to Culler’s “bad” rote 
memory and to his own distrust of commonplaces, that preserves the 
past but drains it of meaning over time. As section 57 shows, to greet the 
dead “o’er and o’er” (13) is always to say both “ave” and “adieu.” It is 
to accept a circular, “echo-like” aesthetic (30.13) that recapitulates but 
cannot quite recapture days gone by—“Adieu, adieu,” fittingly, echoes 
both the ghost’s speech in Hamlet and Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale”—
in refusing to “think the thing farewell” even in the act of leave-taking 
(123.12). It seems that In Memoriam must choose between the patho-
logical self-torment of obsessive grief and the cruel indifference of recov-
ery, both of which reflect the forgetful remembrance that stems from its 
form’s repetition-with-variation. Lyric betrayal emerges once more.

Deep Relations: The In Memoriam Stanza

In the following section, reassessing the role of children will afford a 
new perspective on this poem’s treatment of forgetting and of lyricized 
narrative development. But first, the In Memoriam stanza itself merits 
careful examination in light of the former topic; few critics have linked 
Tennyson’s signature abba quatrains to his concern with flawed memory. 
Ricks offers one of the most pertinent analyses, connecting the stanzas’ 
perpetual reversion to their a rhyme with the fact that “In Memoriam 
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both yearns for and fears an end […] [The speaker] wishes not to be in 
pain, but it is his pain which is the living witness to his love.” For this 
reason, “Is this the end? Is this the end?” (12.16) is a chant that com-
bines dread and desire.92 The closing line that momentarily sounds like a 
refreshing new thought after a pair of b rhymes turns out to be a glance 
back at the past, a recession toward the initial a. In Tennyson’s tetrame-
ter, contraction always follows dilation. “And forward dart” gives way to 
“and back return” (12.17–18), using the mirror-like abba design to offer 
“old results that look like new” (128.11). I would add that the amnesiac 
remembrance that pervades Victorian poetry, and that takes on special 
pathos in the context of elegy, also shapes this stanza form; the rhyme 
scheme’s nostalgic relapses or regressions emphasize Tennyson’s lyrical 
postponement not only of narrative progress and resolution but also of 
its attendant indifference and forgetfulness.

Yet such forgetfulness is ineluctable, even amid grief, and the abba 
scheme ties formal memorability both to wistful reminiscence and to its 
falterings. Here Tennyson describes his own loyal heart:

Still mine, that cannot but deplore,
    That beats within a lonely place,
    That yet remembers his embrace,
But at his footstep leaps no more […] (85.109–112)

And here he laments the imperfect nature of remembrance:

O last regret, regret can die!
    No—mixt with all this mystic frame,
    Her deep relations are the same,
But with long use her tears are dry. (78.17–20)

In the first stanza, the separation of the a lines suggests the vast distance 
between Tennyson and Hallam, permanently severing the former’s rueful 
heart from the latter’s footstep. The rhyme-structure overlaid on these 
pulsing metrical feet keeps the throbs of heartbeats and of footfalls apart, 
and the stanza’s regular rhythms echo the inexorable passage of time 
even as that same formal consistency indicates an unwillingness to let the 
past go. In the second stanza, the a lines record the emotional obstruc-
tion that results from such distancing. Just as Tennyson’s heart no longer 
leaps, so the ambiguous ebbing of regret means that his tears no longer 
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flow. It has become clear that allowing grief to lessen frequently implies 
memorial failure, and the very sound of the outer rhymes encodes this 
weakening of recollection. By the time we arrive at “leaps no more” and 
“tears are dry,” the phrases “but deplore” and “regret can die” have 
begun to fade from our minds. Sarah Gates also hears the anticipated but 
delayed rhyme as an anticlimactic sign of remoteness and loss rather than 
closure: “the second ‘a’ recollects only dimly the first ‘a,’ which by then 
has become a faint echo.”93 The reader’s waning but persistent memory 
of each opening rhyme-sound parallels Tennyson’s waning but persis-
tent memory of the far-away Hallam, as the fourth line remembers the 
first indistinctly (and in section 85, subtly undermines “deplore” with 
the rhyming phrase “no more”). It is little surprise to learn, later in sec-
tion 85, that the poet’s heart has in fact moved on. It “seeks to beat in 
time with one / That warms another living breast” (85.115–116).

The amnesiac division of the a lines becomes especially clear when 
contrasted with the stronger and more self-assured rhyme of the quat-
rain’s embedded b lines. Both stanzas above use the compact mnemonic 
force of this internal couplet, which they enfold “as though seeking 
to protect a memory of Hallam […] from change,” to hold out hope 
that he can be kept near and recalled clearly.94 Anaphoric repetition of 
“That” reinforces the tight bond between the “place / embrace” lines 
(which themselves seem locked in a close embrace as they speak of tena-
cious memory), while the use of “same” to model sonic uniformity in 
the rhyme with “frame” exhibits an urgent need to resist change and 
sustain impassioned remembrance. But such intimate connections or 
“deep relations,” both alluded to and demonstrated in these b pairings, 
are short-lived. The couplet creates a sense of memorable finality—which 
is immediately destabilized and obscured by the belated return of the a 
rhyme.95 A deadened heart and vanished tears displace a remembered 
touch and the continuance of regret. And the fact that the b rhymes 
intervene to divide the stanza’s first and last lines, using their mnemonic 
form to generate amnesia, implies that remembering and forgetting are 
inextricable in a poem that serves as a lasting record of the ways in which 
nostalgia distorts the past and memory alters over time.

The Same, But Not the Same: Babies, Progress, and Identity

It is the figure of the child that begins to resolve the uncertainties 
and incongruities surrounding lyric-inflected narrative and elegiac 
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forgetfulness. While an infant “with no language but a cry” substanti-
ates The Princess’s equation of babies and songs by underscoring the 
static and isolated impotence of these little verses, In Memoriam also 
uses children to associate its lyrics with cooperative growth and advance-
ment. Tennyson’s elegy concludes with a triumphant epithalamion, that 
imagines the newlyweds conceiving a child: “A soul shall draw from out 
the vast / And strike his being into bounds,” counteracting formless-
ness and ultimately acting as “a closer link / Betwixt us and the crown-
ing race” (Epilogue 123–124, 127–128). Bounded limitation thus 
becomes powerfully dynamic—both in the newborn and in the poem 
that describes him. Perhaps this elegy, with its sectional re-articulations 
and its stanzas forever circling back to the a rhyme, seems to make little 
progress. Perhaps its lyrics can, infant-like, seem self-enclosed and unde-
veloped and immobile. But considered en masse, those lyrics also illus-
trate a mourner’s self-recovery and reveal humankind’s march through 
time toward godly perfection. Their regularity is not stagnant, and their 
fluctuations are not arbitrary. Likewise, the emergence of new genera-
tions shows that an orderly and teleological mode of evolution, guided 
by the masculine power of heaven, underlies feminine Nature’s chaotic 
depredations; the rise of past species’ “seeming-random forms” (118.10) 
was always a necessary part of human history, which means that even 
Hallam’s death is part of a divine plan.96 Lyrics and infants alike are 
linked to masculinized plot-making, artistic “toil cöoperant to an end” 
(128.24), not merely to disorder or feminized stasis.

Instead of remaining diminutive and constricted, then, babies hold 
abundant promise and potential. Their smallness is that of the seed in 
Princess Ida’s “Our enemies have fallen,” with its inherent capacity 
for growth into “flower and fruit” (Epilogue 136). As infants blossom 
into personality, as violets spring from Hallam’s ashes, as the genera-
tions ascend toward higher things (and as each individual may “type 
this work of time” [118.16] by becoming a perfected self in the king-
dom of heaven), so Tennyson hopes that his expressions of incommu-
nicable emotion will cohere into a tale of faith regained and a confident 
prophesy. And as children help him to reconcile patterned lyricism and 
extended narrative—just as they reconcile science and religion—they 
uncover a vital continuity among past and present and future.97 Infants 
model a version of simultaneous regression and progression, like the 
“statelier Eden” of The Princess, that may redeem the version reflected 
in a plot shaped by nostalgia and lyricism. Babies gestating in the womb 
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recapitulate the stages of evolution as they shift “through life of lower 
phase” (Epilogue 125), yet they move this process forward once they are 
born; thus the epithalamion infant honors time past while ushering in 
the years to come. And because Hallam was “a noble type” (Epilogue 
138) who prefigured the “crowning race” and who has now achieved the 
exalted state to which humanity aspires, remembering him means engag-
ing with futurity. To mourn this friend is not simply to wallow in regret. 
To contemplate “a life behind” is still to have “an upward mind” (41.24, 
21). It is appropriate that the conception of the epithalamion baby rep-
resents Tennyson’s spiritual renewal, as well as the near-apotheosis of 
Hallam—who is remade in the “second birth of Death” (45.16) as he 
sheds the “chrysalis” of his body (82.8), and whose birthday is juxta-
posed with Christ’s.

Reading In Memoriam from this perspective confirms not only that 
lyric nostalgia can be future-oriented but also that the stop-and-start 
of lyric form itself can feel more like a sequence of rebirths, each build-
ing on the one before, than a set of undecided vacillations. It follows 
that continuity and iterative discreteness may be harmonized rather than 
opposed. Short sections and single lives both prove to be part of a larger 
system. Lyrics need not adhere to strict narrative chronology in order to 
proceed toward “one far-off divine event” (Epilogue 143). Fittingly for 
a poem that mentions a “higher height” (63.12) and a climb “from high 
to higher” (64.13), even linguistic echoes may pursue closure and depict 
purposeful forward movement. Repeating “So careful of the type” (55.7, 
56.1) shows that arguments can unfold sequentially across sections, and 
revisiting Hallam’s house demonstrates not unceasing angst but steps 
toward solace. Multiple reiterations of “Ring out […] Ring in” in sec-
tion 106 use sonic sameness to produce an atmosphere of mesmerized 
calm, in which the resultant forgetting of painful desire for the past—and 
the absorption of Hallam’s particular loss into more general themes—
manifests itself as transformative emotional development rather than 
shameful betrayal (“let him die […] let him go” [106.4, 7]). The advent 
of a new year, like the arrival of a new child, brings hope and rejuvena-
tion to “expectant nature” in spite of its regular recurrence (83.3). What 
might look like frustrated circularity in both form and imagery eventu-
ally lets human souls overcome temporal separation to “close with all 
we loved, / And all we flow from” (131.11–12).98 Infantile lyricism can 
advance, not impede, plot-based progress toward consolation.
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Section 124 further combats lyric betrayal by justifying and redeeming 
the primal hysteria of the infant crying for the light.

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;

A warmth within the breast would melt
The freezing reason’s colder part,
And like a man in wrath the heart
Stood up and answered ‘I have felt.’

No, like a child in doubt and fear:
But that blind clamour made me wise;
Then was I as a child that cries,
But, crying, knows his father near;

And what I am beheld again
What is, and no man understands;
And out of darkness came the hands
That reach through nature, moulding men. (9–24)

As Ida’s inert and infantilized Prince was able to turn her into a nurturing  
mother, here the self-infantilized Tennyson successfully calls forth a 
Heavenly Father. A feeble and forsaken baby turns out to have been a 
beloved child of God all along, and its helpless inarticulacy (underscored in 
the repetition of “cries […] crying”) leads to awareness of a divine parent. 
In Memoriam sometimes addresses Hallam directly, and must apparently 
resign itself to the impossibility of his responding in kind. If crying out in 
misery can summon God, however, then apostrophes to a lost friend may 
not be wholly in vain.

But the key revelation here is that the cries of the fearful child, far 
from betraying unmanly weakness, are an authentic response to the ter-
rifying uncertainties that plague all humanity. No longer embarrassing or 
debilitating, the overflow of instinctive emotion—linked to femininity 
and lyricism as well as babyishness—not only accurately reflects but also 
helps to quell insecurity and despair. Tennyson silences the voice that 
says “believe no more” not through rational argumentation but through 
the heart’s simple assertion “I have felt,” a declaration delivered not “like 
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a man” but “like a child.” Indeed, as it melts, the assonant “freezing rea-
son” is taken over by the same kind of sonic iteration that characterizes 
“cries […] crying.” Here the turn away from logic that sounded merely 
desperate in “[b]ehind the veil, behind the veil” becomes convincing, 
especially given that grief cannot simply be reasoned out of existence; 
aided by the formal discontinuity that allows for constant self-reinven-
tion, the poet combines powerful flashes of sentiment with intermittent 
movement toward assured belief. The baby’s trust is a wholehearted ver-
sion of the poet’s hard-won faith, which he struggles to maintain, in a 
loving God and in the ability of his disparate lyrical cries to grope their 
way toward cohesion and solace. As Tennyson looks back on moments 
of despondency and creates a new context in which they are not merely 
faint-hearted and futile, so this revised vision of babyhood informs our 
recollection of the infant “crying in the night.”99 Through memory, 
as with the two visits to Hallam’s house, one may retroactively dis-
cover interconnected teleology in the text and unified wholeness in the 
speaker. Through the mutually determining forces of memory and of 
lyric form, Tennyson can attempt to make his sorrow orderly.

Another meditation on infancy, section 45 considers the way in which 
babies become unique selves. At first the child cannot distinguish himself 
from “the circle of the breast” (3).

But as he grows he gathers much,
And learns the use of ‘I,’ and ‘me,’
And finds ‘I am not what I see,
And other than the things I touch.’

So rounds he to a separate mind
From whence clear memory may begin,
As through the frame that binds him in
His isolation grows defined. (5–12)

Substituting smoothly undulating polysyllables (“His isolation grows 
defined”) for the restless throbs of “in the night / for the light” points 
to the baby’s increasingly sophisticated mindset and burgeoning lan-
guage skills. In section 47, this description of human distinctiveness 
allows the poet to claim that the dead retain their individuality; for him 
it is unthinkable that the “separate whole” of any person should be 
absorbed into an amorphous “general Soul,” even in the afterlife (1, 4). 
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How can two friends reunite and recognize one another in heaven if they 
have blended together, if they do not possess “[e]ternal form” (47.6)? 
Importantly, the stanzas above also show that unified self-consciousness 
(“a separate mind”) cannot exist without linguistic disjunction (“the use 
of ‘I,’ and ‘me’”). If he were not differentiated from his surroundings, 
set apart and carefully contained, the baby would not be a nameable self 
and would have no meaningful perspective from which to navigate or 
narrate experience. Without a body and mind that are distinctly demar-
cated from the rest of the world, there is no account of personal identity, 
self-bettering, or relationships with others. Just so, In Memoriam can 
only offer an account of mourning by using the circumscribing power of 
brief stanzaic form to lend discernible shape to what might otherwise be 
chaos, to separate and identify each moment or mood and so to under-
stand what links them. Narrative progress and continuity rely on lyric 
re-articulation.

However, the infant has not yet taken on a rigidly delineated char-
acter. “Grows,” “gathers,” “learns,” “finds,” “rounds”: here the use of 
present tense implies that the process of individuation is incomplete, 
gradual, and ongoing. Clear memory has only begun, and separation is 
newly under way. A lyric “I” often manages to be both self-regarding and 
all but free of particularizing traits, which is exactly the balance a baby 
achieves as it starts to fill in its tabula rasa while still clinging to its new-
ness and innocence.100 Though the child “fix[es] itself to form” (33.4), 
it does so only loosely. The juxtaposition of endstopping and enjamb-
ment in the stanzas above evokes the child’s half-defined status (each line 
in the first quatrain ends with a mark of punctuation, while the second 
is more fluid and sustained), as does the juxtaposition of unsystematic 
listing (“And […] And […] And”) and the causal organization implied 
by the word “So.” These contrasts correspond to the way in which 
Tennyson’s sections sometimes cluster together and insist on their plot-
based ties despite the breaks that divide them. They constellate without 
sacrificing the formal integrity that also aids such constellation.

Crucially, Tennyson’s portrayal of the baby moving toward bounded 
selfhood also reveals that meaningful remembrance is contingent upon 
certain kinds of mental, physical, and temporal distance, and so addresses 
the second of the elegiac issues I have considered—that is, the signifi-
cance of forgetfulness. A maturing child, as Tennyson puts it one section 
earlier, necessarily “forgets the days before / God shut the doorways of 
his head” (that is, before the sutures in his skull fused together) (44.3–4); 
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in order to attain “clear memory,” it seems, he must both forgo and for-
get comforting unity with his mother. Looking back on In Memoriam 
as a whole, recalling it at a remove, helps to counteract the disjointed-
ness that a reader experiences while working through it. And in the same 
way, the poet begins to hope that freeing himself from oppressively vivid 
remembrances of Hallam will afford a new and more genuine apprehen-
sion of his friend.101 It may be fitting, given Hallam’s near-apotheosis, 
that he should inhabit a hazy past that “win[s] / A glory from its being 
far.” Even as the shifting sections of the poem confirm that he cannot 
be perceived with immediacy or precision, Hallam remains its focal point 
“whate’er he be” (107.23). Though it can be painful, subjecting him to 
the unstable recollection cultivated by a tenuously connected series of 
mnemonic yet self-similar lyrics is not only an authentic representation 
of grief (depicting a smoothly plotted journey toward reunion with the 
beloved would be disingenuous) but also the best way to know him after 
his death.

A lyric that stresses Hallam’s unfamiliarity, that splinters him into 
“hand and lips and eye,” that calls him “[s]trange,” that seems to pro-
test too much with “[m]ine, mine, for ever, ever mine,” concludes in a 
resoundingly confident chiasmus—which redeems the chiastic amnesia 
of the abba quatrain—that he is “[l]oved deeplier, darklier understood” 
(129.6–10). Acknowledging that Hallam grows more and more remote 
need not expunge his identity or compromise Tennyson’s devotion, but 
can grant the dead man looser and more flexible form. Known only as 
“some diffusive power,” he is still loved “more and more” (130.7, 
12); “[r]egret is dead, but love is more” (Epilogue 17), a fact that sof-
tens the anguish of conceding that grief can “be changed to less” and 
“regret can die” (78.16–17). A mention of “drooping memory” (79) in 
the poem’s final section may imply that memory falters or that it con-
tinues to be heavy with sorrow, or perhaps both, but in any case such 
memory permits Tennyson to discover a more hopeful mode of griev-
ing that converts Hallam into a benevolent guest at a nuptial celebra-
tion.102 Even after admitting that he “cannot see [Hallam’s] features 
right” when remembering him, Tennyson manages to summon his 
friend’s “fair face” once he realizes that it cannot be forcibly recovered 
by an act of will (70.1, 16). Now, instead of demanding that his compan-
ion assume the familiar “form by which I know / Thy spirit” (91.5–6), 
the poet learns to accept his posthumous “other form” or “after form” 
(85.35, 91.15). Time’s alienating “changes wrought on form and face” 
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cannot permanently conceal the spiritualized Hallam (82.2). Like the 
lyric amnesia that recalibrates future-oriented narrative by allowing it to 
emerge through constant occlusions and nostalgic doublings-back, they 
instead enable Tennyson to view him through altered eyes.

Tess Cosslett proposes that love and forgetfulness, which may appear to 
be opposed in the elegy, are actually “simultaneous and interdependent”; 
Michael Mason remarks that “the mourner is not learning to find Hallam 
[…] but learning to lose him”; W. David Shaw discusses Tennyson’s rec-
ognition that “until the dead are forgotten, they cannot be genuinely 
recalled”; John D. Rosenberg declares that the poet “never fully pos-
sessed persons or places until he had lost them.”103 These critics find that 
Hallam, present in absence, can only be approached when he is idealized 
or kept out of focus. Vague impercipience, which might seem to inhibit 
the act of memorialization, partially comprises it. If only we could “forget 
the widowed hour” (40.1), it would be possible for us to understand at 
last that we will see our deceased loved ones again. In a similar vein, hop-
ing to regain a “Present of the Past,” Tennyson longs for an “opiate trebly 
strong” that will bring both sleep and forgetting (71.3, 6). What at times 
feel like troubling amnesiac lapses in Tennyson’s attempts to describe 
Hallam can reflect a liberating ability to reinvent and reimagine him—an 
ability that, as it locates him in a broader existential context, ultimately 
reveals his true essence.

Like lyrics, then, infants are figures of imperfect or indistinct remem-
brance. As a baby must separate itself from its earliest experiences in order 
to claim its own memories, drawing a veil over Hallam’s mortal incarna-
tion helps Tennyson perceive him accurately. All the same, some traces of 
the past are cherished even as they recede; their imprecise and truncated 
nature means that they are well suited to being preserved in memorable 
little stanzas that convey what Seamus Perry calls “a ubiquitous feeling 
of incompleteness.”104 Such traces are “[s]o far, so near,” “[f]ar off […] 
but ever nigh” (129.2, 130.13), converted into a source of consolation 
rather than guilt. Placing Hallam at a remove, in fact, fuels Tennyson’s 
wish to be reunited with his friend. As section 117 explains, the role of 
earthly time (and perhaps of a protracted, semi-continuous, and ambig-
uously unplotted elegy as well) is to delay the two men’s meeting “[a] 
little while” so that “out of distance might ensue / Desire of nearness” 
(3, 5–6).105 Remembering and forgetting are, like dim Hesper and bright 
Phosphor in section 121, two names for the same phenomenon.
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Time may separate the friends, but its steady passing also brings them 
closer. And although temporal development in In Memoriam can appear 
to be synonymous with the shameful forsaking of Hallam’s memory, and 
can appear to replace him with an impersonal notion of progress, babies 
show that goal-directed change over time need not abandon the past or 
annihilate individuals or fracture identity. As we age, we are no longer 
our infant selves, yet we have not truly left those selves behind; we are 
“[t]he same, but not the same” (87.14). A child’s growth thus exhibits 
organic unity without fixed stasis, sequential progression without irrepa-
rable loss, and a template for the self-surpassing feat—no longer rejected 
as incompatible with a mourner’s memorial duties—by which people 
(and the human race itself) may “rise on stepping-stones / Of their dead 
selves to higher things” (1.3–4).106 Such maturation exemplifies both 
unified permanence and ongoing advancement in a state of “[e]ternal 
process” (82.5) that carries mortals toward the afterlife. It does what In 
Memoriam aspires to do via the compact and memorable stanzas that 
use accreting repetition-with-variation to proceed toward an optimistic 
conclusion (a “closing cycle rich in good” [105.28]), relieving the fear 
that ending the elegy would mean failing or forgetting Hallam. Erratic 
though it is, this lyrical poem does depict a dynamic spiritual quest on 
which an individual rediscovers himself and re-enters society. It both pre-
serves and develops the identities of mourner and mourned alike.

So children point to alternative versions of both narrative and memory. 
If the evolution and extinction of species signals not God’s indifference 
but humankind’s ascent toward perfection, if ruinous floods that put the 
poet in mind of Lethe’s “forgetful shore” eventually “sow / The dust 
of continents to be” (35.14, 11–12), then progress can emerge through 
apparent discontinuity and disorder—and acknowledging changes in 
grief or lacunae in remembrance need not signal the mourner’s heartless-
ness. To “find in loss a gain to match” (1.6), to idealize and blur the 
still-present mental image of Hallam with the passing years or trans-
mute private pain into universal wisdom, is no longer to suffer guilt. In 
Memoriam takes advantage of newborns’ demonstration that change and 
constancy can coexist. There is a middle ground between paralyzingly 
obsessive remembrance and forgetful desertion: Tennyson insists that his 
“centred passion cannot move,” even if his sorrow appears at times to be 
lessened or transformed beyond recognition as it puts aside its “harsher 
moods” (59.9, 7). Though each season still revives his “old affection 
of the tomb” (a phrase that appears twice in three lines, as if to ensure 
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that it will be recalled), he comes to realize that he is inventing what 
“methinks the dead would say” because he cannot know it (85.75–77, 
94). Purely “fancy-fed” (85.96) communion mingles with more precise 
remembrance, and if Hallam’s character starts to lose its contours (is he a 
brother? a mother? a spirit?), this form of amnesia manifests itself as imag-
inative reshaping rather than traumatic destruction.

Moreover, fears of being “overworn” notwithstanding, dissociating 
himself from Hallam may ultimately protect Tennyson’s identity instead 
of jeopardizing it. The loss of a dear companion with whom he can envi-
sion fusing after death as a “single soul” (84.44) threatens to colonize 
his sense of self, leading him to ask both “[w]hat art thou then?” and 
“what am I?” (130.5, 54.17)—but making Hallam’s specter more dis-
tant and nebulous begins to free Tennyson from its influence.107 Kincaid 
believes that the weakening of memory allows the poet to shield himself 
from melancholia and to reconstruct an intact, autonomous selfhood. He 
explains that “Tennyson calls up the past obsessively in order to demon-
strate how much he does not need it, does not remember it. It is evoked 
to reveal that it is not there; he works his mind backward to show that 
there is no backward.” Gerhard Joseph agrees, positing that “mourn-
ing involves a highly duplicitous act of memorialization as the alterna-
tive impulses of remembering and forgetting ensue over time […] the 
ego, in its desire for self-preservation, remembers […] in order to for-
get, prolongs the attachment in order to detach.”108 In the end, though, 
Tennyson neither cruelly relinquishes nor stubbornly clings to his memo-
ries of Hallam. As In Memoriam’s lyrics stand apart from one another 
partly in order to seek tentative coherence and interrelation, the poet 
uses amnesia to perceive and understand his lost friend. It has become 
clear that both apparent paradoxes are encapsulated in the way a baby 
gradually separates itself from its environment. And the poem’s lyricism 
and forgetful nostalgia also affect its treatment of gender and sexuality.

Manhood Fused with Female Grace: Gender and Genre Revisited

Hovering at the edge of distinctly formed knowability and hesitating 
between the time-bound and the atemporal, lyric-like children pro-
vide a model by which the divinized Hallam may be comprehended. 
Furthermore, by complicating the portrayal of gender in In Memoriam, 
babies’ redemption of fractured lyric emotionality and of flawed memory 
generates both another variety of lyric betrayal and a tactic for enriching 
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elegiac commemoration. If Hallam’s identity is made radically adaptable 
and infused with infinite child-like possibility by a poem that juxtaposes a 
multiplicity of transitory perspectives, he can become not only an angelic 
abstraction but also Tennyson’s spouse. The poet thinks “of my spirit as 
of a wife” (97.8), describes the “virgin” heart with which he “plighted 
troth” to Hallam (85.108, 27.10), and repeatedly refers to himself as 
“widowed” (9.18, 17.20, 85.113)—co-opting language that is more 
obviously applicable to his sister Emily, who was engaged to be married 
to Hallam. He compares his desolation to that of a young woman whom 
loss consigns to a passive and frustrated state of “perpetual maidenhood” 
(6.43); he envisions Hallam as a worthy suitor who leaves behind his first 
love to “wed an equal mind” (62.8); he himself is like “some poor girl 
whose heart is set / On one whose rank exceeds her own” (60.3–4).

One need not hypothesize about the historical Tennyson’s sexual 
preferences to note that these analogies, made possible in part by lyric 
disjointedness, threaten to undermine his poetic masculinity. But their 
generic context both emphasizes and dilutes their treacherously sexual 
nature. The lyricism that feminizes and so further romanticizes such lan-
guage also allows Tennyson to disown it by placing it alongside many 
contrasting descriptions and reassuringly manly topical meditations. 
Feminized lyric, after all, cannot be dismissed as static weakness or mere 
sentiment; it underlies the poem’s narrative arc toward hopeful futurity. 
Tennyson uses this association to create another sort of narrative, issu-
ing Hallam an erotic invitation to “[d]escend, and touch, and enter” 
(93.13)—which the poet can do because In Memoriam’s discrete struc-
ture also lets him abandon this tack with ease, briefly employing it to 
lend affective depth to his love for Hallam without exploring its implica-
tions in a detailed and discursive plot. And while the anonymizing effects 
of Tennyson’s allusive tetrameter can look like attempts to disguise or 
disavow the suggestions of same-sex desire in his elegy, this form-based 
move away from individuality seems at the same time to enable such sug-
gestions. Disclosure and suppression cannot easily be disentangled, as 
my reading of A Shropshire Lad will confirm, for “words […] half reveal 
/ And half conceal the Soul” (5.3–4).109 As he does when he ascribes 
unnamed “desire” to his personified heart (4.5), the poet makes this 
desire his own and not his own.

To re-enact Hallam’s demise by dissolving or misremembering his 
fixed and tangible form is to risk rendering him ungraspable. However, 
as it transcends his historical and material subjectivity, doing so also 
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allows him to be re-formed. Christopher Craft shows that Hallam’s 
death and the process of mourning “inscribe a prophylactic distance” 
between Tennyson and his beloved friend; “every act of vivifying mem-
ory” simultaneously brings about “terminal forgetting,” suspending 
Hallam between ineluctable inaccessibility and comforting recuperabil-
ity.110 Tennyson employs lyric forgetting to disembody the dangerously 
attractive subject of elegy and only then to craft amatory metaphors. 
Once safely incorporeal and invisible, once confined to the increasingly 
faint and defamiliarized past, Hallam is available for unorthodox expres-
sions of devotion. The invitation of section 93 can be issued because he 
is no longer “claspt in clay” (4) as a living man. Although it endeavors to 
overcome the “distance of the abyss / Of tenfold-complicated change” 
(11–12), this invitation also stems from such distance and change. “So, 
dearest, now thy brows are cold, / I see thee what thou art” (74.5–6): 
Tennyson could not call his friend “dearest” when those brows were 
warm, but the posthumous separation that breeds liberating forgetfulness 
reveals the emotional truth behind this mode of address. To lose Hallam, 
to turn him into a revisable textual form rather than a physical entity, 
is to gain thrilling new knowledge of him and new imaginative contact 
with his body. The amnesia-inflected understanding that lyrics afford cre-
ates a fresh context for the poet’s flirtations with femininity.

Strategically forgetting or obscuring the old Hallam, then, breeds 
both detachment and renewed intimacy. In the same way, imagining 
himself as a lovesick girl or a bereaved wife may efface Tennyson’s auto-
biographical specificity within the poem, but it also uses commonplace 
domestic situations to add memorable depth and nuance to his experi-
ences. Painfully private grief over a near-indescribable bond of friendship 
succeeds in finding a means of expression that both adds a protective 
layer of impersonality and points to the all-encompassing nature of the 
loss.111 Loosening gender categories makes the poet’s plight easy to 
identify with, and so counteracts the transgressive implications of such 
loosening. (Something similar could be said about In Memoriam’s allu-
sions to Shakespeare’s sonnets, which augment the elegy’s mnemonic 
power by echoing highly recognizable and much-admired works in 
which challenges to normative heterosexuality cannot quite be over-
looked or repressed.)

Tennyson’s quasi-forgetting of his friend recalls the infant who, not 
yet wholly confined within a singular identity, has also not yet wholly 
severed the connections between itself and the beloved maternal Other. 
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Though a maturing child “forgets the days before / God shut the 
doorways of his head,” evoking Wordsworth’s view of birth itself as “a 
sleep and a forgetting” that estranges humans from their knowledge of 
immortality, a mystic “little flash” of that early time of maternal unity 
still returns on occasion (44.8).112 Little flashing memories of Hallam 
as he was also continue to haunt the elegy, even as “the happy dead” 
may sometimes feel a “dim touch of earthly things” (44.1, 11). Hope 
for the future and generalizing visions of Hallam’s “kindred with the 
great of old” (74.8) do not entirely nullify Tennyson’s lingering wish to 
regain the lost corporeal link with his companion. There is his preoccu-
pation with the fate of Hallam’s corpse, his recurring thought of clasping 
Hallam’s hand, and the brief suggestion of rather unsettling physicality 
in “[t]he dead man touched me from the past” (95.34). Far from being 
seamlessly converted or absorbed into metaphors for spiritual fulfillment, 
such yearnings are at times only strengthened by the lyrical poem’s use of 
shifting comparisons to alter its subject—especially when those amnesiac 
alterations permit Tennyson to add erotic overtones to his desires.

In fact, the figure of the child is relevant in more ways than one to 
this poem’s homoerotic subtext. Jeff Nunokawa contends that queer 
desire is itself portrayed as childish in In Memoriam, that it becomes a 
youthful phase to be superseded (as shown in the closing epithalamion) 
by conventional love and marriage.113 All the same, it remains in the 
male psyche as a faint trace that heterosexuality and devotion to Christ 
obliquely memorialize and rely upon. From this perspective, the themes 
of evolution, progress, and amnesiac remembrance that I have associated 
with infants take on new significance. Identifying homoeroticism with an 
undeveloped version of the self—a version that is, like an infant, both 
distinct from and synonymous with the adult self—allows Tennyson to 
voice these troubling desires while also moving beyond them, to revise 
them without abandoning them, to recall and forget them.

Similarly, the reconciliation of lyric and narrative modes disclosed by 
a baby’s growth means that Tennyson can lay claim to the feminized 
quality of lyrical sentimentality as he mourns, only to regain masculine 
authority by completing his socially engaged poem and resolving to put 
away despair. Goal-bound narrative appears to triumph over fragmented 
flux, even as God controls red-clawed Nature. By the end of the elegy, he 
is giving away his sister Cecilia at her wedding, a surrogate paterfamilias 
rather than a weeping widow.114 Male and female join together not in 
the androgynous character of the poet, or in Hallam’s “manhood fused 
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with female grace” (109.17), or in an intimate communion between 
the two men that resembles a spiritual marriage (an early draft of sec-
tion 93 pleaded “Stoop soul and touch me: wed me”), but in a literal 
marriage ceremony and in the context of wedded procreation. Children 
in The Princess return Ida and her suitor to well-established household 
roles; In Memoriam also uses babies to contain the very implications 
of gender nonconformity that they help to create. Earlier in the elegy, 
imagining his sister Emily’s marriage to Hallam had allowed Tennyson 
to envision his own eternal union with this new brother—as symbolized 
by Hallam’s unborn sons, who would have embodied a now-impossible 
version of child-based futurity by commingling the male friends’ blood. 
Hallam’s death means that the two men cannot bring forth children to 
immortalize themselves and advance the human race, but commemorat-
ing their love does produce songs “of Sorrow born” (48.1) that fulfill 
a similar function in lending Hallam fresh vitality. Julia F. Saville argues 
that with Emily as a legitimizing mediator whose presence helps the male 
friends express their affection (and who is, I would add, conveniently 
half-forgotten due to the lyrics’ rapidly shifting perspectives), Hallam can 
thus become “the inseminator of Tennyson’s feminized poetic imagina-
tion.”115 But the epithalamion is more determinedly conventional, with 
its family-centered language that praises the beauty of the bride (soon to 
be a mother) and the learnedness of the groom. Such sexual renormali-
zation is part of the poem’s plot-based maturation, and it absorbs infants 
into a more conservative model of domesticity.

Indeed, when women are represented as wives and mothers, chil-
dren and the childlike signify (as Ida feared) those women’s household 
duties and their patriarchal infantilization.116 One of Tennyson’s female 
alter egos, possessed of a “simple heart” rather than an intellect, “darkly 
feels [her Hallam-esque husband] great and wise.” As she insists, “I can-
not understand: I love.” Desperately holding on to the past’s “withered 
violet” in the form of “early faith and plighted vows,” she is regressive 
in more senses than one (97.20, 34–36, 26, 30). However, the predict-
able patterns of domestic life—and of mnemonic poems that dwell on 
“[m]emories of bridal […] of birth […] of death” (99.15–16)—soothe 
Tennyson where they undo Ida. She is humbled and reformed by the 
voice of lyric; he is comforted and re-formed, employing potentially 
effeminate little stanzas both to carve out a rich new set of relationships 
with the disembodied Hallam and to mask these relationships’ unortho-
dox nature with a turn to more traditional imagery. Babies and babyish 
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verse suggest that discontinuity can reinforce plot, that forgetting can 
improve understanding, and that the strategic amnesia of a lyricized 
elegy can generate faintly erotic emotional nuance without derailing its 
quest for consolation and masculine poetic authority.

This attempt to counteract lyric betrayal, though, is not altogether suc-
cessful. Lyrics’ stubborn resistance to narrative absorption de-emphasizes 
Ida’s defeat in The Princess, and this same phenomenon destabilizes the 
optimistic conclusion of In Memoriam. The elegy is ultimately too frac-
tured and circuitous, too rife with contradiction and reiteration and mem-
orable doubt, to inhabit firm faith entirely comfortably. Tennyson commits 
himself almost completely to Victorian household ideals—his domesticized 
take on pastoral elegy is another selective misremembering—while not 
quite surrendering memories of introspective Romantic isolation, sup-
pressing lyricized femininity and queer desire, or completing the work of 
mourning.117 Even Cecilia’s wedding is haunted by Emily’s phantom nup-
tials, which would have made Hallam and Tennyson brothers and (almost) 
co-parents. Neither part of the poem’s frame, neither the devout assur-
ances of the epithalamion nor the confident cadences of the prologue, feels 
wholly earned. The final stanzas of a poem that Tennyson finds “too hope-
ful” do not necessarily get the last word; its fraught journey, its persistent 
textual past, can seem more significant than its destination.118

Conclusion: Victorian Mourning

Thanks to its overt topicality, In Memoriam provides an especially use-
ful opportunity to historicize this book’s claims about the inextricability 
of remembering and forgetting. To observe that Tennyson’s masterpiece 
both refines and universalizes the sorrowful retrospection that pervades 
much of his work, or that it is particularly relevant to a society in which 
many people suffered the premature loss of a loved one, has become a 
critical commonplace. But a different approach to placing the poem in 
context helps to explain its cultural durability. The Victorian memory cri-
sis, which involves fixation on and alienation from the past, has perhaps 
its clearest literary expression in this elegy. In Memoriam finds itself at an 
amnesiac distance not only from Hallam but also from an illusory golden 
age of simple piety and harmony with nature. Both, it turns out, are 
linked to childhood or the childlike. The innocent sister described in sec-
tion 33 clings to an “early Heaven” and “happy views” (6) that Tennyson 
remembers yet cannot recover; she resembles Lazarus’s sister of old,  
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whose pure and girlish faith abolishes “[a]ll subtle thought” (32.9). And 
moving away from the much-loved home of his youth to unfamiliar “lands 
where not a memory strays” (104.10) prompts the poet to conjure up a 
bucolic idyll visible only in hindsight (“Here thy boyhood sung […] and 
heard / The low love-language of the bird / In native hazels tassel-hung” 
[102.9–12]). Somersby’s friendly vistas are associated both with Hallam 
and with childhood, and so they doubly represent the idealized joy of 
vanished days—though a “stranger’s child” (101.20) will now become 
acquainted with these scenes, again tying children to futurity as well as to 
repetition and regression. In a new home, Tennyson finds that he has all 
but lost touch with the time-honored Christmas customs once kept alive 
by “dying use,” though he still resolves to hold the holiday “solemn to the 
past” (105.12, 16).

Delightful days spent with Hallam strengthened Tennyson’s faith and 
transported him to a landscape ringing with “many a flute of Arcady” 
(23.24), confirming that the losses of both piety and closeness to nature 
are bound up in the poem’s main bereavement. Already a backward-
looking mode, pastoral (particularly the conventional solace of pastoral 
elegy, and perhaps the homoerotic hints of its classical incarnations) is 
itself mourned in this Arcadian recollection. Despite the child’s redemp-
tion of forgetting and of temporal mutability, despite the focus on famil-
iar domestic scenes that attempts to compensate for upheavals both 
private and societal, despite the fact that Hallam himself declares verse to 
be a cultural “check acting for conservation against a propulsion towards 
change,” this disjointed and generically undecided elegy is saddened that 
it cannot reliably regain the lost days it romanticizes.119 It reflects the 
experiences of Victorians who witnessed rising industrialization, urbani-
zation, and rational skepticism posing challenges to still-influential tradi-
tional ideals. Indeed, towns and streets tend to be “noisy” or “unlovely” 
for Tennyson (69.5, 7.2), while scientific discoveries about the eradica-
tion of whole species inspire fear that single lives are insignificant. “There 
rolls the deep where grew the tree” (123.1): the world is a memorial that 
bears fading traces of the personal and geological past. Nostalgic iner-
tia and regret undermine the message of self-improvement and heaven-
ratified social progress that many of Tennyson’s contemporaries admire 
in the poem, even as doubt and pessimism undermine Victorians’ moral 
certainties. This elegy must come to terms with the amnesiac retrospec-
tion that shapes nineteenth-century memory. If the inscrutable vastness 
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of deep time means that much of human history lies beyond human 
knowledge, then what does it mean to recall the past?

As mentioned above, some of Tennyson’s melancholy stems from 
looking forward rather than looking back. He anticipates his poetry 
being forgotten, seeing little hope for verse that commemorates “little 
lives” (2.8) which will soon “lie / Foreshortened in the tract of time” 
(77.3–4, my emphasis)—an appropriate adjective, given that brief lyri-
cal forms both encourage and encode amnesiac remembrance. “I shall 
pass; my work will fail” (57.8), and Hallam’s memory may disappear 
along with the “cry that lasts not long” in these “fading days” (75.9–
10). Struggling not to lament the fact that others may forget Hallam, 
for God’s regard is more important than earthly praise, helps Tennyson 
tacitly acknowledge that his own flawed efforts to memorialize his friend 
and gain fame may also “[f]ade wholly” (73.14). As novels take over the 
work of narration and social commentary, In Memoriam is a “primrose 
of the later year” (85.119) that risks forgettable belatedness.120

Of course, despite these fears of being overlooked, despite the novel’s 
rise, and despite the disproportionate emphasis on certain of its lines and 
stanzas, Tennyson’s elegy occupies a central place in the Victorian con-
sciousness partly because it embodies the memory crisis. And the role 
that the figure of the child plays in its reception underscores that fact. 
Honoring the years of “childhood’s flaxen ringlet” (79.15), Tennyson 
explains that he still responds to Christmas bells because “they controlled 
me when a boy” (28.18); some Victorian critics, too, read In Memoriam 
(especially its devotional messages) through the lens of childhood mem-
ories. One commenter remarks that the poem provides “fulfilments of 
the words which we learnt at our mothers’ knee,” while another praises 
Tennyson’s defense of “those first principles”—such as God’s love and 
the immortality of the soul—that “belong to our earliest childhood.”121 
Children emblematize the way in which this elegy’s mnemonic qualities 
derive in part from the familiar nature of its form and content. Readers’ 
recollections of their own retrospectively romanticized younger days, par-
ticularly of domestic bliss and simple piety that now seem faint and fara-
way, parallel their recognition of biblical phrasing and hymn-like stanzas. 
Infants, whose embryological development was thought to re-enact the 
history of the human race in miniature, and who serve as reminders of a 
common past, are also figures of amnesiac personal remembrance.

Its appeal to memory was such that as the century wound down, In 
Memoriam was nostalgically converted into a marker for a time when poetry 
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was more socially engaged, more formally conventional and thus accessible, 
and more morally uplifting—though this, of course, also represents selec-
tively forgetful retrospection.122 Eliot’s The Waste Land, another elegy for 
a generation, shares with most long poems of the twentieth century a ten-
dency to embrace discontinuity, resist resolution, and value individual inno-
vation over appeals to traditional authority; In Memoriam shows signs of this 
Modernist mindset, but it does not relinquish a more didactic, hopeful, and 
cohesive poetic ideal. The child’s partial independence from days gone by 
signals that Tennyson can craft new hybrid genres, revising yet maintaining 
contact with the literary past. And the child’s reconciliation of circumscribed 
singularity and teleological interconnection signals that as he matures into a 
public poet, he can also maintain contact with lyrical modes of expression.
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