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Teaching notes 

Opinions on Tennyson 
Luke McBratney 

To some, Tennyson is a prissy, delicate and over-sweet ‘School-Miss Alfred’, yet to others he is a 
Romantic and visionary who is both attached to the past and politically radical and adversarial. These 
teaching notes pick up on some points from John Batchelor’s article ‘Why Tennyson and why now?’ 
and offer viewpoints for further debate.  

Provocative questions 
A popular way for examiners to encourage students to engage with a writer’s preoccupations and to 
show that they can use different opinions is to pose them provocative questions.  If that is the case for 
the examination you are sitting, one useful revision strategy is to invent such questions yourself and 
find ways to both substantiate and disprove them.  

Sample questions 
• Tennyson once said ‘I require quiet, and myself to myself, more than any man when I write’. 

To what extent do you agree with the view that Tennyson’s poetry primarily celebrates the 
inner life? 

• ‘In Memoriam is a poem that is as much about its writer as it is about its subject.’ 
How far do you agree with this view of the poem? 

• A critic has written that Tennyson’s evocations of the past are all ‘too often disappointingly 
static and one-dimensional’. 
To what extent do you believe that this is a fair assessment? 

Such questions often choose deliberately extreme views to provoke a reaction. Examiners usually 
advise that you answer such questions directly, offering both support for and evidence against the 
view. In addition, a useful strategy can be to engage closely with the exact terms of the question — 
often you’ll find words and phrases from a quotation useful.  

Tennyson the man 
As well as responding to provocative views, examiners often ask students to comment on a concern of 
a writer that is reflected in their work. In Tennyson’s case, thinking about his biography can be a 
helpful way to revise important themes. We have already mentioned the inner life, and you might think 
about Tennyson’s attitude to women and to responsibilities, bearing in mind Batchelor’s points about 
his extended engagement to Emily Sellwood and the oblique expressions of fear at commitment in 
poems such as ‘The Lady of Shallot’, ‘The Kraken’ and ‘The Palace of Art’. 

Loss could be another area for study. It would be worth thinking about ideas of platonic love that were 
current among Tennyson’s Cambridge friends, as well as the wider sense of loss occasioned by the 
weakening of faith in the Victorian era. It might also be worth considering other ways in which 
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seemingly personal poems such as In Memoriam and ‘Break, Break, Break’ address extra-personal 
concerns.  Note also the interesting details recounted by Batchelor about Queen Victoria’s relationship 
with Tennyson and his poetry.   

Finally, considering the relationship between the poet and the past might stimulate a further area for 
revision. In this regard, Tennyson — with his interest in both the classical past and in the Middle Ages 
— might be seen as a typical Victorian intellectual. 

Further reading 
As well as using the articles in THE ENGLISH REVIEW archive to extend your reading, you might like to 
visit some of the sites below: 

www.english.cam.ac.uk/cambridgeauthors/tennyson is an excellent site from the University of 
Cambridge. It includes short essays on a range of themes, as well as close commentaries on some 
poems. 

www.poetryarchive.org/poetryarchive/singlePoet.do?poetId=1569 contains an original recording of 
Tennyson reading ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’.  

www.victorianweb.org/authors/tennyson/index.html has a variety of material on Tennyson and his 
contexts. 


