
1 
 

BA I – English Opt.-Poetry- In Memoriam by A.L.Tennyson. Notes compiled by Dr Prafull, Naigaon Bz. 

Understanding Poetry in English 

Elegy: 

The form of poetry that we term as elegy is an ancient Greek metrical form and is traditionally 

written in response to the death of a person or group. Though similar in function, the elegy is 

distinct from the epitaph, ode, and eulogy: the epitaph is very brief; the ode solely exalts; and 

the eulogy is most often written in formal prose. 

The elements of a traditional elegy mirror three stages of loss. First, there is a lament, where 

the speaker expresses grief and sorrow, then praise and admiration of the idealized dead, and 

finally consolation and solace. These three stages can be seen in W. H. Auden’s classic "In 

Memory of W. B. Yeats," and “In Memoriam” by A.L. Tennyson. Other well-known elegies 

in the English language include "Fugue of Death" by Paul Celan, written for victims of the 

Holocaust, and "O Captain! My Captain!" by Walt Whitman, written for President Abraham 

Lincoln. 

Many modern elegies have been written not out of a sense of personal grief, but rather a broad 

feeling of loss and metaphysical sadness. Tennyson’s “In Memoriam” is such a poem. 

Elegy: In Memoriam A.H.H. : Canto 21 
Alfred Lord Tennyson 

 

Introduction: 

"In Memoriam A.H.H." or simply "In Memoriam" is a poem by the British poet Alfred, Lord 

Tennyson, completed in 1849. It is a requiem for the poet's beloved Cambridge friend Arthur 

Henry Hallam, who died suddenly of a cerebral haemorrhage in Vienna in 1833 at the age of 

22. It is widely considered to be one of the greatest poems of the 19th century. The poem also 

was a great favourite of Queen Victoria, who after the death of Prince Albert wrote that she 

was "soothed & pleased" by it. In 1862, the Queen Victoria requested a meeting with Tennyson 

because she was so impressed by the poem, and when she met him again in 1883 she told him 

what a comfort it had been. 

 

Tennyson’s friend, Arthur Hallam, was not only the poet’s closest friend, but also the fiancé of 

his sister. After learning of his sudden death, Tennyson was overwhelmed with doubts about 

the meaning of life and the significance of man’s existence. He composed the short poems that 

comprise “In Memoriam” over the course of seventeen years (1833-1849) and published them 

as a single lengthy poem in 1850. 

 

In Memoriam: Canto 21 (Lines 437-464) 

I sing to him that rests below, 
   And, since the grasses round me wave, 
   I take the grasses of the grave, 
And make them pipes whereon to blow. 

The traveller hears me now and then, 
   And sometimes harshly will he speak: 
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   "This fellow would make weakness weak, 
And melt the waxen hearts of men." 

Another answers, "Let him be, 
   He loves to make parade of pain 
   That with his piping he may gain 
The praise that comes to constancy." 

A third is wroth: "Is this an hour 
   For private sorrow's barren song, 
   When more and more the people throng 
The chairs and thrones of civil power? 

"A time to sicken and to swoon, 
   When Science reaches forth her arms 
   To feel from world to world, and charms 
Her secret from the latest moon?" 

Behold, ye speak an idle thing: 
   Ye never knew the sacred dust: 
   I do but sing because I must, 
And pipe but as the linnets sing: 

And one is glad; her note is gay, 
   For now her little ones have ranged; 
   And one is sad; her note is changed, 
Because her brood is stol'n away. 

 

A Short-Summary of the poem’s Canto 21 

• Tennyson is singing to his friend, who is resting below (in the grave). 

• He just means below the ground, where he is buried. Putting Arthur in Hell wouldn't 

have made much sense because he was such a good and kind man. 

• The speaker makes little pipes from the grasses that grow on Arthur's grave, and blows 

them. He imaginatively re-creates the reactions of some people to his piping. 

• One chastises him for being too sad and for making others sad too. 

• Another seems to admire his "parade of pain" and praises his consistency. 

• A third one seems to be angry at Tennyson for his grief, and regards his song as 

"barren".  

• He wonders why Tennyson would keep this song up when there's so much more going 

on in the world. 

• Plus, Science (here personified as a woman) is making the world more understandable. 

She's "feeling from world to world" and making her secrets known. 

• Tennyson defends himself by saying that they never knew Arthur. He uses the image of 

"sacred dust" to emphasize just how important his friend still is to him. He's now dust, 

so this must be years after he's died. 

 

================================ 
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Q. Critical Analysis of In Memoriam Canto 21: 

 

In the poem, In Memoriam, the poet laureate Alfred, Lord Tennyson expresses his grief over 

losing his dear friend Arthur, who has died of a brain hemorrhage at the tragically young age 

of 22. While doing so, he falls into a sort of existential crisis in which he contemplates man's 

place in the vast universe, which is created by either God, or maybe a more uncaring, cold 

Nature. Tennyson's also responding to some pretty heavy-duty cultural upheavals of his time, 

like the newly-circulating Theory of Evolution by Darwin and the rise of industrialism. 

 

In Memoriam, which was first published anonymously in 1850, is considered one of the 

greatest poems of the nineteenth century by one of the greatest poets of the English language: 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson. He was named Poet Laureate of England right after Wordsworth. 

 

"In Memoriam" is written in four-line ABBA stanzas of iambic tetrameter, and such stanzas 

are now called In Memoriam Stanzas. The poem is divided into 133 cantos (stanzas or parts) 

and has many different themes and subjects: profound spiritual experiences, nostalgic 

reminiscence, philosophical speculation, romantic fantasizing and even occasional verse. The 

death of Hallam and Tennyson's attempts to cope with this, remain the strand that ties all these 

themes together. 

 

In the Canto 21 of the poem, the poet sings at the grave of his friend. One man speaks harshly, 

saying his song is too weak and melancholy. Another says to let the poet be since he loves to 

“make parade of pain.” A third wonders if this mournful song is irrelevant given political and 

social turmoil in the world. All the poet knows is that “I do but sing because I must.” 

 

“In Memoriam” was intended as an elegy, or a poem in memory and praise of one who has 

died. As such, it contains all of the elements of a traditional pastoral elegy such as ceremonial 

mourning for the dead, praise of his virtues, and consolation for his loss. Like most elegies, 

this poem begins with expressions of sorrow and grief, followed by the poet’s recollection of 

a happy past spent with the individual he is now mourning. These fond recollections lead the 

poet to question the powers in the universe that could allow a good person to die, which gives 

way to more general reflections on the meaning of life. Eventually, the poet’s attitude shifts 

from grief to resignation. Finally, in the climax, he realizes that his friend is not lost forever 

but survives in another, higher form. The poem closes with a celebration of this transcendent 

survival. 

 

“In Memoriam”, however, ends with an epithalamion (wedding poem), celebrating the 

marriage of Tennyson’s sister Cecilia to Edmund Lushington in 1842. The poet suggests that 

their marriage will lead to the birth of a child who will serve as a closer link between 

Tennyson’s generation and the “crowning race.” This birth also represents new life after the 

death of Hallam, and hints at a greater, cosmic purpose. 

 

Tennyson starts the poem with a prologue that evokes Jesus as a sort of muse. He is the speaker 

in the poem. Our speaker seems hopeful that there is a reason for man's existence and a bigger 
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plan for everyone. Humans are small in comparison to God, and that's why people grieve so 

much. They just can't see the larger plan and can't get enough distance to put things like the 

loss of human life within a greater context. 

 

The speaker gets right to some heavy-duty mourning over a close friend's death. He re-creates 

in his mind how his friend's body came back to England from Italy. In the poem, Tennyson 

moves through various stages of grief, from "calm despair" to "wild and wandering cries." Even 

though he sometimes regards his feelings as sins, he defends them as normal. 

 

Next, Tennyson meditates upon the comfort he can gain from the Bible and upon how various 

resurrections (rebirth) worked there. He tries to take some comfort in this religious belief, but 

it's hard out there for a mourner. So, he moves on finding meaning in a world that seems random 

and governed by uncomfortably new ideas such as the scientist Charles Darwin’s Theory of 

Evolution.  He also struggles the idea that God is good when he has seemingly created a world 

filled with human suffering. 

 

Tennyson finally takes comfort in the idea that humans, at least, are good—like his friend 

Arthur, who was intelligent and really cared about people. He considers some answers to 

problems he previously set up and, in what we might regard as the climax of the entire poem, 

imagines reuniting with Arthur. He starts to feel better and lets go of some of his doubt. 

 

Toward the end of the poem, he starts to realize that it's all about gaining knowledge, and that 

knowledge is one of the higher purposes of humans. He also recognizes that human beings 

have souls, which allows for a sort of immortality. He ends the poem with an epilogue that 

celebrates the wedding of his sister. So, Tennyson has lost a dear friend, but ends up gaining a 

brother-in-law whom he is hopeful might be a sort of stand-in for Arthur. 

 

Thus, not just an elegy and an epithalamion, the poem is also a deeply philosophical reflection 

on religion, science, and the promise of immortality. Tennyson was deeply troubled by the 

proliferation of scientific knowledge about the origins of life and human progress. In “In 

Memoriam,” Tennyson insisted that we hold fast to our faith in a higher power in spite of our 

inability to prove God’s existence. He reflects early evolutionary theories in his faith that man, 

through a process lasting millions of years, is developing into something greater. In the end, 

Tennyson replaces the doctrine of the immortality of the soul with the immortality of mankind 

through evolution, thereby achieving a synthesis between his profound religious faith and the 

new scientific ideas of his day. 


