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Ulysses
by Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809–1892)

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Alfred, Lord Tennyson was born in Somersby, Lincolnshire, the fourth of twelve
children. Between the ages of 11 and 18, the youngster was educated by his
father, who predicted that young Alfred would become the greatest poet of his
time, an assessment that is confirmed by many. Tennyson began writing poetry
when he was five years old, and even at such an early age, he was preoccupied
with feelings of depression and isolation. Perhaps these feelings can be ascribed to
the fact that his father was a depressed and unhappy man who had been disin-
herited due to a family disagreement.

By the time he was 12, Tennyson had composed a 6,000-line epic poem. He wrote of
this undertaking, “I never felt so inspired — I used to compose 60 or 70 lines in a breath.
I used to shout them about the silent fields, leaping over the hedgerows in my excitement.”
Amazingly, the epic was full of descriptions of scenery that he had never even seen! 

In 1827, Tennyson enrolled at Trinity College, Cambridge, and it was here that he
became strongly influenced by the Romantic Movement, especially by the poetry of John
Keats. His first published poetry appeared in Poems by Two Brothers (Alfred and his broth-
er Charles) in 1827, and within four years, Tennyson had published his own book of poet-
ry, Poems, Chiefly Lyrical. His second book of poetry, Poems, which contains some of his
best work, was published three years later, in 1833, but was not entirely well received.

Upon his arrival at Cambridge, Tennyson met Arthur Hallam, a brilliant undergradu-
ate who became his closest friend. When Tennyson’s father died in 1831, leaving the
family in debt and forcing Alfred to leave Cambridge, this friendship proved to be a
source of great emotional support. But tragedy intervened in 1833, when Hallam met an
untimely death from a brain hemorrhage. Tennyson was completely shattered for almost
ten years. Devastated by the loss, Tennyson published no further poetry during that peri-
od, except for a poem written in 1834 that meditated on death and immortality.

In 1842, he published a collection also called, simply, Poems. Finally, in 1850, sev-
enteen years after Hallam’s death, Tennyson published probably his most famous
work, the elegy In Memoriam, a brooding poetic masterpiece that reflects
Tennyson’s morbid preoccupation with death and the despair he felt at the loss of
his dear and devoted friend. Queen Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert, read In
Memoriam and was extremely impressed by it. So when Wordsworth, the British
Poet Laureate, died in 1850, Tennyson was appointed his successor. In 1855,
Tennyson published one of his best-known patriotic poems, “The Charge of the
Light Brigade.” In 1859 the first part of his magnificent Idylls of the King, about King
Arthur and the Round Table, sold over 10,000 copies in the first month after publi-
cation. In 1883 Tennyson accepted a peerage.
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????    CHECKQUIZ

1. How does Ulysses spend his time
in his old age? A. He acts as judge to
“mete” out justice to the fierce peo-
ple of his country. However, he does
not feel fulfilled.
2. Where has Ulysses traveled in the
past? A. He has traveled throughout
the known world of his time, experi-
enced all climates, and visited many
countries, where he was the honored
guest of their governments.
3. How does Ulysses wish to spend
his remaining years? A. He wishes to
travel and experience more adven-
tures, to “drink life to the lees.”
4. How does Ulysses characterize his
son? A. He characterizes
Telemachus as prudent, and also
implies that his son is dull in com-
parison to himself. He also com-
ments that Telemachus will make a
good king, because he is dutiful and
will fulfill the obligations that come
with being king.
5. What is Ulysses goal, as expressed
in the poem? A. He wishes “to
strive, to seek, to find, and not to
yield.”
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ABOUT THE SELECTION

The adventures of the hero Ulysses (known in Greek as Odysseus) are retold in clas-
sical legends. Ulysses, the king of the city-state Ithaca, was one of the heroes who left
his homeland to aid King Agamemnon in his battle against Troy, a city in what is now
modern-day Turkey. After successfully defeating the Trojans, Ulysses embarked on what
proved to be a 10-year journey back to Ithaca and his faithful wife, Penelope. Ulysses
underwent a series of adventures, relishing his ability to overcome adversity and tri-
umph over every opponent. On his return, he found his home filled with men who, hav-
ing given him up for dead, wished to reign in his stead. With the help of his son,
Telemachus, Ulysses defeated these usurpers and ruled again in Ithaca. In the poem that
follows, Tennyson expresses Ulysses’ thoughts as he anticipates his old age.

Although “Ulysses” was not published until 1842, almost 10 years after the death
of his close friend Arthur Hallam, it was actually written within a few weeks of the
tragedy, while Tennyson was still in his twenties. The fact that such a young poet
chose to deal with an aging hero and to address the issue of living life productively
adds to the poem’s impact. In the poem Ulysses speaks of the necessity to constant-
ly look forward to new horizons of opportunity, no matter what has been accom-
plished in the past. In Tennyson’s own words, “Ulysses” helped him recognize “the
need of going forward and braving the struggle of life perhaps more simply than any-
thing in In Memoriam.” The brilliance of this poem and of others published in the
same collection established Tennyson as the foremost poet of his day.
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R
Time is the coin of your life. It is the only coin you have, and only you can

determine how it will be spent. Be careful lest you let other people spend it

for you.

Carl Sandburg (1878–1967)

Old age is far more than white hair, wrinkles, the feeling that it is too late and

the game finished, that the stage belongs to the rising generations. The true

evil is not the weakening of the body, but the indifference of the soul.

André Maurois (1885–1967)
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It little profits that an idle king,
By this still hearth, among these barren crags,*
Matched with an aged wife, I mete* and dole*
Unequal laws unto a savage race,
That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me. 5

I cannot rest from travel: I will drink
Life to the lees*: all times I have enjoyed
Greatly, have suffered greatly, both with those
That loved me, and alone; on shore, and when
Through scudding* drifts the rainy Hyades 10
Vexed the dim sea: I am become a name;

For always roaming with a hungry heart
Much have I seen and known; cities of men

Ulysses
Alfred, Lord Tennyson

FOCUS: DRAMATIC MONOLOGUE
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Describe the scene evoked
by the words and images
of the first five lines.

A. The poet describes an unproduc-
tive, unhappy ruler who feels that
his people do not respect him.
Ulysses projects a depressing sense
that the future holds little in store
for him, and that the best part of
life has passed.

What does Ulysses’ com-
ment, “and know not me”
(line 5), reveal about him?

A. Ulysses feels that his past
achievements are unrecognized by
a younger generation.

Explain Tennyson’s use of
metaphor in “I will drink/
Life to the lees” (lines 6-7).

A. Tennyson compares life to a cup
of wine. Ulysses has lived his life to
the fullest, reveling in its chal-
lenges. However, even if the sedi-
ment at the bottom of the cup of
wine is bitter, Ulysses nevertheless
wants to drain it to the last drop —
to experience all that life has to
offer.

crags — steep, rugged rocks.

mete — to distribute (often something unpleasant)

dole — to portion out; to distribute.

to the lees — here, to the bottom of the cup. 

scudding — moving smoothly but swiftly, as wind-driven clouds do.

ΩELPFUL
µEFINITIONS

Describe the scene
evoked by the words

and images of the
first five lines.

What does Ulysses’
comment, “and know

not me” (line 5),
reveal about him?

The Hyades refers to a group of stars whose origin is attributed by the Greeks to a myth, and whose
appearance in the sky during the spring and autumn was thought to herald rain.

Explain Tennyson’s use
of metaphor in “I will
drink/Life to the lees”

(lines 6-7).
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How has Ulysses “become
a name” (line 11)?
A. Ulysses’ reputation as

a hero has spread due to his success
as a warrior and a statesman. His
extensive travels and adventures
have also added to his fame. Ulysses
singles out his conquests at Troy
(lines 16-17) for special mention
since he is particularly recognized
for his achievements there.

What is the effect of the
word “wherethrough”
(line 19)?

A. Its position at the close of a line
has the effect of moving the read-
er from the past to the as-yet-
unexplained future world of new
experiences.

What does Ulysses feel
about quality of life?
A. He feels that just

breathing — if one is not con-
tributing to the world — is not
really living at all. The statement,
“As though to breathe were life,”
really merits either an exclamation
point — or a question mark. 

Why does the poet
describe his spirit as
“grey” (line 30)?

A. a. He is no longer young. In fact,
by virtue of his age and his experi-
ence, he can be considered to be
venerable. b. He is somewhat
depressed by the condition in which
he finds himself.

What does the juxtapo-
sition of the description
of Telemachus and the

projected departure of Ulysses
accomplish?
A. It highlights Ulysses’ adventur-
ous nature and his refusal to allow
old age to curtail his ambitions and
his spirit.

And manners, climates, councils, governments,
Myself not least, but honoured of them all; 15
And drunk delight of battle with my peers,
Far on the ringing plains of windy Troy. 

I am a part of all that I have met;
Yet all experience is an arch wherethrough
Gleams that untravelled world, whose margin fades 20
For ever and for ever when I move.

How dull it is to pause, to make an end,
To rust unburnished,* not to shine in use!
As though to breathe were life. Life piled on life
Were all too little, and of one to me 25
Little remains: but every hour is saved
From that eternal silence, something more,

A bringer of new things; and vile it were
For some three suns to store and hoard myself,
And this grey spirit yearning in desire 30
To follow knowledge like a sinking star,
Beyond the utmost bound of human thought.

This is my son, mine own Telemachus,
To whom I leave the sceptre and the isle — 35
Well-loved of me, discerning to fulfil
This labour, by slow prudence to make mild
A rugged people, and through soft degrees
Subdue them to the useful and the good.

Most blameless is he, centred in the sphere
Of common duties, decent not to fail 40
In offices of tenderness, and pay
Meet* adoration to my household gods,
When I am gone. He works his work, I mine.

There lies the port; the vessel puffs her sail:
There gloom the dark broad seas. My mariners, 45
Souls that have toiled, and wrought,* and thought with me — 
That ever with a frolic welcome took
The thunder and the sunshine, and opposed

What is the effect
of the word

“wherethrough”
(line 19)?

What does Ulysses feel
about quality of life?

Why does the poet
describe his spirit as

“grey” (line 30)?

“The thunder … free
foreheads” indicates
that both bad luck

and good fortune are
met with the same

positive approach by
his free-spirited

mariners. 

What does the
juxtaposition of

the description of
Telemachus and the
projected departure

of Ulysses accomplish?

� Call students’ attention to the economy of Tennyson’s writing. In ten short lines (lines 44-53),
he sketches a harbor scene, describes Ulysses’ warriors, and states his philosophy of life.

�

unburnished — unpolished.

meet — correct; appropriate.

wrought — worked.

ΩELPFUL
µEFINITIONS

How has Ulysses
“become a name”

(line 11)?
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Free hearts, free foreheads — you and I are old;
Old age hath yet his honour and his toil; 50
Death closes all: but something ere the end,

Some work of noble note, may yet be done,
Not unbecoming* men that strove with gods.
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks:
The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs: the deep* 55
Moans round with many voices. Come, my friends,
‘Tis not too late to seek a newer world.
Push off, and sitting well in order smite
The sounding* furrows*; for my purpose holds
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths 60
Of all the western stars, until I die.

It may be that the gulfs will wash us down:
It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles,*
And see the great Achilles,* whom we knew.
Though much is taken, much abides*; and though 65
We are not now that strength which in old days
Moved earth and heaven; that which we are, we are;
One equal temper* of heroic hearts,
Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will
To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield. 70

What metaphor is used in
line 55? What other liter-
ary device is employed?

A. The “long day” is a metaphor
for life and the “climbing” of the
moon represents personification.

What paradoxical forces
are at work in lines 69
and 70?

A. The strength of will must con-
tend with the inroads of time.

What metaphor
is used in line 55?

What other literary
device is employed?

e
LITERARY CRITIQUE

1. What possible interpretations can be offered for the term “unequal laws”(line 4)?

2. What two possible interpretations can be given to the phrase, “myself not least”
(line 15)? 

BC

1. a. The laws may not offer
equality to all; certain social class-
es may receive unfair advantages,
while others may be disadvan-
taged. b. The laws may be unequal
to the task at hand — they may
not serve as effective tools of gov-
ernment for a nation that is not
easily controlled.
2. a. Due to his varied and chal-
lenging experiences, Ulysses has
been able to get to know himself
better and assess his own character
traits. b. He has, through his expe-
rience as an international states-
man, been able to earn a reputation
as a man of outstanding character. 

(continues on following page)

LITERARY CRITIQUE

BC

unbecoming — ill-suited to. 

deep — here, the sea.

sounding — here, the crashing sound of the waves.

furrows — here, the waves.

Happy Isles — according to Greek legends, the paradise of heroes.

Achilles — a legendary Greek hero, the greatest of the warriors who
besieged Troy.

abides — here, remains.

temper — here, frame of mind.

ΩELPFUL
µEFINITIONS

What paradoxical
forces are at work in

lines 69 and 70?
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3. In what way is Ulysses “a part of all that [he has] met” (line 18)?

4. To what is Ulysses referring when he speaks of a shifting margin or a horizon that
constantly moves, revealing an “untravelled world, whose margin fades/for ever and
for ever when I move” (lines 20-21)?

5. What is Tennyson’s philosophy about old age?

6. What does Ulysses mean by the phrase, “wash us down” (line 62)? Does the possi-
bility of that occurrence add to, or detract from, your opinion of him?

7. What is it that “abides” (line 65)?

✍ WRITING WORKSHOP

1. Write a character portrait of Telemachus and compare him to Ulysses. In what ways
does it seem that Telemachus will be an excellent ruler? Cite references from the
poem to prove your points.

2. In line 18, Ulysses describes himself as “a part of all that I have met.” In a well-
organized essay of three to four paragraphs, discuss how your interaction with one
or two significant people in your life has affected your actions.

3. You have been asked to write character references for a group of Ulysses’ mariners.
Cite lines from the poem that will assist you in formulating a letter of reference that
will help the mariners find new employement. Write only the body of the letter.

✍ JOURNAL WORKSHOP

Do you agree with Ulysses’ philosophy of life? Explain your answer.

✍ WRITING WORKSHOP

1. a. Telemachus is good son,
beloved by his father — “Well-loved
of me.” b. He has the wisdom and
sagacity needed to fulfill the role of
ruler well — “discerning to fulfil.” c.
He is patient and able — “by slow
prudence” — to civilize a nation
that is unused to the finer points of
civilization — “to make mild a
rugged people”. d. He has the intelligence to institute appropriately timed measures to gradually advance his people to higher levels of morality — “through
soft degrees/Subdue them to the useful and the good.” e. He is committed to perform his duties conscientiously — “centred in … common duties.” f. He
is concerned with the feelings of his people — “decent not to fail/In offices of tenderness.” g. He is religious — “and pay/Meet adoration ….” It is clear
that Ulysses recognizes the difference in personality between himself and his son. Telemachus seems happy to involve himself in “common” or civic duties
whereas Ulysses, as the poem makes abundantly clear, is happiest in the role of warrior and explorer. 

3. a. They are hardworking and diligent —“toiled and wrought.” b. They are reliable, capable of careful and considered thought — “thought with me.”
c. They perform their work cheerfully, treating both difficult challenges and easier circumstances with a pleasant demeanor — “that ever with a frolic wel-
come took/The thunder and the sunshine,” d. They are independent and free-spirited — “Free hearts, free foreheads.”

(continued from previous page)

3. Ulysses, in a moment of pro-
found self-analysis, acknowledges
that every experience he has had
has left its impression upon him.
The people he has met and the sit-
uations he has encountered have
changed him. He has become a
cumulative composite of all the
experiences he has undergone in
his life.
4. As long as a person is alive, the
non-static world of new experi-
ences still awaits him, always
offering as yet unexplored options
that appear on the horizon.
5. If a person is not engaged pro-
ductively in his later years, he is like
a rusty implement. Ulysses says that
life is too precious to be wasted, that
every hour should be used to
achieve as much as possible.
6. Ulysses says that there is a possi-
bility that they may all drown —
but that enhances the reader’s
respect for him. Even in the face of
old age, and regardless of possible
hazards, he is ready to look forward
to a world of new achievements.
7. What remains is the strength of
the human spirit, the refusal to sur-
render to the inevitable until it is
absolutely necessary to do so, and
the desire to forever move onward.
Refer students to Dylan Thomas’
poem, “Do Not Go Gentle Into
That Good Night,” page 973.

LITERARY CRITIQUE

BC
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