
 

  



 

Ulysses, by Alfred, Lord Tennyson 

Background and Context 

Lord Tennyson’s Ulysses is a first-person imagining of how Homer’s epic hero Odysseus felt after 

returning from his trip in The Odyssey.  This was the story of a king who sailed the world and 

encountered mythical creatures, eventually returning home to his wife and to reassert himself as king. 

Homer’s Odysseus was then explored by the Italian renaissance writer, Dante. Dante, in his celebrated 

Divine Comedy, shows Odysseus (‘Ulisse’ in the original Italian) in Hell for forsaking his familial 

obligations and taking his pursuit of Earthly knowledge too far. Lord Tennyson’s hero is an amalgam of 

the two – obviously based on the original Odysseus, but heavily influenced by Dante’s themes and ideas. 

A useful entry to discovery in this poem is a line spoken by Dante’s ‘Ulisse’ in the Divine Comedy: ‘Men 

are not made to live like brutes, but to follow virtue and knowledge.’ 

Ulysses 

Upon returning to his throne, Ulysses quickly grows restless. This is immediately apparent in the lexical 

chain of ‘idle … still … barren’ in the first two lines. Lord Tennyson also juxtaposes Ulysses’ stillness with 

dissatisfaction:  his wife, who in Homer’s original Ulysses had to compete for upon his return, is no 

longer prized but ‘aged’, and the kingdom he has come to reclaim and his rightful position as king is 

viewed as merely leader to a ‘savage race’. This dissatisfaction is emphasised in ‘hoard, and sleep, and 

feed, and know not me’, with polysyndeton making the list seem longer and more laboured when 

spoken.  

The audience can also see Ulysses’ disdain for stillness in the motif of colour and brightness. The 

untravelled world is an ‘arch’ that ‘gleams’ and draws him towards it. Only when he has passed through 

and seen does the temptation, the ‘margin’, ‘fade’. But really, ‘How dull it is to pause, to make an end, 

/ To rust unburnished, not to shine in use!’ The exclamation there points to how passionately he feels, 

but the major point is the motif of colour and brightness (gleam, fade, dull, rust, unburnished, shine). 

Alternatively, the way our first person narrator speaks when reminiscing or considering the prospect of 

travelling again is in marked contrast. More poetic devices are used, for example the metaphors ‘drink / 

Life to the lees’, ‘hungry heart’ and ‘drunk delight’. You will also notice that each of these metaphors is 

alliterated – alliteration, when spoken, is an aesthetic device to make the sound of the poem more 



 

pleasant. This adds to the way our narrator, Ulysses, represents journeying and discovery as a 

positive thing. You might also notice that each of the above metaphors is based around eating or 

drinking – while perhaps drawing a long bow, Lord Tennyson might be hinting at a motif of constant 

discovery as something like sustenance, a basic biological need of man much like drinking and eating. 

This would certainly connect with the quote above by Dante.  

This point about discovery being an intrinsic property, an intrinsic need for man is also evidenced in 

other ways. With high modality, Ulysses declares ‘I cannot rest from travel’, as though this is not a 

choice or a mere fancy, but an undeniable impulse. It is not about happiness or pleasure or comfort, it is 

something more fundamental than that: he has ‘enjoy’d / Greatly, have suffer’d greatly, both with 

those / That loved me, and alone’. Lord Tennyson uses juxtaposition and antithesis to show that this is 

about self-realisation and discovering who you are. It is by ‘always roaming’ that ‘I am become a name’. 

Ulysses is simply not true to himself, not himself at all, unless travelling far and wide.  

1. We get a multi-faceted view of discovery coming through at this point. Obviously Ulysses loves to 

discover new lands, ‘cities of men / And manners, climates, councils, governments’, but does this 

discovery of the world around him also lead to discovery about the self? About who you are, your 

identity? 

2. Eastern spirituality often emphasises the idea of ‘oneness’ – that we’re all a part of the universe and 

the universe a part of us. Are the wider world and the self linked by discovery? Is ‘discovery’ a 

necessary part of understanding one’s self and place in the world? 

A major motif for the purposes of discovery in this poem occurs in the last stanza, where death is 

constantly invoked. Even in the second stanza, Ulysses sarcastically exclaims ‘As tho’ to breathe were 

life!’ indicating the he thinks a life without travel, without discovery is no life at all. Ulysses recognises 

that ‘Death closes all’1, but until then ‘Some work of noble note, may yet be done’. He still has time, 

and it ‘is not too late to seek a newer world’ … ‘for my purpose holds / To sail beyond the sunset … 

until I die’. Once again, note the sibilance in the metaphor of sailing beyond the sunset. He recognises 

that ‘the gulfs will wash us down’, i.e. die, but he does not seem too worried. In fact, even this ahs a 

silver lining, alluding the Homer’s epics and saying that if they de, the might ‘see the great Achilles’. He 

ends with the repetitive, rhetorical ‘To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield’.  

                                                           
1 Death is not capitalised to indicate a persona or a proper noun, it’s just the beginning of the line. 



 

1. Death has always been a big problem for meaning. If we are all going to die eventually, 

then what meaning does life have? Religion often answers this by suggesting our lives today affect 

us in some afterlife. Albert Camus once suggested ‘there is only one really serious philosophical 

problem and that is suicide’, because the only question we’ll ever need to answer is why bother 

living at all. For Lord Tennyson’s Ulysses, the answer to death, the thing which gives life meaning, is 

discovery – ‘To follow knowledge like a sinking star, Beyond the utmost bound of human thought’. 

Do you agree with this?  

2. Can one live without discovery? Are we always in the process of some sort of discovery, even if it 

isn’t one we are conscious of? What’s stronger – the feelings created by external discoveries or the 

feelings created by discoveries we make within ourselves?  

One final note to make is regarding the poetic structure. The poem’s structure is in iambic pentameter 

but is unrhymed, which was the most popular way of writing poetry at the time. However there’s a lot of 

enjambment, and this may be an intentional point by Lord Tennyson to challenge the idea of 

‘boundaries’. The end of a meter and the end of a line provides a natural boundary, but all of Ulysses is 

about going beyond boundaries.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Ulysses 
BY ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON 

It little profits that an idle king, 
By this still hearth, among these barren crags, 
Match'd with an aged wife, I mete and dole 
Unequal laws unto a savage race, 
That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me. 
I cannot rest from travel: I will drink 
Life to the lees: All times I have enjoy'd 
Greatly, have suffer'd greatly, both with those 
That loved me, and alone, on shore, and when 
Thro' scudding drifts the rainy Hyades 
Vext the dim sea: I am become a name; 
For always roaming with a hungry heart 
Much have I seen and known; cities of men 
And manners, climates, councils, governments, 
Myself not least, but honour'd of them all; 
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 wherethro' 
Gleams that untravell'd world whose margin fades 
For ever and forever when I move. 
How dull it is to pause, to make an end, 
To rust unburnish'd, not to shine in use! 
As tho' to breathe were life! Life piled on life 
Were all too little, and of one to me 
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 gray spirit yearning in desire 
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,— 
Well-loved of me, discerning to fulfil 
This labour, by slow prudence to make mild 
A rugged people, and thro' 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 
In offices of tenderness, and pay 
Meet adoration to my household gods, 
When I am gone. He works his work, I mine. 
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         There lies the port; the vessel puffs her sail: 
There gloom the dark, broad seas. My mariners, 
Souls that have toil'd, and wrought, and thought with me— 
That ever with a frolic welcome took 
The thunder and the sunshine, and opposed 
Free hearts, free foreheads—you and I are old; 
Old age hath yet his honour and his toil; 
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 
Moans round with many voices. Come, my friends, 
'T is 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 
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. 
Tho' much is taken, much abides; and tho' 
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. 
 


