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“The Two Voices: Dickens and Tennyson

as Spokesmen of their Age”

Leicester KZEAEE(I% Philip Collins K

Dickens and Tennyson-born within three years of one
another—both became prominent authors while still young,
and had lengthy and very influential careers. Both
enjoyed unprecedented “homage” (a word frequently ap-
plied to them) from their contemporaries: great esteem,
unrivalled popularity, and very high incomes. Both had,
long before their deaths, been destined for poets’ Corner in

Westminster Abbey, where they now lie.

Manifestly, what they wrote was much wanted and

valued by contemporary readers, and, while no-one could
agree with every sentiment or opinion that both of them
uttered, or completely share in all of their interests and
concerns, they were clearly spokesmen for substantial
sections of their community—and both were read and
admired by people of all classes, from the Queen to the
working clgss. Their remarkable standing in society tells
us something very significant about Victorian culture.

In some techniques and attitudes they were alike: both
were “word-painters” (a new word in mid-century), both
lauded “home and hearth”, and both were admired for their
pathos and later criticized for their sentimentality (Little
Nell and the May-Queen died within two years of one
another and were often mentioned together). In other
ways they diverged. This was to some extent a reflection
of their respective family backgrounds, upbringing and
education, and their individual personalities, but it also
related to differences between their respective forms, verse
and prose, at this period. Thus Dickens is the great
novelist of London, while urban life is rarely presented in
Tennyson’s poetry. Tennyson was country-born. Dickens
was a townee—but also Victorian fiction was much ampler
and more successful in dramatizing the city than were the
poets of that time. )

Philip Collins’s lecture ranged over many central pre-
occupations of the period (social, political, religious,

domestic), and assessed the respects in which, and the
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degree to which, these two authors were its

spokesmen. The guestion was also raised whether their
being so was to the advantage, or the disadvantage, of their

art.
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“Here’s Flowers for You”
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