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「論文」
‘To spread the Word by which himself had thriven’:

Analysis of Alfred Tennyson’s Use of Language 
Based on the LDA Topic Model

Iku FUJITA

Abstract

This study aims to provide pieces of newly discovered dimensions on the poetic 
style of the Victorian poet Alfred Tennyson, using a stylometric approach, the latent 
Dirichlet allocation (henceforth, LDA; Blei et al., 2003) topic model. Many studies 
have examined Tennyson’s poetry by focusing on similarities or differences between 
Tennyson’s and other poets’ styles, syntax or lexicons. However, most take a qualitative 
approach to specific poems based on close reading of texts. This study attempts to 
uncover new aspects of Tennyson’s style through a balanced combination of close 
reading and quantitative analysis. LDA is a method dedicated to analysing big data, 
making it possible to read text data from a ‘distance’. Moreover, ‘distant reading’ 
enables us ‘to focus on units that are much smaller or much larger than the text: 
devices, themes and tropes’ (Moretti, 2013: 48–49). Using probabilistic calculations, 
LDA identifies semantic connections hidden behind words in the target corpus. 
Although several studies have employed the topic model to investigate prose texts, 
very few have applied the technique to analyse poetry. However, Fujita (2022) showed 
that LDA is effective in examining Tennyson’s poetry. This study examines the lexicon 
of Tennyson’s 603 works, focusing particularly on the nouns he uses. Results of this 
analysis show that some topics (semantically classified word groups), such as 
‘immortality’, one of Tennyson’s major themes, are the most prevalent in his body of 
work.

1. Introduction

Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809–1892) is one of Britain’s representative poets of the 
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Victorian period. He became a poet laureate in 1850, after the death and the resignation 
of the previous laureate, William Wordsworth (1770–1850). Tennyson wrote more than 
600 poems, including unpublished ones, of which more than 80 percent are lyrical 
poems. However, his major works are narrative and epic poems, which tend to be 
longer than lyrical poetry. One of his famous lyrical poems, In Memoriam A.H.H. 
(1850; henceforth In Memoriam), consists of more than 2,800 lines. It can be said, 
then, that one feature of Tennyson’s body of work is his long poetry.

Numerous past studies exist on Tennyson’s life and his poetry, style, prosody and 
lexicon (e.g., Dixon, 1896; Tennyson, 1897; Nakamura, 1967; Ricks, 1969, 1987; 
Nishimae, 1979, 2000; Bloom, 1985; Hair, 1991; Kabata, 2001, 2007; Noguchi, 2011; 
Holmes, 2012; Thomas, 2019), and much of these studies adopt a qualitative approach 
to specific poems. Plamondon (2005) is the sole study that takes a quantitative 
approach and investigates the difference in some sounds’ frequencies between 
Tennyson’s and Robert Browning’s poetry. However, other than Plamondon’s research, 
few Tennysonian studies employ quantitative approaches amongst extant studies. The 
qualitative studies above point out or investigate topics such as ‘Auditory Value in 
Enoch Arden’ (Horiuchi, 1992), ‘Tennyson and Death’ (Bruce, 1917), and ‘Tennyson 
and Spiritualism’ (Elliott, 1979). Horiuchi (1992) offers detailed observations of sounds 
and prosody in Enoch Arden (1862), as reflected in the title of his paper. Bruce (1917) 
and Elliott (1979) discuss the themes of death and spiritualism respectively. Bruce 
(1917) focuses on poems such as ‘Lover’s Tale’ (1833), ‘Morte d’Arthur’ (1842), ‘St. 
Agnes’ Eve’ (1836) and ‘Gareth and Lynette’ (1872), while Elliott (1979) spotlights 
comments for Tennyson’s works from Tennyson himself and his close people, such as 
Frederick, to explore his works like ‘The Ancient Sage’ (1885), ‘The Silent Voices’ 
(1892) and In Memoriam. Tennyson’s ‘Tithonus’ (1862), In Memoriam and ‘Crossing 
the Bar’ (1892) often attract attention from literary critics in examinations of the 
subject of immortality in his poetry (e.g., Shaw, 1976; Elliot, 1979; Perrine, 1966). 
Ricks (1987) is a representative study that comprehensively annotated Tennyson’s 
works with abundant materials. Various critical studies refer to Ricks (1987), or to the 
earlier edition, Ricks (1969), and Shaw (1973) and Hair (1991) are no exception. Shaw 
(1973) discusses the similarity between Tennyson’s syntax and style and that of other 
poets and playwrights, for example, Homer, William Shakespeare, John Keats, 
Wordsworth and others, by identifying and counting the number of allusions to other 
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authors, as identified in Ricks (1969). Hair (1991) illustrates qualitative features by 
comparing words, concepts or motifs with those of other poets. A recent critical study 
by Thomas (2019) employs close reading to point out the echoes in Tennyson’s works 
of his predecessor as poet laureate, Wordsworth.

What these earlier studies have in common is not only that they undertake 
detailed and in-depth close readings, but also that they focus on specific words, phrases 
or works. However, there is rarely critical research that presents an overall picture by 
observing an entire work(s). In other words, although there are much other elements 
we might wish to see outside of a specific/representative work, we are missing them by 
focusing on only a limited part of Tennyson’s works.

Moretti (2013: 48) explains, ‘the trouble with close reading […] is that it 
necessarily depends on an extremely small canon’ in the literature research. He 
continues, saying close reading leaves ‘great unread’ in works in question since it 
focuses on a limited part of work(s). Moretti adds, ‘if you want to look beyond the 
canon’ (2013: 48), ‘distant reading’ will work effectively for this. His ‘great unread’ 
corresponds to the abovementioned other elements. Though Moretti does not specify 
what the ‘canon’ encompasses, his remarks can be applied to research on individual 
poets/authors. Nonetheless, the intent of Moretti (2013) and the present paper is not to 
criticise studies based on close reading or the approach itself. Other elements/‘great 
unread’ can cover a wide range, but this study focuses on two divergences: the 
possibility of previous studies might have missed and not discussed poems, which 
contain the same themes as other Tennysonian canons; the prospects of unmentioned 
topics by earlier scholars, though written within his poems. More precisely, as 
mentioned in previous studies, even though immortality has been a general theme, the 
poems in question were supposedly limited to the works mentioned above, such as In 
Memoriam, ‘Crossing the Bar’ and ‘Tithonus’. Likewise, some studies indicate 
relationship between seas and emotions of characters as well as what seas connote in 
his particular poems, for instance ‘Mariana in the South’ (1832), ‘Œnone’ (1832), ‘The 
Mermaid’ (1830) and ‘Morte d’Arthur’ (Fulweiler, 1965; Keirstead, 2019). Meanwhile, 
Okazawa (1969) points out Tennyson’s preference of waters, namely seas, rivers and 
lakes; rivers have not been fully recognised by Tennysonian scholars compared to seas. 
The Princess (1847) and some other works have also been given earlier attention in the 
way Tennyson depicts female characters; however, male protagonists have not been 
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noticed as much as their female counterparts have. Because few studies exist that 
employ distant reading, including statistical methods and stylometric approaches, this 
paper aims to reveal the ‘great unread’ in Tennyson’s poems through a quantitative 
method, the latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) topic model (Blei et al., 2003).

The basic idea behind LDA is that ‘documents are represented as random 
mixtures over latent topics, where each topic is characterised by a distribution over 
words’ (Blei et al., 2003: 996). LDA classifies words into groups, which are called 
topics. As Tabata (2018: 52) indicates, ‘LDA is a machine learning method for 
uncovering hidden semantic structures in a corpus of texts’. The main advantage of 
using LDA is that this approach allows to find semantic connections between words in 
texts, which other quantitative methods like keyword analysis, find it difficult to 
identify. LDA is especially dedicated to analysing big data, and it allows us to read text 
data from a ‘distance’. Using probabilistic calculations, LDA detects the semantic 
connections hidden behind words in the target corpus. Since LDA is more efficient 
algorithm on big data (Iwata, 2015), several studies have employed the topic model to 
examine prose texts (Onodera et al., 2016; Kuroda, 2017; Tabata, 2017, 2018, 2020; 
Kiyama, 2018; Matsukawa et al., 2018; Huang, 2020a, b), yet relatively few have 
applied the technique to analyse poetry (Rhody, 2012; Navarro-Colorado, 2018; 
Henrichs, 2019; Okabe, 2019). Although this might be perceived as a challenge for 
applying LDA on poetry, which is basically short-length compared to prose texts, Fujita 
(2022) shows that LDA is effective in considering Tennyson’s poetic works. Referring 
to Fujita (2022), this study investigates the lexicon of Tennyson’s 603 works, focusing 
in particular on the nouns he uses. The emerging LDA results show that some topics 
(semantically classified word groups) appear in multiple poems. For example, a topic 
represents the factors of ‘immortality’, one of the key themes in Tennyson. Further, this 
method reveals multiple associations with the word ‘man’ throughout his works. New 
‘unread’ dimensions can be uncovered by a balanced combination of close reading and 
emerging results of quantitative analysis.

2. Methodology and data

2.1 LDA topic model
The LDA topic model calculates probabilities and classifies words into topics 
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based on the hypothesis that documents should be classified into several groups based 
on word co-occurrence (in the same document) trends. Here ‘document(s)’ is defined 
as consecutive segments of text data for analysis but that are not always relevant to a 
poetry/prose work (see Section 2.2 for more detailed explanation on slicing texts into 
consecutive segments of an equal size).

Figure 1 shows that, in running LDA, the passage at the left of the figure is 
analysed and the words are classified into groups called ‘topics’, and four topics as well 
as their constituent keywords are presented at the right of the figure.

LDA adopts a bag of words model, which means word order is ignored, unlike 
collocation and n-gram, which primarily take into account the order of words in a row. 
As mentioned previously in the first section, LDA uncovers a semantic connection 
between words; however, LDA does not draw on a semantic classification dictionary as 
Wmatrix (Rayson, 2009) uses. Therefore, it is the analyst who has to interpret outputs 
of LDA by combining their knowledge about the text data and assigns labels for each 
topic, for example, ʻArtsʼ, ʻBudgetsʼ, ʻChildrenʼ and ʻEducationʼ in Figure 1.

2.2 Data and settings for analysis
This study analyses 603 poetical works written by Tennyson. Each work was 

collected as it appeared in a first edition or, if not published, as first written. Of the 603 
poems, 423 were compiled as part of the Delphi Poets Series ‘Alfred, Lord Tennyson’ 
(2013), and the other 180 were compiled by Ricks (1987). Minute but detailed 
emendation is given manually on digital documents converted by optical character 
reader/recognition. Table 1 shows statistical data of the Tennyson corpus.

Prose texts have been the subject of previous LDA studies. The number of studies 

Figure 1. �Example article from the AP corpus (adapted from Blei et al., 2003: 1009, 
modified)
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on poetry texts is extremely few compared with studies dealing with prose works. 
Poetry texts typically have fewer tokens per work than prose, which in part accounts 
for why there are not many studies of poetry using the LDA method. Further, LDA 
requires a significant number of documents for its application. Although the data size 
of the Tennyson corpus is not as large as those of some other prose text studies, the 
data for the topic model are considered sufficient, not only because the Tennyson 
corpus contains 603 poems but also because the total token of the corpus is over 350 
thousand by reason of Tennyson’s several lengthy poems, such as The Princess, In 
Memoriam and Maud (1855).

In LDA, which ‘treats each document as a bag of words’, document size 
deviation is equivalent to bag size variation, and ‘the bigger the bag, the more words 
that will tend to be found together in the same bag’ (Jockers, 2014: 137). With regard 
to the study of prose text, Jockers (2014: 137) explains that LDA captures ‘some 
themes that run throughout and others that appear at specific points and then disappear 
in novels’ and that ‘it is useful to divide novels (and other large documents) into chunks 
or segments and then run the model’. Prose texts from earlier research that employed 
LDA, have been sliced into segments of equal size, such as 1,000 (Kuroda, 2017; 
Tabata, 2020), 2,000 or more words (Huang, 2020b). Splitting the poems in the 
Tennyson corpus into equally sized segments is preferable considering the lengthy 
poems in the corpus. Further, the large disparity in bag size, namely segment size, 
instantly affects the results since LDA uses raw word frequency to identify the word 
co-occurrence. In Table 1, the standard deviation value shows that Tennyson’s poems 
are of varying lengths. The high degree of variation in total word tokens in texts 
represents a potential methodological issue: a larger number of words may cause over-
representing the topic since longer texts are more likely to contain a larger number of 
words belonging to a particular topic, compared with texts with an equal proportion of 
words for the same topic. Therefore, it is necessary to ensure texts to be fed into the 

Table 1. Statistical data of Tennyson corpus
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topic modelling of a reasonably comparable size, if not exactly the same. In regards to 
these concerns, Fujita (2022) suggests the relevant size of the segment for LDA 
practice in Tennyson’s poems. This paper refers to Fujita (2022) and adopts a segment 
size of 594 words by the mean token value of the Tennyson corpus (Table 1). A 
segment is not exactly the same to one poem, but they correspond. For the poems that 
contain more than 594 words, for example, The Princess, of which total tokens are 
26,526, is split into 45 consecutive segments, sequentially counting the number of 
tokens from the beginning (first token) to the end of the poem. When each text was 
divided into equal-sized consecutive segments, the two final parts were joined unless 
the final chunk was 12 word-long, the same length with the shortest poem in the 
Tennyson corpus (Table 1). Additionally, the poems with total tokens of fewer than 594 
words will not be divided into duplicate segments but will be treated as a segment per 
work. Thus, the largest segment size is 606-word length, and the smallest segment size 
consists of 12 words.

All words in texts were assigned part-of-speech tags using CasualConc 2.0.8 
(Imao, 2022). This paper used a tagset called CLAWS5, as given in the British National 
Corpus. In order to consider prominent concepts, themes and subjects (all of these can 
be incorporated into topics discovered), the present study confines its scope to nouns 
used in the texts in the hope that nouns are more likely to encapsulate the ideational 
content of a text than other parts-of-speech. After the works were separated into 594-
word consecutive segments, other words besides nouns were deleted using the part-of-
speech tags; thus, LDA only analyses the target nouns.

LDA was applied to the segments using the MAchine Learning for LanguagE 
Toolkit (McCallum, 2002). The number of topics was set at 20 based on consideration 
of emerging results of prior experimental trials, with the number of topics ranging from 
10 to 200.

3. Results of LDA

This section discusses the results of LDA for the Tennyson corpus. Table 2 shows 
one of the output results of topic modelling, indicating the labels and alpha (α) value 
attached to each of the 20 topics, and the top 20 most salient keywords for each topic. 
The keywords are ranked in descending order of their weights from the top to the 
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bottom of the table. The α value represents the universality of each topic. The higher 
the value, the more prominently the topic appears in multiple works; the lower the 
value, the topic appears in a small number of works, sometimes only in a single work. 
In Table 2, the most prominent topic with the highest α value is Topic 17 (α = 0.88347). 
In contrast to Topic 17, Topic 2’s α value (α = 0.03632) is the lowest among the 20 
topics. Thus, it appears that the top 20 keywords of Topic 17 are the most significant 
elements, which appear in multiple works within the target corpus.

The labels in Table 2, are not the results that are automatically suggested by the 
LDA analysis. The author of this paper considered each label in terms of most relevant 
through a meticulous reading of the poems and the results. Table 2 shows that some 
topics are included with similar labels, but the keywords of these topics are somewhat 
different. Topics 17 and 7, the most significant topics, Topics 0 and 1 and Topics 6 and 
18 have partial aspects in common. Topics 17 and 7 are both labelled as ‘Life,’ but 
Topic 17 is more about ‘materials’ in life, while Topic 7 relates to ‘emotion’. Topics 0 
and 1 are twin topics referring to the ‘environment’ depicted in the poems, but what 
separates the two topics is whether the ‘environment’ is near sea or river. While 
previous studies mainly focus on sea among waters as mentioned earlier, another 
watery element in nature, river, as well as sea, was detected from the LDA results. 
Some topics, Topics 11, 13 and 19, are about women, which, despite having α values 
that are not high, are associated with female protagonists and help support earlier 
studies that have highlighted women as constituting a dominant theme in Tennysonian 
poems.

Whereas Topics 11, 13 and 19 were found for females, Topics 6 and 18 both have 
males in their labels. Topic 6 refers to a man and his association with family members, 
while Topic 18 reflects relations between man and the society to which he belongs. The 
following section discusses Topics 17, 7, 0, 1, 6 and 18 as three pairs that correspond to 
each other. With the six topics, the next section further investigates whether other 
poems that have not been included in the discussion of previous studies have 
nonetheless been found to contain identical or similar themes as in canonical works, as 
well as other latent topics that have not gained much scholarly attention.
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Table 2. �A result of running LDA on the Tennyson corpus; 20 topics with their labels, 
alpha values and keywords
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4. Discussion

This section discusses whether the LDA results detected any other poems that 
previous studies have not discussed in their analysis of specific themes as well as other 
latent topics that scholars have yet to focus on. Findings for the paired Topics 17 and 7 
(section 4.1) show that immortality, one of Tennyson’s themes, is depicted not just in 
his canonical works. In fact, Topics 0 and 1 (section 4.2) highlight sea as a significant 
motif in Tennyson’s poems that have not been mentioned in previous research along 
with river as a prominent subject that scholars have rarely discussed. Topics 6 and 18 
(section 4.3) illustrate how male protagonists are portrayed, whereas females have been 
more commonly discussed.

4.1 Topics 7 and 17: Emotions and materials related to life
Based on the analysis of the outputs, it was found that Topics 7 and 17 are the 

most significant topics in the corpus. The highest α value (α = 0.88347) was associated 
with Topic 17, while Topic 7 had the second highest α value (α = 0.77814) among the 
20 topics, slightly less than that of Topic 17. In terms of the top 20 keywords, Topic 17 
mainly comprises physical nouns and nouns pertaining to tangible objects perceived 
through the senses, such as those related to the eyes, ears or skin. Moreover, these 
nouns represent entities closely associated with human lives (see Figure 3). On the 
other hand, the keywords of Topic 7 are relatively close to human lives but are mainly 
abstract nouns linked to people’s emotions or thoughts (Figure 2). Death is the keyword 
of both Topics 7 and 17. Words connected to death, such as grief, spirit, soul and 
memory, are keywords of Topic 7, heaven is a keyword of Topic 17. Some of these 

Figure 2. �Word cloud of top 20 keywords 
(Topic 7)

Figure 3. �Word cloud of top 20 keywords 
(Topic 17)
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words may not be immediately linked to death, like soul or memory, but the connection 
becomes clear when considering notable poetic works related to this topic.

Figures 4 and 5 show the top 50 segments of density of Topics 7 and 17, 
respectively. Topic density represents the proportion that a topic accounts for in a 
segment. Segments with higher values have greater topic concentration. In Figures 4, 5 
and the forthcoming density plot figures, the top 50 segments, in which the topic densely 
appears the most, are located horizontally, and the vertical axis shows the topic proportion. 
Poems containing over 594–606 words were sliced into multiple segments before LDA 
was implemented; therefore, if a topic significantly appears in multiple segments of one 
poem, the topic’s proportions are located plurally on a vertical line of the poem. 
Additionally, when more than three segments of a poem are within the top 50, a box 
plot appears, and the median value is indicated by a black line inside the box. In these 
poems, to which the top 50 segments of Topics 7 and 17 belong to, the poet frequently 
writes about the death of people who are loved and are close1. One of Tennyson’s most 
representative works, In Memoriam, is not an exception and is often cited in 
discussions surrounding immortality in the context of death depicted in a work not only 
because Tennyson starts with the word ‘immortal’ right at the very beginning, as quoted 
below, but also because the poem expresses his lamentation over his best friend’s death.

Figure 4. Density bar plot of top 50 segments of Topic 71
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Strong Son of God, immortal Love,
Whom we, that have not seen thy face,
By faith, and faith alone, embrace,

Believing where we cannot prove;
(In Memoriam A.H.H, 1850: ll. 1–4; bold added)

The meaning of immortality that is relevant to this poem is ‘[t]he condition of 
being celebrated through all time; enduring fame or remembrance’ (Oxford English 
Dictionary; OED, online, s.v. immortality, n. 2.); thus, it does not necessarily mean ‘the 
endless life or existence’ (OED, s.v. immortality, n. 1.). In In Memoriam and other 
significant poems under Topic 7 mention someone who has already passed away; 
therefore, the focus is not on a person who wishes to obtain eternal life or the depiction 
of everlasting life, unlike in Tennyson’s poem, ‘Tithonus’, which is often cited in 
discussions of immortality. Immortality in ‘Tithonus,’ or in its early original version 
‘Tithon’ (1833), named after a figure from the Greek mythology, is more likely to be 
seen as expressing the desire for an endless existence. Further, it is not necessarily 
limited in its meaning of ‘enduring fame or remembrance’ after someone’s death. In 
fact, the majority of works in Topic 7 explore the death or loss of loved ones, but that is 

Figure 5. Density bar plot of top 50 segments of Topic 171
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a cue to thinking, remembering and recollecting people who are no longer with the 
other characters in the poems to some extent. These sensitivities seem to last forever 
for the people left behind, especially in the immediate moment of grief and despair 
over a loss. The feelings likely to be eternal are thus considered a form of immortality 
in the broad sense. While it is possible to identify two different definitions of 
immortality in Tennyson’s poems, it is suggested, based on the results of LDA, that the 
poet’s main concern is ‘enduring fame or remembrance’ for someone who has passed 
away or has simply left the other one’s place.

In the prominent works of Topic 7, immortality is communicated through words 
like memory, spirit and soul, as well as through a contrast between alive and dead, in 
addition to using the exact words immortality/immortal. In Memoriam, ‘Crossing the 
Bar’ and ‘Tithonus/Tithon’ have often been the poetic works that are cited in 
discussions of immortality in various literary studies (Elliot, 1979; Perrine, 1966; 
Shaw, 1976; respectively). However, Topic 7 reveals that sense of immortality was a 
more intriguing concern for Tennyson from his early career until the end of his life, and 
the theme appears in different poems. Following are two extracts of poems in which 
Topic 7 significantly appears, ‘To One Whose Hope Reposed on Thee’ (1827) and ‘The 
Death of the Duke of Clarence and Avondale’ (1892):

To one whose hope reposed on thee,
Whose very life was in thine own,
How deep a wound thy death must be,
And the wild thought that thou art gone!
[…]
And still I hear the tolling bell,
For Memory makes each sense her own.
But stay, my soul! thy plaint forbear,
And be thy murmuring song forgiven!
Tread but the path of Virtue here,
And thou shalt meet with her in heaven!

(‘To One Whose Hope Reposed on Thee’, 1827: ll. 1–4, 23–28; bold added)

THE bridal garland falls upon the bier,
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The shadow of a crown, that o’er him hung,
Has vanish’d in the shadow cast by Death.
[…]
The face of Death is toward the Sun of Life,
His shadow darkens earth: his truer name
Is ‘Onward,’ no discordance in the roll
And march of that Eternal Harmony
Whereto the worlds beat time, tho’ faintly heard
Until the great Hereafter. Mourn in hope!

(‘The Death of the Duke of Clarence and Avondale’, 1892: ll. 1–3, 12–17; bold added)

The high α value of Topic 7 suggests its universality in the corpus. Simply put, its 
elements generally appear in multiple poems. The top 50 segments of Topic 7, as 
shown in Figure 4, indicate diverse dates of publication, including a considerable 
number of works from Tennyson’s early career. As previously noted, In Memoriam and 
some other poems have been the main works cited in discussions surrounding 
immortality in Tennyson, but the present results suggest that the poet dealt with 
immortality in various other poems. Furthermore, it is one of the most familiar themes 
in his characters’ lives along with love and death, which are also always closely linked 
to human lives.

4.2 Topics 0 and 1: Sea and river
Topics 0 and 1 have keywords that describe entities related to water, such as sea, 

river and lake (Figures 6 and 7). The keywords also describe the surroundings of 
bodies of water in detail. These two topics specifically consist of words related to water 
in various natural settings, and one of the reasons these keywords to appear in the two 
topics can be explained by previous studies. Okazawa (1969) points out Tennyson’s 
particular love for and exploration of bodies of waters in nature, such as seas, lakes and 
rivers. Hair (1991: 42) argues Tennyson was ‘a landscape-painter in words, a colourist’, 
pointing out his skill at depicting sceneries through words. Tennyson succeeded in 
describing and conveying highly detailed scenes to readers, using words, which appear 
in Topics 0 and 1. Although the LDA results indicated that Tennyson illustrated the 
things around seas and rivers, previous studies have not frequently argued rivers in 
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Tennysonian poems. Furthermore, in Topic 0, geographic features are expressed in 
words such as shore, sand and rocks, which are closely related to the sea, to represent 
landscapes exquisitely. Watercraft, for instance, boat, ship and vessel also appear, as 
well as the terms world and seas, which refer to regions/areas beyond the sea. One 
possible reason for the appearance of words like some different watercraft, world and 
seas in this topic is that Britain is an island country, and to go abroad means to ‘cross 
the sea’. In contrast, in Topic 1, besides rivers and lakes, words appear that 
communicate geographic features, such as valley and mountain, and also words related 
to plants, such as pine, poplar, leaf and grass. However, words associated with the 
world or with foreign regions/areas do not appear among the top 20 keywords in Topic 
1. This suggests that one of the factors separating Topic 0 and Topic 1 from rivers and 
seas is the peculiar nature of Britain, which the sea separates from foreign nations.

The top 50 segments of density of Topics 0 and 1 are shown in Figures 8 and 9, 
respectively. Based on a close reading of the poems, which the segments appertain to, 
it is possible to deduce that Tennyson tends to represent feelings of awe, fear, loneliness 
and despair in the texts given to Topic 0. In scenes where the sea appears, the sound of 
the waves is almost the only sound that can be heard. The openness of the sea and the 
absence of any natural or artificial surroundings are also expressed. This nothingness 
around the person in the scene further amplifies the feelings of loneliness, despair or 
fear.

Moreover, war is most significant scenes in ‘Jack Tar’ (circa 1859)2 and ‘The 
Revenge: A Ballad of the Fleet’ (1878). In these two poems, sea is depicted as the place 
where the war/battle occurs. Combined with images of shipwrecks and war, the sea is 
associated with the notion of inescapable, unwilling and lonely death. For years, 

Figure 6. �Word cloud of top 20 keywords 
(Topic 0)

Figure 7. �Word cloud of top 20 keywords 
(Topic 1)
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scholars have considered sea in Tennyson as an attractive theme; however, significant 
poems in Topic 0, such as ‘Jack Tar’, ‘The Revenge: A Ballad of the Fleet’, ‘Ilion, 
Ilion’ (1830), ‘Lines [Here Often, When A Child, I Lay Reclined]’ (1850) and 
‘Mablethorpe’ (1850), have seldom been cited in the discussion of sea. The LDA 

Figure 8. Density bar plot of top 50 segments of Topic 01

Figure 9. Density bar plot of top 50 segments of Topic 11
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results suggest a new aspect in some poems outside Tennyson’s canonical or renowned 
works contain sea as their theme.

In contrast, in Topic 1, the anthropomorphic plants and animals talk, sing and 
surround the people in the poems. Unlike in Topic 0, living creatures and sounds are 
present in the poems. These works do not convey the impression of fear or despair that 
is felt in Topic 0’s works. This therefore suggests not only the reflection of the 
characters’ emotions but also Tennyson’s intention to sketch and evoke these emotions 
not directly but in an indirect way.

4.3 Topics 6 and 18: Men’s various whereabouts
The keywords of both Topics 6 and 18 designate man/men (Figures 10 and 11). 

This suggests that the topics are about men and some other people and objects that 
relate to/surround them. The keywords in Topic 6 are words related to man and to a 
man’s family or household, such as child, mother and wife. The top keyword of Topic 
18 is also man, but the plural form, men and world closely follow it. While Topic 6’s 
keywords mainly have a close connection to family and familial life, Topic 18 contains 
keywords related to man and the world/society outside the home. Among the top 50 
segments in which Topics 6 and 18 appear prominently (Figures 12 and 13), nine works 
in Topic 6 and three works in Topic 18 (within red lines in Figures 12 and 13) are 
narrative poems (Table 3).

In the narrative poems of Topic 6, the main characters are female, and their 
relations with families are presented. In contrast, the main characters in ‘Morte 
d’Arthur’ and ‘Ulysses’ (1842) are powerful, sword-fighting males. The poem titled 

Figure 10. �Word cloud of top 20 keywords 
(Topic 6)

Figure 11. �Word cloud of top 20 keywords 
(Topic 18)
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The Princess is common to both Topic 6 and Topic 18. The protagonist of The Princess 
is a female, but this differs from the other works in these two topics. One of the poem’s 
main themes is, to borrow the words of other scholars, ‘women’s role in society’ 
(Clapp-Itnyre, 2000: 227) and ‘literary and social inheritance as well as relations 

Figure 12. Density bar plot of top 50 segments of Topic 61

Figure 13. Density bar plot of top 50 segments of Topic 181
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between the sexes’ (Wright, 2015: 251). More directly, it can be characterised as gender 
equality. While the central theme of The Princess is equity between the genders, the 
poem at the same time reflects the Victorian attitudes toward the roles of men and 
women (Jimbo, 2009), as the lines below show.

Man for the field and woman for the hearth:
Man for the sword and for the needle she:
Man with the head and woman with the heart:
Man to command and woman to obey;
All else confusion.

(The Princess, 1847: ll. 2391–2396)

In the lines above, a contrast is presented between how men and women ‘should 
be/should do’, and men are described as strong and wise individuals who can control 
women. Enoch Arden, which is also a significant work of Topic 6, portrays the 
behaviour of the main female character, Annie, toward her husband. Annie, the wife of 
the protagonist, Enoch, has never disobeyed her husband in the seven years of their 
marriage, but in the scene presented below, she opposes her husband, who is going to 
leave her and their family behind to go to the Far East and make a fortune:

Table 3. Narrative poems in top 50 segments of Topics 6 and 18
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Then first since Enoch’s golden ring had girt
Her finger, Annie fought against his will:
Yet not with brawling opposition she,
But manifold entreaties, many a tear,
Many a sad kiss by day by night renew’d
(Sure that all evil would come out of it)
Besought him, supplicating, if he cared
For her or his dear children, not to go.

(Enoch Arden, 1862: ll. 157–164)

These lines in Tennyson’s poems illustrate the position and roles of men and 
women in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England: men were strong, went outside 
the home and existed at the centre of society, while women followed the men and 
stayed inside the home. The exact time period of the stories in The Princess, Enoch 
Arden and other poems listed in Table 3 are not necessarily mentioned directly; 
therefore, this paper does not assume that the historical setting is the Victorian era, but 
we can presume that it is safe to say these poems reflect the attitudes of society at that 
time and men’s and women’s roles during/prior to that age. Both Topic 6 and Topic 18 
can be considered as suggesting the different positions of men and women and 
reflecting a male-dominated society in the poetic works. Additionally, Topic 6 includes 
the keyword wife, which refers to the spouse of a male, but does not include husband, 
which refers to the spouse of a female. These results indicate that Topic 6 is a male-
centred topic about the home as well as Topic 18 is about male empowerment in 
society (especially in the context of sword-toting times/wars). Tennyson’s poems tend 
to portray men as central to the home and society in/before Victorian times, and LDA 
detected different roles of men in the poems, thus Topics 6 and 18 are separated.

5. Conclusion

This study presented findings on the style of Tennyson’s poetry using the LDA 
topic model. It showed that the latent topics behind the prominent elements of 
Tennyson’s 603 poems can bring to light new dimensions through a balanced 
combination of close reading and quantitative analysis. The LDA results revealed 
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topics that reflect the notion of immortality, one of the major themes in his body of 
work as well as the poet’s affinity for themes related to sea and river and to the 
Victorian era’s social attitudes toward men and women. Through the stylometric 
approach, LDA enabled us to discover new aspects of Tennyson’s poems by reading 
from a ‘distance’, which offers a different perspective than that of previous studies. 
However, this paper only investigated Tennyson’s works. To examine whether the 
findings are peculiar to Tennyson or not, future research will expand the analysis to 
compare the results with various other poets’ works, for example, William Wordsworth, 
John Keats and Robert Browning. All in all, through a quantitative approach, LDA 
revealed previously ‘unread’ parts of Tennyson’s works, although there remain the 
other topics not addressed in this study. More research is needed to explore these topics 
lest we leave them ‘unread’.

Notes
1. File titles appearing in figures comprise three parts: ‘T’ represents Tennyson; the 
numbers that follow reflect the last two digits of the year of publication (writing); the 
letters after the underscore denote the abbreviated poem title. The abbreviated poem 
titles in file titles can be distinguished in the following manner: works published during 
Tennyson’s lifetime are inscribed in upper case; poems published posthumously or 
unpublished are inscribed in lowercase letters. For example, T26_memyme alludes to 
‘Memory [Ay me!]’ written in 1826, whereas T27_BOYOOD refers to ‘Boyhood’, 
which was published in 1827 when Tennyson was alive. The first line of the poem and/
or Roman numerals are encased in brackets to differentiate discrete poems with 
identical titles. Correspondence tables of abbreviated file titles and original poem titles 
presented in Figures 4, 5, 8, 9, 12 and 13 (Topics 7, 17, 0, 1, 6 and 18) are available 
online: https://tennysondh.wordpress.com/figures-and-tables-with-their-titles/
2. On 14 May 1859, ‘Mr Peel took up Jack Tar to London; but A[lfred]. T[ennyson]. 
decided not to publish it’ ([Hallam Lord Tennyson], Mat[erials for a Life of A.T]. ii 
217) (Ricks, 1987: 604).
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