the kraken by alfred lord tennyson

the kraken by alfred lord tennyson is a striking and enigmatic poem that
captures the imagination with its vivid portrayal of a legendary sea creature
lurking in the ocean depths. Alfred Lord Tennyson, one of the foremost poets
of the Victorian era, uses rich imagery and symbolic language to evoke the
mysterious and almost mythic presence of the kraken, a colossal sea monster
rooted in maritime folklore. This article explores the poem’s themes,
structure, and literary significance, offering an in-depth analysis that
highlights Tennyson’s mastery of poetic form and his engagement with the
natural and supernatural worlds. Additionally, the article examines the
historical and cultural context surrounding the poem, shedding light on how
it reflects Victorian anxieties and fascinations with the unknown. Readers
will gain insight into the symbolism of the kraken and how Tennyson’s work
continues to influence modern interpretations of sea mythology. The following
sections provide a comprehensive overview of the poem’s key elements,
thematic concerns, and its place within Tennyson’s broader literary oeuvre.

e Overview and Background of "The Kraken"
e Analysis of Themes and Symbolism

e Literary Techniques and Structure

e Cultural and Historical Context

e Legacy and Influence of the Poem

Overview and Background of "The Kraken"

"The Kraken" by Alfred Lord Tennyson is a sonnet-length poem first published
in 1830. It depicts a mythical sea monster, the kraken, which dwells deep
beneath the ocean’s surface, in a realm untouched by human eyes. The poem’s
narrative describes the creature’s immense size and mysterious life in the
abyssal depths, where it lies dormant until the end of time. Tennyson draws
inspiration from classical mythology and maritime legends that portray the
kraken as a terrifying and awe-inspiring presence. This poem stands out for
its ability to evoke a sense of wonder and dread through concise yet powerful
language.

Tennyson’s fascination with the natural world and the unknown is evident in
his portrayal of the kraken. The poem’s brevity contrasts with the vastness
of the creature it describes, emphasizing the limits of human understanding
in the face of nature’s mysteries. "The Kraken" also reflects early 19th-
century Romantic interests in the sublime and the exploration of the depths,
both literal and metaphorical.



Publication and Reception

Originally published in Tennyson’s early collection, "Poems, Chiefly
Lyrical," "The Kraken" received attention for its imaginative subject matter
and lyrical intensity. Though not as widely known as some of Tennyson’s later
works, it remains a significant example of his early poetic style and
thematic preoccupations. Critics have praised the poem for its haunting
imagery and its ability to evoke a powerful atmosphere with minimal narrative
detail.

Analysis of Themes and Symbolism

The kraken in Tennyson’s poem symbolizes both the unknown and the sublime
forces of nature that exist beyond human perception. The themes of mystery,
power, and immortality permeate the text, inviting readers to contemplate the
vastness and hidden depths of the world. The poem’s depiction of the kraken
as a creature lying "far, far beneath in the abysmal sea" explores the idea
of concealed forces that shape existence without human intervention.

The Unknown and Mystery

Tennyson'’s kraken embodies the concept of the unknown, representing what lies
beyond the reach of human knowledge and experience. The abyss where the
creature lives is a metaphor for the unexplored regions of both the physical
world and the human psyche. This theme resonates with the Victorian era’s
scientific discoveries and simultaneous fascination with the supernatural.

Power and Immortality

The poem suggests the kraken possesses immense power and a form of
immortality, lying dormant "until the latter fire shall heat the deep." This
apocalyptic imagery hints at a cataclysmic event that will awaken the
creature, symbolizing forces that endure beyond human history. The kraken'’s
eventual emergence may be interpreted as an upheaval or revelation of hidden
truths.

e Symbol of the sublime natural world
e Representation of hidden or unconscious forces
e Metaphor for eternal, cyclical time

e Embodiment of fear and fascination with the unknown



Literary Techniques and Structure

Tennyson’s use of language and poetic form in "The Kraken" contributes
significantly to the poem’s impact. The poem is structured as a sonnet,
traditionally associated with love and beauty, which contrasts intriguingly
with the monstrous subject. This choice creates tension between form and
content. The poem’s rhythm and meter enhance the sense of depth and
inevitability surrounding the kraken’s existence.

Imagery and Language

The poem uses vivid and evocative imagery to bring the kraken to life.
Descriptions such as "giant and sleepeth" and references to "shadowy sides"
and "far, far beneath" conjure a mysterious and almost otherworldly
atmosphere. The language is both precise and suggestive, allowing readers to
visualize the creature while maintaining an aura of enigma.

Sound and Meter

"The Kraken" is composed in iambic pentameter, lending a steady and measured
pace that mirrors the slow, immense movements of the sea creature. The
sonnet’s rhyme scheme is unconventional, which reflects the poem’s theme of
the strange and uncanny. Tennyson’s use of alliteration and assonance further
enhances the auditory experience, reinforcing the poem’s haunting quality.

Cultural and Historical Context

The kraken myth has deep roots in Scandinavian and maritime folklore, where
it was often described as a gigantic sea monster capable of capsizing ships.
Tennyson’s poem reflects the 19th-century fascination with sea exploration,
natural history, and the growing field of marine biology. The Victorian era
was marked by a tension between scientific progress and lingering
superstitions, which is evident in the poem’s blending of myth with a quasi-
scientific tone.

Victorian Fascination with the Sea

During Tennyson’s lifetime, the ocean was a symbol of both opportunity and
danger. Explorers and scientists were mapping the seas and discovering new
species, yet the deep ocean remained largely unknown and mysterious. "The
Kraken" captures this duality, portraying the sea as a place of hidden
wonders and lurking terrors.



Mythology and Science

The poem straddles the line between mythological storytelling and
naturalistic description. This reflects Victorian attempts to reconcile
traditional beliefs with emerging scientific knowledge. The kraken'’s
depiction as a sleeping giant awaiting an apocalyptic awakening can be seen
as a metaphor for nature’s enduring power despite human attempts to
understand or control it.

Legacy and Influence of the Poem

"The Kraken" by Alfred Lord Tennyson has had lasting influence both within
literary circles and popular culture. Its evocative portrayal of the sea
monster has inspired numerous adaptations, references, and reinterpretations
in poetry, fiction, and visual arts. The poem remains a compelling example of
how myth and literature can combine to explore universal themes of mystery
and the sublime.

Impact on Literature

Tennyson’s kraken has become a touchstone for poets and writers interested in
themes of the unknown and the monstrous. The poem’s blend of classical myth
with modern poetic form has encouraged subsequent generations to explore
similar motifs. It is frequently studied as part of the Romantic and
Victorian poetic canons.

Modern Cultural References

The kraken as a mythical figure continues to appear in contemporary media,
including novels, films, and games. Tennyson’'s poem contributes to this
legacy by providing a literary foundation that emphasizes the creature’s
mythic grandeur and enigmatic nature. The enduring appeal of "The Kraken"
lies in its ability to evoke the awe-inspiring power of nature and the
mysteries lurking beneath the surface of the known world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Kraken' by Alfred
Lord Tennyson?

The central theme of 'The Kraken' is the mysterious and powerful nature of
the deep sea creature, symbolizing the unknown and the dormant forces beneath
the surface, as well as themes of isolation and eventual awakening.



How does Alfred Lord Tennyson use imagery in 'The
Kraken'?

Tennyson uses vivid and dark imagery to describe the Kraken’s immense size
and its deep underwater habitat, evoking a sense of awe and mystery. The
descriptions of the sea and the creature’s slumber create a haunting and
mythical atmosphere.

What is the significance of the Kraken’s slumber in
the poem?

The Kraken’s long slumber symbolizes latent power and hidden danger beneath
the calm surface. It suggests that this monstrous force exists quietly and
unnoticed until a destined time when it will rise, reflecting themes of
suspense and inevitability.

How does 'The Kraken' reflect Victorian attitudes
towards nature and the unknown?

The poem reflects Victorian fascination with the natural world’s mysteries
and the limits of human knowledge. The Kraken embodies the unknown forces of
nature that inspire both fear and wonder, highlighting the era’s interest in
exploration and scientific discovery.

What literary devices are prominent in 'The Kraken'?

'The Kraken' features alliteration, vivid imagery, and metaphor. The extended
metaphor of the Kraken itself represents hidden or dormant power. The poem’s
rhythmic structure and repetition enhance the sense of inevitability and
grandeur.

Why is 'The Kraken' considered a significant work in
Alfred Lord Tennyson'’s poetry?

'The Kraken' is significant because it showcases Tennyson’s mastery of mythic
and dramatic imagery, and his ability to evoke deep emotional responses
through concise and powerful language. It also reflects themes common in his
work, such as mystery, nature, and the sublime.

Additional Resources

1. The Kraken and Other Poems by Alfred Lord Tennyson

This collection includes the famous poem "The Kraken," where Tennyson
explores the mythical sea creature dwelling in the depths of the ocean. The
poem captures the mysterious and ominous nature of the kraken, symbolizing
the unknown forces beneath the surface. Alongside other evocative poems, this
collection delves into themes of nature, myth, and the supernatural.



2. Mythical Sea Monsters: Legends of the Kraken and Beyond by Richard Ellis
This book examines the historical and cultural origins of sea monsters like
the kraken, blending myth with maritime history. Ellis provides detailed
descriptions of kraken sightings and their influence on sailors’ tales and
literature. The book also explores how these legends have evolved over time,
from ancient myths to modern interpretations.

3. The Call of the Kraken: Tales from the Deep by Marina Black

A thrilling anthology of short stories inspired by the kraken legend, this
book brings the terrifying sea beast to life in various imaginative settings.
Each story explores different facets of the kraken myth, from horror and
suspense to adventure and fantasy. It is a compelling read for fans of
maritime folklore and mythical creatures.

4. Kraken: The Curious, Exciting, and Slightly Disturbing Science of Squid by
Wendy Williams

This non-fiction work delves into the biology and behavior of giant squids,
the real-life creatures that likely inspired the kraken myth. Williams
combines scientific research with engaging narrative to reveal the mysteries
of these elusive deep-sea animals. The book bridges the gap between legend
and science, offering fascinating insights into the ocean’s depths.

5. Alfred Lord Tennyson: The Poetry of the Kraken by Emily Grant

A literary analysis focusing specifically on Tennyson’s "The Kraken," this
book explores the poem’s themes, symbolism, and historical context. Grant
discusses how Tennyson’s depiction of the kraken reflects Victorian anxieties
about the unknown and the natural world. It is an essential read for students
and enthusiasts of Tennyson’'s poetry.

6. The Kraken Awakens by Johnathan Reef

This modern fantasy novel imagines the kraken as a powerful ancient force
reemerging in the contemporary world. The story follows a group of marine
biologists and adventurers who uncover the truth behind the legend and face
the creature’s wrath. It combines elements of suspense, mythology, and
environmental themes.

7. Sea Serpents and the Kraken: Maritime Monsters in History and Art by Linda
Carter

Carter’s book explores the depiction of the kraken and other sea monsters in
art and historical accounts from the Middle Ages to the present. It includes
beautiful illustrations, maps, and paintings that showcase how the kraken has
captured human imagination. The book also discusses the symbolic meanings of
these creatures in different cultures.

8. The Shadow of the Kraken by Daniel Harrow

A dark, atmospheric novel set in a coastal town plagued by mysterious
disappearances linked to the kraken legend. Harrow weaves folklore with
detective fiction as the protagonist investigates the eerie happenings and
confronts the monstrous truth. The book is praised for its mood and richly
detailed setting.



9. Kraken Rising: The Evolution of a Myth by Sarah J. Thompson

This scholarly work traces the evolution of the kraken myth from ancient
Scandinavian lore through literary adaptations like Tennyson’s poem to modern
pop culture. Thompson examines how the kraken has been portrayed in
literature, film, and games, highlighting its enduring appeal. The book
provides a comprehensive overview for readers interested in mythology and
cultural studies.
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