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Marion Sherwood and Rosalind Boyce, Letters and Lives of the Tennyson 
Women (London, New York, Dublin: Bloomsbury, 2023), 240 pp. ISBN 
978-1-35016-824-4; £76.50 (hb).

Ever since I was given a copy of Charlotte Mosley’s The Mitfords: Letters 
between Six Sisters (2007), I have been fascinated by books that focus on, and 
analyse, correspondence of any kind. It is a powerful thing to know that you are 
reading something so highly personal with a direct connection to the writer that 
displays not only facts and specific instances in their life but reveals, through 
its language, a historicism of style and content. Whether you are reading for 
academic purposes or for pleasure, letters provide clues to the society and en-
virons in which the sender and receiver lived, as well as signposting, in the case 
of these Tennyson women, the strictures which the same society places on them.

Letters and Lives of the Tennyson Women by Marion Sherwood and Rosalind 
Boyce, goes further than that. For anyone interested in Alfred Tennyson, this 
book is what in cinematic terms would be known as the prequel to the origin 
story! Sherwood and Boyce have vividly painted the incredible, yet somehow 
still ordinary, lives of these four women: the poet’s paternal grandmother, Mary 
Tennyson (known to young Alfred as ‘Grandmamma Tennyson’); her daughters 
Elizabeth Russell (Alfred’s mother) and Mary Bourne; and her daughter-in-law 
Frances Tennyson (later Tennyson d’Eyncourt).

For anyone new to the Tennyson women, or indeed Tennyson himself, the 
in-depth Timeline (pp. vii–xi) and Tennyson Family Tree (p. xi) will prove 
invaluable in helping to remove these four women from the prequel and give 
them top billing as an ‘inseparable part of the young poet’s life’ (p. 1). 

Sherwood and Boyce, in their annotated extracts from the letters, have cre-
ated a literary, historical and at times sociological illustration of the lives of these 
eighteenth-century women. With excerpts ranging from the polite ‘thank you’ 
note to concerns relating to the Tennyson family’s medical issues, they paint a 
picture of an unequal situation for all four women, whose everyday lives were 
governed by a male-dominated society in a political environment that granted 
women no reproductive, marital or voting rights. Combined with Sherwood 
and Boyce’s annotations, the letters connect the colourful lives of these engag-
ing correspondents and, alongside the Timeline and Family Tree, equip the 
reader to piece together how these Tennyson women provided a strong female 
foundation to Alfred’s life and his written works. 

Perhaps most intriguing is the book’s preoccupation with matters of health. 
For example, Mary’s concern over the family’s digestive health, something Alfred 
would inherit, is a prevalent theme throughout: ‘I charge him not to neglect the 
proper state of his Bowels […] I wish you could now both breathe and all your 
children the pure air’ (p. 126). The polluted atmosphere of London no doubt 
contributed to Mary’s concern over the lack of clean air! Alongside Sherwood 
and Boyce’s enlightening notes, it is these small details that pinpoint the Ten-
nyson women’s everyday concerns within their broader historical context.



138	 romantic textualities 25

For any scholar studying an individual poet or writer, a book like this can 
prove invaluable. The nuances of family life, the style of writing and the concern 
over practical matters—such as ‘fabric for mourning clothes’ (p. 42) or dresses 
for young boys that were worn ‘until they were toilet trained and ‘breeched’, 
usually between the ages of two and eight’ (p. 174)—provide key background 
knowledge to the lives of a certain strata of society in the eighteenth century. 
Behind all of this is the anguish of women who, whilst holding together a family, 
have to deal with loss, adoption and gynaecological problems. 

For anyone interested in Alfred Tennyson this book is a must-read, as this 
strong female influence must, as Sherwood and Boyce have here, be recog-
nised!  •

Geraldine Coleman
University of Glasgow
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Joanna E. Taylor and Ian N. Gregory, Deep Mapping the Literary Lake District: 
A Geographical Text Analysis (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2022), 
290 pp. ISBN 978-1-6844-8375-4, $49.95 (pb).

Deep Mapping the Literary Lake District is an exciting exploration of 
how digital tools can enhance our understanding of the literary and cultural 
heritage of a specific geographic location. Co-authored by Joanna E. Taylor and 
Ian N. Gregory, this book offers a comprehensive case study of the Lake District 
and draws from written representations of the region published in the period 
between 1622 to 1900. The corpus not only includes usual suspects like Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth, but also less canonical authors such 
as Harriet Martineau. In doing so, Taylor and Gregory move beyond the strictly 
‘literary’ as we understand it today and incorporate a wide array of texts, ranging 
from poetry to tourist guides and travel accounts to examine how humans have 
understood, experienced and represented the landscape.

Combining methods from literary studies, corpus linguistics and Geographi-
cal Information Science (GIS), the book compellingly argues how ‘deep mapping’ 
can allow a more nuanced and layered understanding of the Lake District. Rather 
than simply identifying landmarks, deep mapping enables a broader engagement 
with the cultural and historical significance of the Lake District. The geographical 
text analysis affords new insights into the relationships between language and 
space. It allows for instance the creation of maps showing the spatial distribution 
of specific words throughout the corpus. Distant reading thus brings patterns, 
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