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                                      NOW SLEEPS THE CRIMSON PETAL 

                                       (A Poem by Lord Alfred Tennyson) 

Now Sleeps the Crimson Petal is a lyric written by Lord Alfred Tennyson. This 

poem is taken from a long narrative poem, The Princess: A Medley which was published in 

1847. The poem is about Princess Ida who has refused to marry the prince who loved her 

passionately. The prince was betrothed to her in his childhood. She has decided to stay away 

from the world of men. Princess Ida has established a university for women as she believes in 

female education and female equality. No men were allowed in her university.  

The lyric Now Sleeps the Crimson Petal by Lord Tennyson appears in the seventh 

canto of the poem, The Princess: A Medley. This poem is read by Princess Ida in a low 

voice to herself. It seems that she is reconsidering the proposal of the prince to which she has 

not yet reciprocated.  

   The prince awoke from sound sleep and found the princess reading a poem. The poem 

read by the princess is replete with intense passionate love appeal of the lover to his beloved. 

The poem is a description of the night when everything is quiet and still. Everything in the 

palace garden is asleep. A beautiful description of nature is given by the poet.   

 Now sleeps the crimson petal, now the white: 

 Nor waves the cypress in the palace walk; 

 Nor winks the gold fin in the porphyry  

font: 

The flowers and trees in the garden are at rest. The petals refer to all flowers in the 

garden, whether red or white. The golden fish in the ‘porphyry font’ also shows no 

movement. These two images of ‘the cypress’ and ‘gold fin’ depict the absolute stillness 

prevailing in the garden. Everything around in the palace is sleeping except the firefly and the 

lovers. The white peacock that sleeps with its head drooped low looks like a ghost. Every 

image used in the poem indicates the silence of night time. The beautiful, the stillness and the 

darkness of the night, in fact, create a romantic atmosphere in the poem. The beloved is seen 

dimly by the lover at a distance. From a distance she appears glimmering like a ghost. This 

lyric is an appeal to the beloved to surrender herself completely to her lover. This is evident 

from the following lines: 

Now lies the Earth all Danae to the stars, 

And all thy heart lies open unto me.       
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The poet uses comparisons in the above lines to express the intensity of lover’s 

desires. In these lines the lover appeals to his beloved that as the earth submits to the stars 

above, so should she submit herself to him. To this effect the poet uses a reference of 

‘Danae’, from Greek mythology. Danae was locked in an inaccessible tower by her father, 

but Zeus enters there in a form of shower of gold. Just as a meteor leaves a streak of light 

behind, similarly, the thought of his beloved caused a furrow or a deep mark in the heart of 

the lover. The lover insists that she must surrender herself to the lover like a lily flower that 

folds itself and slips into the bosom of the lake. In these lines, it seems that the lover seeks 

complete union with his beloved. The folding of lily flower and slipping into the bosom of 

the lake is a suggestive image of romantic love.   

 The excellence of Lord Tennyson, as a poet, can be seen in his choice of 

images and allusions he uses. He has made use of images and references to mythology to 

bring out the intense emotions of a lover. The poem consists of fourteen lines divided into 

quatrains and couplets. The poem begins and ends with quatrains. There are three couplets in 

the poem. There is no rhyme scheme but every quatrain and couplet begins with ‘Now’ and 

ends with ‘me’. The repetition of ‘Now’ in the beginning of a stanza provides a sort of 

regularity of time. ‘Now’ indicates the time of night. Every stanza of the poem ends with 

‘with me’, ‘on to me’, ‘unto me’, ‘in me’ and ‘in me’. This gives a regular ending to a stanza. 

The use of images, symbols and allusions has enriched the poem and has also helped in 

bringing out the emotions of profound love of the yearning lovers.                               

                               POINTS TO REMEMBER 

1. Poem:                Now Sleeps the crimson petal 

2. Poet:                  Lord Alfred Tennyson 
3. Long poem:      The Princes: A Medley 

4. Part:                   Canto VII 

5. Theme:               Love 
6. Verse :                Blank Verse   

7. Language:     Enriched with the use of nature images and references from Greek   

Mythology 

8. Explanation of words:  
a) Crimson-    Red Colour 

b) Cypress -    A tree 

c) Fin-             Fish        
d)  Porphyry - igneous rock embedded with crystals 

e) Glimmers-  shine 

f) Meteor-       a small heavenly body emitting light 
g) Furrow-       A shallow trench in the ground made after ploughing  

h) Bosom-        chest 
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