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Chronology of Longfellow’s Life










	Year

	Life




	1807

	Longfellow born




	1825

	Graduates from Bowdoin College




	1826–9

	Longfellow in France, Spain and Germany




	1831

	Marries Mary Potter




	1834

	Offered Smith Professorship at Harvard




	1835–6

	Second journey to Europe; Mary dies in Rotterdam, November 1835




	1839

	Longfellow’s first collection of poems, Voices of the Night, published a few months after his novel Hyperion




	1843

	Marries Fanny Appleton. Publishes his play The Spanish Student




	1847

	Evangeline and his novel Kavanagh published





	
1848


	Publishes Poems, Lyrical and Dramatic




	1854

	Resigns from Harvard





	1855

	The Song of Hiawatha published





	1861

	Death of Fanny Longfellow in fire





	1868

	Poetical Works published





	1872

	Second volume of Poetical Works published





	1880

	Publishes first volume of Ultima Thule





	1882

	Publishes second volume of Ultima Thule. Dies 24 March







Chronology of his Times










	Year

	Artistic Events

	Historical Events




	1807

	Byron, Hours of Idleness Charles and Mary Lamb, Tales from Shakespeare

	US Congress passes the Embargo Act, stopping all foreign trade; President Jefferson takes initiative in banning importation of any more slaves from Africa




	1825

	 

	John Quincy Adams elected President of United States; Peru and Bolivia declare independence from Spain; world’s first steam railway opens in England (Stockton to Darlington)




	1826-9

	Tennyson’s first book published, 1827 Deaths of Beethoven and William Blake, 1827 Death of Schubert, 1828

	 




	1831

	 

	Nat Turner, rebel slave, hanged




	1834

	Death of Coleridge

	Slavery abolished in British colonies




	1835-6

	Browning, Paracelsus, 1835 Dickens, Sketches by Boz, 1836

	Mexican troops storm Alamo in Texas, 1836




	1843

	Wordsworth made Poet Laureate

	 




	1847

	Tennyson, The Princess Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre Emily Wuthering Heights

	US Army storms Mexico City; Marx’s Communist Manifesto published





	
1848


	Death of Emily Bronte

	Rebellions and uprisings in France, Italy, Austria, Hungary etc; Mexico cedes Texas and California to United States




	1854

	 

	Light Brigade wiped out at Balaclava




	1855

	Whitman, Leaves of Grass Tennyson, Maud and Other Poems

	French and British capture Sebastopol




	1861

	Deaths of Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Clough

	Outbreak of American Civil War




	1868

	Robert Browning, The Ring and the Book Louisa May Alcott, Little Women Wilkie Collins, The Moonstone

	Emperor Meiji restored to power in Japan, after two centuries of rule by the Tokugawa Shogunate




	1872

	Samuel Butler, Erewhon Thomas Hardy, Under the Greenwood Tree

	Drought and Stock Exchange panic in the United States




	1880

	Death of George Eliot

	British troops lift siege of Kandahar in Afghanistan; Ned Kelly executed in Australia




	1882

	Death of Emerson

	British defeat Egyptians at Tel el-Kebir







Introduction


For many years during his life and for some time afterwards, Longfellow was thought to be a great writer in both America and Britain. He was widely regarded as not only the glory of American letters but was also loved as one of the greatest poets of the English language itself. But within forty or so years after his death in 1882 he had become an object of derision. After that, there has not even been derision, simply neglect.

Some of the reasons for both derision and neglect are not hard to find. An age without illusions, and also without religious faith, found the bracing moral exhortations of ‘A Psalm of Life’ fatuously simple-minded. The long verse narratives – Evangeline, The Courtship of Miles Standish, The Song of Hiawatha – outstayed their welcome in an era in which the prose novel seemed utterly to have taken over that story-telling function. The Modernism of T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound had no use for such things. More recently, the increasing professionalisation of the academic study of literature saw that there was little ‘work’ to be done on Longfellow. His poetry was straightforward: it did not need to be teased out, delved into, explained. Longfellow failed to be difficult, and he often succeeded in being tedious.

There are some truths in this, but it is not the whole truth. If we look carefully at Longfellow’s poems in the context of the fifty-odd years in which they were produced, we can see that he was in some ways a pioneer – in his use of the English hexameter in Evangeline, in his even more daring use of the trochaic tetrameter in Hiawatha. But technical innovation in itself doesn’t necessarily sustain long-lasting interest: the technical innovations of, say, Emily Dickinson or Gerard Manley Hopkins don’t in themselves account for the fact that they are read when Longfellow is not.

It is in the shorter poem – the elegy, the meditation, the pregnant lyric, the sonnet, the epitaph – that Longfellow still deserves to be read: not, perhaps, as a great poet (in the way we can still call his contemporaries Tennyson and Browning great), but as a very accomplished, skilful, thoughtful and honest minor poet. At his  best his poems of mortality, loss and disappointment are as moving as all but the best by Tennyson and Hardy.

Out of his grief at the accidental death of his second wife came ‘The Cross of Snow’:


Such is the cross I wear upon my breast

These eighteen years, through all the changing scenes

And seasons, changeless since the day she died.



The poems which, in his old age, drew on memories of his childhood on the New England coast are often as fine: ‘Four by the Clock’, ‘Chimes’, ‘Becalmed’, the Dedication of his book of poems Ultima Thule, and, most piercingly, ‘My Lost Youth’ (from which Robert Frost took his title A Boy’s Will) and the magnificent ‘The Tide Rises, the Tide Falls’, one of the finest lyrics in English.

I would add to these some of the sonnets ‘On Translating the Divina Commedia,’ ‘The Fire of Drift-Wood’, ‘Haunted Houses’, ‘In the Churchyard at Cambridge’, ‘The Two Angels’, ‘The Jewish Cemetery at Newport’ and ‘Aftermath’. Perhaps the most unjustly treated of all is the sonnet ‘Nature’. Of this, one of Longfellow’s more appreciative and acute modern critics, Newton Arvin, commented that it is one of his ‘distinctly inferior poems’; while another American critic, Bruce Kellner, though granting that it ‘ends superbly’, writes about its ‘insufferable circuitous dependent clause taking up all of its octet’. On the contrary, I find the control of the long simile throughout both the sections of this sonnet a marvellous technical achievement, and the phrasing and cadences deeply moving. The poem’s quiet confidence achieves an adagio-like effect which reverberates and haunts me whenever I read it or remember it.

At the very least, Longfellow was an adept and alert craftsman who tried many forms as well as many subjects. Some of what he wrote probably cannot be resurrected, for the reasons I have suggested. We often see him through the wrong eyes or, more often, listen to him with the wrong ears. It is of course difficult, perhaps impossible, to read Hiawatha with ears that have not been blunted by the relentless noise of parodies, most famously Lewis Carroll’s cheeky ‘Hiawatha’s Photographing’, written just two years after the poem it parodies. If Hiawatha is read monotonously, it will sound monotonous. But it need not be so. Certainly the measure itself is not irretrievable for serious purposes: a century  and a quarter later, Philip Larkin somehow found himself using it, very effectively, in his haunting poem ‘The Explosion’. In this present selection, I have chosen just three complete extracts from the twenty-two which make up the whole; but The Song of Hiawatha can be found in toto in the longer Selected Poems I edited for Everyman in 1993, and it can also be found as a separate volume in the Everyman series.

Evangeline and The Courtship of Miles Standish are much more resistant long poems from which to take extracts, and I have neglected them here: both can be found in my 1993 Selected Poems. What I have tried to do in this present book is to concentrate on the best of the shorter pieces, as well as on a handful of once-famous (or notorious) poems, such as ‘A Psalm of Life’ and ‘The Village Blacksmith’. I think that the only hoary old favourite that I jibbed at – and therefore have finally excluded – is ‘Excelsior’.

I believe that enough remains which is lively, stirring, moving and true for anyone who has not become blind to a well-madepoem to find pleasure in reading Longfellow, in selection if not in bulk (and he was a formidably prolific poet). For all the fame and honours that came to him in his lifetime, he was never sure of his own merit: one has only to read ‘Mezzo Cammin’ to see this. He wrote it (as his headnote makes clear) comparatively early on, in 1842, but did not publish it in his lifetime. In it, he lamented what he had not managed to achieve, and heard a pre-echo of the remorseless future:


on the autumnal blast

The cataract of Death far thundering from the heights.



Worse poets have felt more confident of themselves, and of posterity, than Longfellow. He was never smug, he was never dishonest in his work or, as far as one can see, in his life. He deserves much better than his present dubious position in the shadows of literary history.

ANTHONY THWAITE



Poems






A Psalm of Life


What the heart of the young man
said to the psalmist


	Tell me not, in mournful numbers,


	‘Life is but an empty dream!’


	For the soul is dead that slumbers,


	And things are not what they seem.


	 


	Life is real! Life is earnest!


	And the grave is not its goal;


	‘Dust thou art, to dust returnest,’


	Was not spoken of the soul.


	 


	Not enjoyment, and not sorrow,


	Is our destined end or way;


	But to act, that each to-morrow


	Finds us farther than to-day.


	 


	Art is long, and Time is fleeting,


	And our hearts, though stout and brave,


	Still, like muffled drums, are beating


	Funeral marches to the grave.


	 


	In the world’s broad field of battle,


	In the bivouac of Life,


	Be not like dumb, driven cattle!


	Be a hero in the strife!


	 


	Trust no Future, howe’er pleasant!


	Let the dead Past bury its dead!


	Act, – act in the living Present!


	Heart within, and God o’erhead!


	 


	Lives of great men all remind us


	We can make our lives sublime,


	And, departing, leave behind us


	Footprints on the sands of time;


	 


	Footprints, that perhaps another,


	Sailing o’er life’s solemn main,


	A forlorn and shipwrecked brother,


	Seeing, shall take heart again.


	 


	Let us, then, be up and doing,


	With a heart for any fate;


	Still achieving, still pursuing,


	Learn to labour and to wait.






The Reaper and the Flowers



	There is a Reaper, whose name is Death,


	And, with his sickle keen,


	He reaps the bearded grain at a breath,


	And the flowers that grow between.


	 


	‘Shall I have nought that is fair?’ saith he,


	‘Have nought but the bearded grain?


	Though the breath of these flowers is sweet to me,


	I will give them all back again.’


	 


	He gazed at the flowers with tearful eyes,


	He kissed their drooping leaves;


	It was for the Lord of Paradise


	He bound them in his sheaves.


	 


	‘My Lord has need of these flowerets gay,’


	The Reaper said, and smiled;


	‘Dear tokens of the earth are they,


	Where he was once a child.


	 


	‘They shall all bloom in fields of light,


	Transplanted by my care,


	And saints, upon their garments white,


	These sacred blossoms wear.’


	 


	And the mother gave, in tears and pain,


	The flowers she most did love;


	She knew she should find them all again,


	In the fields of light above.


	 


	O, not in cruelty, not in wrath,


	The Reaper came that day;


	’Twas an angel visited the green earth,


	And took the flowers away.






The Light of Stars



	The night is come, but not too soon;


	And sinking silently,


	All silently, the little moon


	Drops down behind the sky.


	 


	There is no light in earth or heaven,


	But the cold light of stars;


	And the first watch of night is given


	To the red planet Mars.


	 


	Is it the tender star of love?


	The star of love and dreams?


	O no! from that blue tent above,


	A hero’s armour gleams.


	 


	And earnest thoughts within me rise,


	When I behold afar,


	Suspended in the evening skies,


	The shield of that red star.


	 


	O star of strength! I see thee stand


	And smile upon my pain;


	Thou beckonest with thy mailed hand,


	And I am strong again.


	 


	Within my breast there is no light,


	But the cold light of stars;


	I give the first watch of the night


	To the red planet Mars.


	 


	The star of the unconquered will,


	He rises in my breast,


	Serene, and resolute, and still,


	And calm, and self-possessed.


	 


	And thou, too, whosoe’er thou art,


	That readest this brief psalm,


	As one by one thy hopes depart,


	Be resolute and calm.


	 


	O fear not in a world like this,


	And thou shalt know ere long,


	Know how sublime a thing it is


	To suffer and be strong.






Burial of the Minnisink



	On sunny slope and beechen swell,


	The shadowed light of evening fell;


	And, where the maple’s leaf was brown,


	With soft and silent lapse came down


	The glory, that the wood receives,


	At sunset, in its brazen leaves.


	 


	Far upward in the mellow light


	Rose the blue hills. One cloud of white,


	Around a far uplifted cone,


	In the warm blush of evening shone;


	An image of the silver lakes,


	By which the Indian’s soul awakes.


	 


	But soon a funeral hymn was heard


	Where the soft breath of evening stirred


	The tall, gray forest; and a band


	Of stern in heart, and strong in hand,


	Came winding down beside the wave,


	To lay the red chief in his grave.


	 


	They sang, that by his native bowers


	He stood, in the last moon of flowers,


	And thirty snows had not yet shed


	Their glory on the warrior’s head;


	But, as the summer fruit decays,


	So died he in those naked days.


	 


	A dark cloak of the roebuck’s skin


	Covered the warrior, and within


	Its heavy folds the weapons, made


	For the hard toils of war, were laid;


	The cuirass, woven of plaited reeds,


	And the broad belt of shells and beads.


	 


	Before, a dark-haired virgin train


	Chanted the death dirge of the slain;


	Behind, the long procession came


	Of hoary men and chiefs of fame,


	With heavy hearts, and eyes of grief,


	Leading the war-horse of their chief.


	 


	Stripped of his proud and martial dress,


	Uncurbed, unreined, and riderless,


	With darting eye, and nostril spread,


	And heavy and impatient tread,


	He came; and oft that eye so proud


	Asked for his rider in the crowd.


	 


	They buried the dark chief, they freed


	Beside the grave his battle steed;


	And swift an arrow cleaved its way


	To his stern heart! One piercing neigh


	Arose, – and, on the dead man’s plain,


	The rider grasps his steed again.






The Indian Hunter



	When the summer harvest was gather’d in,
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