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The Wreck of the Hesperus
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Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

1841

Introduction

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's "The Wreck of the Hesperus" recounts the story of the shipwreck of a schooner Longfellow calls Hesperus in a severe hurricane off the coast of New England. Although nature is portrayed as unrelenting and brutal in some of its manifestations, the force of "The Wreck of the Hesperus" comes from Longfellow's portrayal of the human traits of pride and stubbornness in the face of nature's fierceness. The storm does not constitute the tragic aspect of the tale Longfellow tells; the captain's hubris does. Hubris is the term used to describe the pride that characterizes the heroes of Greek tragedy, the kind of pride that blinds people to their limitations and allows them to pit their will against the will or power of supernatural elements, like the gods or fate in Greek tragedy, or great natural forces, like the hurricane in "The Wreck of the Hesperus." Hubris is clearly at work in the captain's proud and foolish refusal to heed the old sailor's warning. So is sacrifice, for when the captain realizes the danger, once the storm has struck and the schooner has foundered, he gives up his chance for survival, wrapping his daughter in his greatcoat and tying her to the ship's mast with the hope that she will survive instead. Although she does not, it is the combination of the captain's pride and his self-transcendence in his sacrifice that makes him a tragic hero and not just a victim of his own ill-considered decisions and stubborn response to circumstances.

A major source of the poem's charm is the ballad form in which it is written. The four-line stanzas, the rhymed second and fourth lines, and the slightly archaic language that characterize the ballad form give the events described a framework that transforms them from recreated experience into art. The poem becomes a kind of cameo within which the events are inscribed and made accessible so as to inspire a reader's aesthetic response of terror at the event and pity for human suffering. "The Wreck of the Hesperus" is available in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow: Poems and Other Writings, published in 2000.




Author Biography

Longfellow was born in Portland, Maine, on February 27, 1807, the second of eight children. His mother, Zilpah, was a pacifist. His father, Stephen, was a lawyer, a member of Congress from Maine, and a trustee of Bowdoin College. After graduating from Portland Academy, Longfellow attended Bowdoin beginning in 1821. He joined the Bowdoin faculty as a professor of modern languages soon after receiving his degree in 1825. Upon taking this position, Longfellow spent three years living in France, Spain, Italy, and Germany studying the countries' languages, literatures, and cultures. He began teaching at Bowdoin in 1829. For the next several years, Longfellow neglected poetry, which he had been writing as an undergraduate, and focused on scholarship, translating or editing a number of modern language texts as well as writing scholarly essays on European literature. In 1834, Longfellow published a prose account of his European travels, Outre-Mer: A Pilgrimage Beyond the Sea. In 1831 he married Mary Storer Potter, and in 1834 he accepted a position teaching modern languages at Harvard College. Together with Mary, Longfellow went back to Europe for a year in April 1835, mastering Dutch, Danish, Icelandic, and Swedish during the visit. Sadly, in November 1835, while they were in Holland, Mary died of a miscarriage; Longfellow was disconsolate. In July 1836, while in Switzerland, Longfellow met Frances Appleton, and after a long courtship, they married in 1843. Their marriage was a happy one, but Fanny died on July 10, 1861, after her clothes caught on fire, perhaps when a lighted candle tipped over and fell onto her skirts. Longfellow was again inconsolable. He was distressed at the time also because of the Civil War, being both a pacifist and an opponent of slavery.

In 1839, Longfellow published his first collection of poetry, Voices of the Night. Ballads and Other Poems, which includes "The Wreck of the Hesperus," was published in 1841. A verse drama, The Spanish Student, was published in 1843. From 1843 until the death of his second wife in 1861, Longfellow wrote and published some of his most popular poetry, including Evangeline: A Tale of Acadie (1847), The Song of Hiawatha (1855), The Courtship of Miles Standish (1858), and "Paul Revere's Ride" (1861). In 1854, the success of his poetry allowed Longfellow to resign his position at Harvard. After Frances's death, Longfellow devoted much of his attention to working on Christus: A Mystery, a three-part dramatic epic that he began in 1849 and published in 1872. In 1868, Longfellow traveled again to Europe, where he was repeatedly honored as a great contributor to American letters and culture. Longfellow died of  peritonitis, an abdominal disease, on March 24, 1882, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He was buried beside both his wives in the Mount Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge.




Poem Summary

Stanza 1

Written in four-line stanzas, the poem begins with a simple declarative sentence, identifying a vessel by its name and noting the season. The boat was a schooner named Hesperus; the season was winter. That foundation laid, the principal actors of the ballad are introduced, a captain and his young daughter with whom he sailed.

Stanza 2

The daughter is idealized in Longfellow's description. She has blue eyes, which the poet evokes by comparing them to a summer flower of soft blue called fairy flax. They suggest warmth and gentleness not to be found on a winter sea. Her cheeks are similarly compared to the peaceable morning, when day is beginning. To complete the description emphasizing her brightness and delicacy, Longfellow compares her to the buds of the hawthorn, a lovely white flower, in the month of May, just when it is beginning to bloom.

Stanza 3

Longfellow turns in the third stanza to the girl's father, presenting the captain standing by the wheel to steer the ship smoking his pipe. He reads the direction of the wind by noting the direction in which his pipe smoke is blown as he exhales. That the smoke is blown to the west and south indicates that the wind is blowing from the east and north, the direction from which the severest storm winds blow.

Stanza 4

An experienced member of the crew, one who had sailed in the regions of Florida and Mexico, advises the captain to bring the schooner into a nearby port because it looks like a hurricane is on its way.

Stanza 5

Continuing, the old sailor predicts a hurricane by relying on his interpretation of celestial events. The night before, he tells the captain, there was a gold ring around the moon; tonight, he notes, there is no moon to be seen. The captain exhales a pipeful of smoke and dismisses the sailor's warning with a laugh.

Stanza 6

The storm increases in ferocity. Cold winds blow; heavy snow falls. The sea rages and bubbles up.

Stanza 7

The ship is hit by the storm and rears in the water like a horse in a panic.

Stanza 8

The captain calls his daughter to him, telling her not to be afraid and boasting of his power to outlast the storm and come through safely.

Stanza 9

The captain puts his greatcoat around his daughter and ties her to the mast.

Stanza 10

The girl tells her father that she hears church bells, but he tells her it is the bell of a lighthouse on a rocky part of the coast, and he guides the ship into the open sea rather than to any port.

Stanza 11

The girl says she hears gunshots. Her father says that they are signals from a distressed ship that cannot manage in the fury of the storm. The reader may suspect that these are calls for help coming from the Hesperus itself.

Stanza 12

The girl's next question about a light she sees goes unanswered because her father has frozen to death.

Stanza 13

The corpse of the captain is described, tied to the helm, frozen, his eyes glassy in the lantern light through the snowstorm.
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Media Adaptations


	There have been numerous musical arrangements of "The Wreck of the Hesperus." Among them is a composition for voice and piano by John Liptrot Hatton (1809-1886), written around 1850. A complete list of settings is available online at the Lied and Art Song Texts Page (http://www.recmusic.org/lieder/get_text.html?TextId=38961).




Stanza 14

The girl prays for deliverance through her faith in Christ, who, in the biblical story, calmed the water of the Sea of Galilee in a storm.

Stanza 15

Unguided now and ghostly, the ship is drawn swiftly by the storm through the sea in the dark of the night to a rocky reef off the Massachusetts coast called Norman's Woe.

Stanza 16

Between the sounds of the gusting wind, the noise of waves breaking against rocks comes from the shore.

Stanza 17

The wrecked ship drifts through the sea, the waves breaking beneath it. A strong, noisy gust blows the frozen bodies of the crew off the deck.

Stanza 18

The schooner crashes against the rocks that lie beneath the foam of breaking waves on the shore. The rocks gore the body of the schooner the way the horns of a bull gore a person.

Stanza 19

The ship is coated in ice and takes on the appearance of a glass boat. It sinks. The noise of the breaking waves is like laughter.

Stanza 20

At dawn a fisherman on the beach finds the wrecked schooner and the girl tied to its mast drifting in the water.

Stanza 21

The frozen girl floats on the water, and her hair, looking like seaweed, bobbles on the waves.

Stanza 22

The poet concludes his tale of the ship's destruction in the storm with a prayer that no one meet a death like the ones brought about by the wreck.




Themes

Blinding Pride

The overriding and lethal trait embodied in the captain of the schooner is blind pride, or stubbornness. He is stubborn in his pride to the point of what the Greeks called hubris, an overweening sense of confidence in one's own powers that blinds one to the powers of nature or to supernatural forces. When he sees the storm coming on, and after he is warned of its ferocity by an experienced sailor, who insists that there is no besting the storm and that he should take the schooner back to the nearest port, the captain scornfully ignores the seasoned advice with a laugh and braves the storm. Had he been disposed to heed the advice of the knowledgeable sailor, the captain might have gotten the ship to a port in time and saved the vessel, its crew, and his daughter.

Innocence

Although nature will be shown in the poem as a force of great and indiscriminate power and a force that mankind may disregard or defy at its own peril, Longfellow begins "The Wreck of The Hesperus" with images from nature that suggest not its power but its innocence and gentleness. That innocence is embodied in the daughter. The captain's stubborn refusal to heed the power of nature is dramatized as an assault upon and a betrayal of his daughter's innocence. Although in the first stanza Longfellow describes the sea as hibernal, the images in the second stanza, all used in his description of the captain's daughter, are derived from nature not as a powerful, unrelenting and cruel force but as an emblem of gentle innocence. To suggest the girl's innocence, Longfellow gathers images of springtime flowers and of morning. Once the captain has betrayed the trust of his daughter by braving the storm, her innocence is represented by her dependence first upon her father and then, after his death, upon her heavenly father. She implores her father, asking him the meaning of what she hears and sees, and she supplicates the deity for her salvation. In both cases, her faith is betrayed, and the girl becomes the familiar and melodramatic emblem of tormented innocence. The last image in the poem, of the girl's hair metamorphosed into seaweed, is once again an image of innocence and calmness, the spirit the girl has represented throughout the poem. As such, the girl is placed as a counterweight to her father. His strength and experience are of value only if they are tempered by a reverence for the innocence she represents.

Nature's Power

The stubborn will and the maritime skill that are combined in the captain of the schooner are no match for the power of nature when it is tempestuous. The force of nature is shown in the poem to be furious and arbitrary. Mankind cannot rely on its own prowess or even on supernatural  intervention when faced with natural fury. In contrast with the image from the Gospels of Christ calming the waters of the Sea of Galilee, which the girl invokes in the midst of the hurricane, she perishes in the hurricane. Even after her death, the raw power of nature seems to triumph a second time. The fisherman who sees the wreck from the beach sees the girl's hair rising and falling in the motion of the rolling waves, looking like seaweed, as if there had been a transformation of the girl from the human to the vegetable realm.

Sacrifice

Two aspects of sacrifice are shown in the poem, one the result of the captain's stubborn pride. Because he refuses to heed the advice of the old sailor and because he is defiant in the face of an overpowering hurricane, the captain actually sacrifices his daughter and his crew to his pride. But once he is caught in the grip of catastrophe, he sacrifices himself for his daughter by giving her his greatcoat. It is, however, in vain, even if the captain gives her his coat still foolishly boasting of his own power to withstand the storm.



[image: Image]


Topics for Further Study


	Choose an event from the news or recent history and tell its story in the form of a ballad.

	The admonition that pride precedes a fall is commonplace and often accurate. In "The Wreck of the Hesperus," pride is the cause of a disaster. Drawing on your own experience, write a story in which the protagonist is hamstrung by pride and painful consequences follow.

	"The Wreck of the Hesperus" is based on an actual shipwreck. Research the subject of maritime disasters in the first half of the nineteenth century in the vicinity of the New England coast. Consider questions like these: Were there many? What, if anything, did they have in common? What were the social and economic effects of shipwrecks? Did they contribute to advances in shipbuilding? Prepare a written report and an oral report to be delivered in front of your class. Supplement the oral report with pictures, paintings, or drawings of shipwrecks from that era.

	Once the inevitability of shipwreck is clear, the captain wraps his daughter in his greatcoat before he lashes her to the mast in the hope of saving her. Although his sacrifice comes to naught and is necessitated by his own error in judgment, it does show his stature. Prepare a questionnaire and interview half a dozen people regarding their experience of sacrifice, addressing whether the sacrifices were ones that they made or which were made for them and discussing the results that followed from those sacrifices.

	From the epics of Homer through contemporary literature and film, shipwrecks have served as significant matter for literature and painting. In a substantial essay, survey the use of shipwreck as a theme or device in literature and art, or choose a particular writer or artist, like Homer, William Shakespeare, Charles Dickens, or Joseph Mallord William Turner, for example, and show how shipwreck figures in his or her work.







Style

Archaic Language

Although Longfellow is understood to be writing about an event that occurred only a year or so before the composition of the poem—the shipwreck of the schooner Favorite on the reef called Norman's Woe near Gloucester, Massachusetts—he writes his fictionalized account of the event using archaic constructions. He often inverts subject and verb order, as in the first lines of the second, sixth, and seventh stanzas. He uses double subjects, as in the first line of the third stanza. He employs conventional tropes like the old sailor's intervention in the fourth stanza and the image of the moon in the fifth. Rather than locating the poem in the past, however, the archaic language lifts the poem out of the temporal realm and places it inside the literary tradition of ballads, generally accounts of extraordinary or supernatural phenomena.

Assonance and Consonance

Longfellow skillfully employs assonance, the repetition and variation of a particular vowel sound, and consonance, the repetition of particular consonants, throughout "The Wreck of the Hesperus" in order to achieve a variety of descriptive effects. In the first stanza, for example, the predominance of words with the letter s conveys the sense of a schooner skimming across the surface of the sea. In the second stanza, the emphasis on the labial consonants b, f, w, and m conveys the bursting freshness of springtime and the captain's vernal daughter.

Repetition

The repetition of words, phrases, patterns, rhymes, and rhythms stands out in Longfellow's poem. The poem derives power through repetition because of the linguistic force of the device and because all the forms of repetition in the poem produce a mirroring effect for, and become analogous to, the relentlessness of the storm the poem chronicles. Throughout the poem, the second and fourth lines of each four-line stanza are made to rhyme, while the first and third lines are left unrhymed. Each of the twenty-two stanzas of the poem is itself a closed unit, as the last line of every stanza ends with a period or exclamation point. The grammar of the poem thus never permits the narrative to flow from stanza to stanza. The effect of the grammatically closed representational form is a recapitulation of the claustrophobic quality of the storm that locks the persons of the poem inside their tragic fate. The rhythm of the verse, in turn, has a sort of breathlessness,  the kind that comes when someone is telling a frightening story and engaging the listener's attention through alternations of quietness and drama. Longfellow alternates stressed and unstressed syllables according to the mood and action in lines that usually have either eight or six beats.

The word "and," a conjunction signifying both continuation and repetition, is repeated in the poem, which is 585 words long, twenty-six times. Twice, in the fifteenth and sixteenth stanzas, "And" is the first word of the stanza. It appears as the first word of the third line in the first three stanzas and in three other stanzas; in the fourth, fifth, ninth, and tenth stanzas, "And" occupies the first place in the fourth line; and in stanzas five and eight the word introduces the second line. The other appearances of the word occur within lines. This is a relentless piling up of one word, and this polysyndeton—the repetition of a conjunction—has a propulsive and gripping effect, pulling the reader along. In stanzas eleven and twelve, "and" does not appear, but in its place comes the repetition of the vocative phrase that the girl uses calling her father, in the first lines of stanzas ten through twelve, and a similar repetition in the second lines of those stanzas, when she repeats the same question regarding what she hears and sees. The only other stanza in which "and" does not occur is the twentieth, for good reason: it is the only stanza that describes events on dry land. A fisherman sees the wreck from the beach. The sequence of terrible events, by the time he witnesses the wreckage, has ended.




Historical Context

English and Scottish Popular Ballads

Although there is no precise record, scholars believe the ballad form, as utilized by Longfellow in "The Wreck of the Hesperus," goes back as far as the eleventh century. For the ample collection of historical ballads that exists today, readers are indebted to Francis James Child (1825-1896), a Boston native and Harvard professor who devoted himself to collecting ballads. His first edition of works of the genre, English and Scottish Ballads, was published in 1857 and 1858. His compendious final collection, The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, was published between 1882 and 1898. A reader can find examples of typical ballad patterns and phrasing in ballads like "Sir Patrick Spens," which also contains original models for some of Longfellow's lines, as with, for example, the first lines of the fourth and fifth stanzas of "The Wreck of the Hesperus."

Typically, the ballad form is a rhyming narrative of an extraordinary adventure in which the hero's life, honor, and fortune are endangered. The narrative does not always result in the death of the hero. In ballads like "Sir Patrick Spens," in which a sailor is sent on a perilous mission, death does result, as it does in "Lord Randall," the story a dying man tells his mother about how his beloved lady has poisoned him, and in "The Erlking," a spooky German ballad in which a boy being carried home through a haunted landscape is stolen from his father by the seductive figure of death. In Samuel Taylor Coleridge's "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," death is not the outcome of an encounter with sin that profoundly changes the hero and compels him to recount his transformative adventure to everyone he meets.

Old as it is, the ballad form has continued to remain popular, and its use by poets and musicians continues. The African American ballad of a railroad construction worker named John Henry who stands up to his boss by working himself to death has been rendered by singers like Josh White and Harry Belafonte. The musician Bob Dylan has often used the form, as he did in "John Brown," the story of a severely injured boy returning from war to a mother who had been proud to see him go; in "The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll," the true story of the murder of a black maid by a rich white man whose social position allowed him to escape punishment; and in "The Ballad of a Thin Man," a psychedelic rendering of an encounter with the bizarre.

Norman's Woe

Norman's Woe is an actual rocky reef that lies beyond the harbor at Gloucester, Massachusetts. It is notorious for the many ships that have been wrecked there. Two serious shipwrecks occurred there in the years preceding the publication of Longfellow's poem. One was the wreck of the Rebecca Ann in a snowstorm in March 1823, when all but one of those on board perished. In December 1839, predating "The Wreck of the Hesperus" by just two years, the  Favorite, sailing from Wiscasset, Maine, foundered upon Norman's Woe. Twenty bodies were found on shore, with one, an older woman, tied to one of the ship's masts, like the captain's daughter in "The Wreck of the Hesperus."




Critical Overview

Writing for Graham's magazine in 1842, Edgar Allan Poe complains that, in general, Longfellow's poetry is harmed by his tendency to use it didactically—to instill moral lessons in it—and by his neglect of what Poe considers to be the primary function of poetry, "the creation of novel moods of beauty, in form, in color, in sound, in sentiment." "The Wreck of the Hesperus" is one of the few of Longfellow's poems for which Poe offers qualified praise:

In ‘The Wreck of the Hesperus,’ we have the beauty of child-like confidence and innocence, with that of the father's stern courage and affection. But, with slight exception, those particulars of the storm here detailed are not poetic subjects. Their thrilling horror belongs to prose, in which it could be far more effectively discussed, as Professor Longfellow may assure himself at any moment by experiment.


Compare & Contrast


	1840s: Longfellow and a group of his New England contemporaries, among them the poets John Greenleaf Whittier and James Russell Lowell, enjoy a popularity that is newfound for American poetry, rivaling the English poets of their day with their accessible domestic narratives. Today: Through the technologies of mass dissemination, young poets using such forms as slam, rock, and rap attain national and even worldwide prominence, often rivaling the popularity of more established and more "literary" poets, particularly because of their general accessibility and musical appeal.


	1840s: For nearly a century, since the publication of Horace Walpole's The Castle of Otranto in 1764, literature that emphasizes horror, the supernatural, the endangered, and the pathetic has been popular, with works themed as such by Edgar Allan Poe, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, John Keats, and Mary Shelley, among many others. Today: Authors like Stephen King and a wide range of movies and television programs continue the tradition of creating entertainment centered around horror and pathos.


	1840s: Steam is replacing mechanical and human means in the powering of sea vessels. Today: While sailing and rowing are enjoyed as nautical sports, seagoing vessels are motor driven, some even by nuclear power.





C. C. Felton, writing in the North American Review in July 1842, is more impressed, stating of Longfellow's ballads in general, "Nothing can exceed the exquisite finish of some of his smaller pieces, while they also abound in that richness of expression and imagery…. The melody of his versification is very remarkable; some of his stanzas sound with the richest and sweetest music of which language is capable." George Saintsbury, a noted scholar of prosody, gives judicious praise to "The Wreck of the Hesperus," writing in Prefaces and Essays of that poem and another,

I shall never shirk declaring admiration. If not the strongest of meat, they are dishes of milk very well crumbled with bread for poetical babes; and the said babes, when they grow up, will be very lucky if they find no worse food even then, and may come back to them with relish from the strong meat itself.

Newton Arvin, in Longfellow: His Life and Work, concedes the poem's charm while denigrating its quality. He remarks, "Hackneyed as it is, ‘The Wreck of the Hesperus’ could hardly be surpassed as a literary imitation of the border ballad—for if the subject is native, the style is a perfect pastiche of the English or Scottish popular ballad, of ‘Sir Patrick Spens.’" Arvin concludes, "It is a poem for the young … without any more under-feeling than the subject itself carries with it, but on its youthful level, it has in it the authentic terror of the sea." Cecil B. Williams, in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1964), calls "The Wreck of the Hesperus" "prolix, sentimental, unconvincing."

This kind of ambivalence has defined responses to Longfellow's verse from the start of his career. Upon Longfellow's death in 1882, the great American poet Walt Whitman, in so many ways unlike Longfellow, offered an appraisal in the Critic:

Longfellow in his voluminous works seems to me not only to be eminent in the style and forms of poetical expression that mark the present age (an idiocrasy, almost a sickness, of verbal melody), but to bring what is always dearest as poetry to the general human heart and taste…. He is certainly the sort of bard and counteractant most needed for our materialistic, self-assertive, money-worshipping, Anglo-Saxon races, and especially for the present age in America—an age tyrannically regulated with reference to the manufacturer, the merchant, the financier, the politician and the day workman—for whom and among whom he comes as the poet of melody, courtesy, deference—poet of the mellow twilight of the past in Italy, Germany, Spain, and in Northern Europe—poet of all sympathetic gentleness—and universal poet of women and young people. I should have to think long if I were asked to name the man who has done more, and in more valuable directions, for America.

Nearly a hundred years later, Virginia Jackson paid a similar tribute to Longfellow in Modern Language Quarterly:

He did write the nineteenth century's best-selling poems, made to be read as if they were pictures, as if reading were self-evident, as if their elaborate classical meters were really a transparent language. What Longfellow imprinted was perhaps not a national literary tradition but the much more historically persistent fantasy that a nation might become a literature.
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What Do I Read Next?


	A Night to Remember (1955), by Walter Lord, is a factual novelistic account of the sinking of the ocean liner RMS Titanic in 1912 after hitting an iceberg.

	"The Ballad of Sir Patrick Spens," an anonymous Scottish ballad dating from the Middle Ages (found in Francis James Child's English and Scottish Popular Ballads, first published 1883-98), is of particular interest to readers of "The Wreck of the Hesperus" because Longfellow used some of the same language and language patterns in his poem as appear in "Sir Patrick Spens."

	The Caine Mutiny (1951), a Pulitzer Prizewinning novel by Herman Wouk, traces the career of a ship and its erratically authoritarian captain.

	"Der Erlkönig"—in English, "The Erlking"—is a ballad written in 1782 by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe about a father's harrowing journey through a death-haunted night with his child. It was set several times to music, most notably by Franz Schubert in 1815.

	"Master and Man" (1895), by Leo Tolstoy, is a story of a wealthy man and his servant and how their encounter with a blizzard when traveling together affects their relationship and their sense of life's meaning and purpose.

	"The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" (1798), by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, is a ballad concerning the misadventures of a sailor and his expiation of guilt.

	"To Build a Fire" (1908), a short story by Jack London, tells of a man's unsuccessful fight with the forces of nature in the Yukon.

	"The Wreck of the Deutschland," a thirty-five stanza poem by Gerard Manley Hopkins, written in 1875 and 1876 and first published in 1918, is a meditation on faith generated by the 1875 shipwreck of the Deutschland, a ship on which five Franciscan nuns were among those who perished.
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Published in the same year that Longfellow published "The Wreck of the Hesperus," Emerson's "Self-Reliance" considers the profound forces, like love, heroism, friendship, prudence, intellect, and art, that define the human character and govern the human condition.

Irmscher, Christoph, Longfellow Redux, University of Illinois Press, 2006.

This recent biography of Longfellow concentrates on his relationship with his readers, his work as a translator and disseminator of literary work, and his conception of what it means to be an author in a democracy.

Melville, Herman, Moby-Dick, Harper & Brothers, 1851.

Melville's famous novel is a complex meditation on a number of psychological and spiritual issues that confront mankind. At the center of the novel is the proud and disturbed figure of Ahab, the captain of the Pequod, a whaling vessel. Ahab's obsession with asserting his power over the force of nature embodied in the whale Moby Dick draws him and his crew on to catastrophe.

Pearl, Matthew, The Dante Club, Random House, 2004.

This work of fiction, a murder mystery set in the 1850s around Harvard College, features Longfellow as one of the principal characters and sleuths.
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