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PREFACE

A century ago, Bryant was the greatest of American poets—
although few of his contemporaries recognized his pre-emmence.
Then, after a few years of unacknowledged supremacy in the
early 1830’s, he was surpassed by Poe and the New England
group. But for several decades, his priority among native poets
and his reputation asan editor brought him general recognition
asa major American author. Afterhis death, his reputation grad-
ually declined, until today he has become a lesser figure in our
literature. The present volume is not designed to re-establish
him as a great poct. Rather, Bryant s here accepted for
what he was: a poet of minor rank when judged by absolute
standards, but a significant early Romanucist and a dis-
tinguished liberal when examined historically. And this liberal-
ism is undoubtedly his most notable characteristic—Dbecause n
the work of any transitional author such as Bryant, novel and
forward-looking aspects are obviously more significant than
are obligations to the past.

Bryant, returning from abroad at the age of fifty-cight, wore
for the first time a beard, which he described as ““the growth of
my chin while wandering 1n the East.” Thus disguised, he was
not recognized at the dock by a representative of his own news-
paper, the Post; and at Roslyn, he was mistaken for an Arabian
sheik. But today we know the man Bryant only as an austere
and bearded patriarch, while we know the poet Bryant only as
the youthful author of “Thanatopsis.” Students of literature,
however, should know both poet and man in youth, in early
manhood, and particularly in full maturity. To present the
authentic Bryant in historical perspective, the introduction to
this volume describes his inherited conservatism, traces the
stages whereby his pen and his mind were cmzmcipagc{lif)ullincs
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vi Preface

his mature beliefs concerning politics, religion, and literature,
and finally records the partial mediation of his late years. The
selections from Bryant which follow are chosen to illustrate
these steps 1n his development. Because prose is as important
as poetry in such a study, his literary criticism, his travel letters,
his tales, and his editorial utterances are all represented. (Bry-
ant’s prose is so little known, so rarely available to students,and
so extensive that in the present volume it is given a dispropor-
tionately large amount of space as compared with his poetry,
which, although obviously superior to his prose as literature, is
so concise that it can be adequately sampled in relatively small
compass.) Read and interpreted as a whole, his poetry and prose
take on new meaning; and from them emerges a Bryant un-
familiar to the casual reader.

The poems are arranged in order of composition, an arrange-
ment made possible by the work of Bryant himself, who dated
many poems in manuscript, of Parke Godwin, who dated others,
and of the present editor, who has corrected and augmented the
findings of his predecessors. The prose is likewise arranged in
order of composition, save that editorials from the Post are
printed in one group. Each selection, unless statement to the
contrary is made in the notes, is printed in the final form author-
ized by the author, the revisions of his literary executor, Parke
Godwin, being ignored. Where no source for the text of indi-
vidual poems is specifically indicated in the notes, the text is that
of the Poetical Works of 1876, the last edition which passed
through the poet’s hands.

Three appendices are provided. The first is made up of
uncollected or unpublished verse, chosen to illustrate Bryant’s
early interest in public affairs, nature, death, and love, and his
later concern with Gothic terror. Of small literary merit, this
verse is nevertheless of historical and biographical interest.
The second appendix lists Bryant’s literary essays and addresses,
for the convenience of students who wish to investigate his
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long neglected but highly significant work as a pioneer 1n
American criticism. The last appendix presents extracts from
contemporary reviews of and essays on Bryant over a span of
fifty-six years, from brief comment on The Embargo in 1808
to uncritical eulogy of Thirty Poems in 1864. These extracts
serve two purposes: they chart the poet’s reputation throughout
his lifetime, and they record the simple merits and the obvious
defects of his poctry.

All collected poems and prose included in this volume are
used by special arrangement with D. Appleton-Century Com-
pany, the authorized publishers. Unpublished verse is printed
with the generous consent of the Minna G. Goddard Estate
and of Mr. Conrad G. Goddard.

Thanks are due to Mr. C. A. Moore, Mr. C. W. Nichols,
and Mr. Stanley T. Williams, who have been so kind as to
read the following introduction, and to the general editor of
this series, Mr. Harry H. Clark, who has made helpful sugges-
tions concerning the entire volume.

T. McD.
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WILLIAM CULLEN BRYANT
I. EARLY CONSERVATISM

Cullen Bryant was by all odds the most distinguished pupil
at the exhibition which 1n 1808 brought to an end the school
term in Cummington township, Hampshire County, Massa-
chusetts. Thirteen years of age, he was alrcady known in the
county as a poet, he had published a pamphlet of verse in
Boston, and he had been noticed by the most influential maga-
zine in New England. Now he stood for the last time before the
men who had shaped his carly years—his schoolmaster, his
pastor, his father, and his grandfather. And they, listening to
Cullen’s part in the exlubition, might well smile benignantly,
for they had stamped on his receptive mind their major be-
liefs and prejudices.

The gentlemen now scated on the rough-hewn benches of the
Cummungton schoolhouse weie of the same political party —
all were Federalists. And such, of course, was Cullen Bryant.
Frail in body and unskilled i physical combat, he early learned
to use his pen as a weapon agamnst his mates.! Encouraged by
triumphs over his contemporaries and excited by the turmoil
which followed the Embargo of 1807, he versified current
Federalistic criticisms and libels of Thomas Jeflerson and the
Democrats. In his poem, “The Embargo,” young Bryant voiced
negative aspects of Federalism, attacking personal defects of
the President, the stupidity of Democrats, and the vileness of
“French intrigue.” At the moment, Democracy was in his
mind exemplified by a mob of blockheads “with gaping mouth,

1Bryant’s boyish lampoons have disappeared; but crude doggerel replies
from his victims survive. See Tremaine McDowell, “The Juvenile Verse
of Wililam Cullen Bryant,” Studies in Phuology, XXVI, 99-101 (Jan.,
1929),

X1ii



xiv William Cullen Bryant

and stupid stare”—easy dupes of demagogues who ranted of
liberty and equality and an easy millennium in which

Spontaneous banquets shall succeed to want,
No tax shall vex you, and no sheriff haunt.?

The citizens of Cummington were, in the main, rigidly
orthodox in theology, even inclining toward extreme varieties
of Calvinism. Cullen Bryant, promptly responding to this
religionism all about him, versified the first chapter of Job at
the age of ten. Then came a paraphrase of one of the Psalms
and doggerel lines on the eclipse of 1806 and on the Judgment
Day.? But better known were the solemn verses which he
recited at the close of the school yeat, later to be printed in the
Hampshire Gagerte* and repeated by Massachusetts school
children for some years thereafter. Here the boy ignored the
inciptent Unitarianism of that day and definitely accepted the
orthodox creed of his community:

Then let us tread, as lowly Jesus trod,

The path that leads the sinner to his God;

Keep Heaven’s bright mansions ever in our eyes,
Press tow’rds the mark and seize the glorious prize.

None of the guides who directed the early years of Cullen
Bryant instilled in him the love of nature; rather, his affection
for the world about him was intuitive and spontaneous. But,
because he found no symbols to express this affection except
the formalities of neo-classical pastoralism, his disquisitions on
“contented ploughmen,” droughts, and the Connecticut River
were stiff with artifice and convention; and his stanzas were

2 The Embargo; . . . and Other Poems. Boston: 1809, p. 14. The poems
published mn this volume are not included in Bryant’s collected works.
That students may know at what point 1n Bryant’s career each of his utter-
ances falls, the place and date of original publication of each 1tem will be
given in these footnotes when the item 1s first cited.

3See Studes in Philology, XXVI, 96-99.

4March 18, 1807. This poem 1s not included 1n Bryant’s collected works.
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filled with embowering woods and “‘celebrious streams,”
lovely flowerets and cultur’d gardens, spire-crown’d churches
and humbler clustering spires, all breathed upon by fragrant
zephyrs and the music of the spheres.?

Of the company now assembled in the small brown school-
house, those who concerned themselves with polite letters
were disciples of neo-classicism. Therefore, when Cullen
Bryant prayed that he “might receive the gift of poetic genius,
and write verses that might endure,”® he was petitioning the
Deity to make of him a small Augustan. Devotedly he studied
“Johnson deep” and “Addison refined,” but most ardently he
pored over the pages where shone “Pope’s celestial fire.”
Inevitably, the schoolboy’s first lines were heroic couplets; and
his early vocabulary was dominated by the commonplaces of
poetic diction. And when “The Embargo” appeared, that satire
was a patchwork of adaptations, imitations, and borrowings
—conscious and unconscious—from the eighteenth-century
wits. Thus at thirteen the boy, ignorant of the Romantic revo-
lution already under way in England, still worshipped at empty
shrines and dutifully sought to write

With classic purity, unstudied ease,
To sense instructive, pleasing to the ear,
Correct, yet flowing, elegant and clear.”

In short, these early masters who listened to Cullen’s vale-
dictory had made of him a son of the eighteenth century, as
devout as he was belated. And now, his years in the Cum-
mington schoolhouse at an end, he went forth a Federalist,
a Calvinist, and a Classicist. The stages whereby Bryant the
youth and the man moved steadily away from this acquired

8 The Embargo; . . . and Other Poems, pp. 27-29, 33-35.

® Autobiographical fragment by Bryant in Parke Godwin, 4 Biography

of Willham Cullen Bryant. New York: 1883, I, 26.
7“The Reward of Literary Merit,” The Embargo; . . . and Other Poems,

p- 30.
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conservatism toward Democracy, Unitarianism, and Roman-
ticism form the chapters in the history of lus mind and ot
his art.

II. POLITICAL IDEALISM

Partisan politics rarely occupied Cullen Bryant’s mind in
the years immediately following his departure from the Cum-
mington school. But when he embarked upon the study of
law, he naturally gave increased attention to contemporary
events.® While the second war with England ran its course and
New England became more outspoken i its opposition to the
conflict, hot sectionalism rapidly undermined his hereditary
Federalism. Soon he whipped himself into a frenzy of devotion
to Massachusetts and proposed to enlist in the army which, he
anticipated, would soon be raised to repulse federal usurpation.
Before the future barrister could get himself into a uniform or
fire a shot to make Massachusetts “an independent empire,”

peace was declared—an event which, he bemoaned, “has blown

my military projects to the moon.”?

After Bryant was established as a practising lawyer in Great
Barrington, the Fedcral party gradually disintegrated and
party alignments grew indistinct; Monroe was elected President
without serious opposition; and “the era of good feeling” was
inaugurated. During these auspicious years, Bryant was con-
cerned more with the advancement of humanity than of party.
Now his lifelong devotion to world peace found expression 1n
his Phi Beta Kappa poem, “The Ages,” where he viewed the
past merely as a prelude to that happy time when man shall lay
away the sword and enjoy

8 Representative of Bryant’s political verse of this period are three
uncollected odes for the Fourth of July, printed in the Hampshire Gazette,
July 15, 1812; idem, July 6, 1814; and the Columbian Centinel, July 8, 1815.

9 Letter to Judge Samuel Howe, March 19, 1815, in Godwin, I, 137.
Bryant expounded his secessionist views 1n detail 1n two letters, one to
his father, Oct. 15, 1814, and the other to his brother Austin, Feb. §, 1815,
both published 1n Godwin, [, 128-130, 134-136.
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the peace that yet shall be
When o’cr earth’s continents, and isles between,
The nose of war shall cease from sea to sea.'?

But dearer to him than peace was the emancipation of mankind;
and the Massachusetts lawyer ever welcomed shedding of
blood in the name of hberty. He cursed the “degenerate
Spaniards” who put their necks again within the yoke once
broken by therr patriot ancestors;' he eulogized the Greeks in
their struggle for freedom; !? and through the years he followed
the fortunes of liberty on the Italian peninsula, eagerly awaiting
the day when “Italy shall be free!”13

Meanwhile Bryant was giving thought to international trade.
He had come to know the Sedgwick brothers of nearby Stock-
bridge—all distinguished liberals and all advocates of free
trade. Influenced by these friends and by his reading in such
cconomists as David Ricardo, Jean Baptiste Say, Adam Smith,
and Henry Thornton, he became in Great Barrington a con-
firmed freetrader.” And when at last the Tederalist party
disappeared and when, because of devotion to protective
tariffs, the majority of New Englanders became National-
Republicans, the young lawyer’s faith in free trade made of
him & Democratic-Republican."

When in 1826 Bryant began his half-century of service on
the New York Evening Post, his political liberalism had assumed
its final form—he was a democrat. Although he moved there-
after from party to party in the pursuit of his ideals, he actually

WA fter a Tempest,” United States Literary Gagette, 1, 190 (Oct. 1,

1824).

1“Spain,” written in 18225 and “Romero,” New-York Review, 11, 236
(Feb., 1829).

124Song of the Greek Amazon,” United States Luterary Gagette, 1, 253
(Dec. 1, 1824); and “The Greek Partisan,” tdem, 11, 142-3 (May 10, 1825).

W<Traly,” New York Ledger, Oct. 20, 1860.

14 The works of these economists were avatlable to Bryant in American
editions during the 1820’s. The exact details of lus converston to free
trade are not known; for a general statement, see Godwin, I, 184.

16 [dem, 1, 185.
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followed no new prophets and discovered no new gospels.
Furthermore, he rarely analyzed hius beliefs, nor did he attempt
to discover their rational foundations, to defend them, or to
organize them—to the mature Bryant, the truths on which he
relied were self-evident. Because he found the reading public
likewise unconcerned with theory but interested in persons
and events, he rarely discussed his principles in the Post.
Thus, since he undertook no elaborate exposition of his theories,
they must be deduced from his concrete comments on men
and issues.

Illuminating, for example, are Bryant’s opinions of the men
upon whom, as candidates for the presidency of the United
States, he from time to time passed judgment. A romantic
liking for hunters of the West!® predisposed him to favor such
a man as Andrew Jackson, and made it easy for the New York
editor to discover in Old Hickory “simplicity and frankness,
...incorruptible honesty, . .. [a] strong sense of justice,

... [and] fearless directness.”!

But this prejudice for heroic
frontiersmen at no point contravened his general liberalism.
Rather, each ideal reinforced the other; and both combined to
make him an ally of “the old hero” in his campaigns against
high tariffs, the United States bank, paper money, and specu-
lation.'® But nerther coonskin cap nor long rifle was alone suffi-
cient to win the support of the Posz. When General William
Harrison’s log-cabin, hard-cider campaign got under way, 1ts
fraudulent character at once disgusted Bryant, who turned
against it the weapons of his ridicule and satire.” Nor was
friendship with the editor in itself assurance that a candidate
could rely on the aid of the Post. When Samuel J. Tilden, a
friend of many years and an ancient comrade in anti-slavery
battles, was nominated by the Democrats, Bryant had already

18 For Bryant’s treatment of the frontier, see pp. xlvii—xlix below.
17 Quoted in Godwin, [, 242.
18 [dem, 1, 242, 291, 324~5. ¥ [dem, 1, 381



Introduction xix

concluded that democracy was no longer served by the party
which bore 1ts name. He therefore refused to run as a presiden-
tial elector for Tilden or to support him editorially.? It is
evident, then, that even though prejudice occasionally coin-
cided with principle when Bryant evaluated public men, per-
sonalities were at no point allowed to interfere with the operation
of his democratic faith.

Bryant’s political 1dealism was further revealed in his edi-
torial campaigns for more intelligent legislation on such matters
as crime and punishment,® currency and banking,* and par-
ticulatly free contract and free speech. Notable was his declara-
tion 1 1836 when the right of labor to make wage agreements
was dented: ““The idea that arrangements and combinattons for
certain rates of wages are injurtous to trade and commerce, is
as absurd as the idea that the current prices of the markets,
which are always the result of understandings and combina-
1ions, are injurious.” ** Later he protested: *“Can any thing be
imagined more abhorrent to every sentiment Ui generosity or
justice, than the law which arms the rich with the legal right to
fix, by assize, the wages of the poor? If this is not SLAVERY,
we have forgotten its definition.” ?* Equally liberal was his atti-
tude toward free speech:

The right to discuss freely and openly, by speech, by the
pen, by the press, all political questions, and to examine and
animadvert on all political institutions, 1s a right so clear and
certain, so interwoven with our other liberties, so necessary, 1n

20 [dem, 11, 375-9.

21The Post arded 1n reshaping prison discipline in New York and in
abolishing capital punishment in that state (tdem, 11, 261-2; Allan Nevins,
The Evenuing Post. New York: 1922, p. 132).

22 Bryant urged that the national currency be mamtained on a sound
basis, that lotteries be outlawed, that adequate bankruptcy laws be enacted,
and that a sub-treasury system be established (ddem, pp. 132, 351).

3 Post, May 31, 1836 It was not to be expected that Bryant as a liberal
of the 1830’ should favor the use of violence to enforce picketing and to
prevent laborers from working where they chose.

% [dem, June 13, 1836.
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fact, to their existence, that without it we must fall at once
into despotism or anarchy. To say that he who holds unpopu-
lar opinions must hold them at the peril of his life, and that, if
he expresses them in public, he has only himself to blame if
they who disagree with him should rise and put him to death,
is to strike at all rights, all hberties, all protection of law,
and to justify or extenuate all crimes.?

Naturally the controversy over negro slavery brought from
Bryant his most persistent defense of human freedom. Having
as a Massachusetts lawyer announced his opposition to slavery,?
the editor of the Post was inclined to sympathize with the first
abolition societies when they appeared in the early 1830%.
Soon his paper was damned by Democratic leaders for its
sympathy with “those muscreants,” the abolitionists.”” When
the annexation of Texas as a slave state was proposed, the
Post denounced the scheme, although Bryant was too national-
istic to oppose, as did Lowell and Thoreau, the war with
Mexico. In 1848, he bolted the Democratic party and supported
the radical “Barnburners.” When their Free Soil party col-
lapsed, he returned temporarily to the Democratic fold, where
he attacked with equal vigor his fellow partisan Clay and his
party opponent, Webster. His arraignment of the latter was

as severe as Whittier’s:28

Mr. Webster [declared Bryant] stands before the public as a
man who has deserted the cause which he lately defended, de-
serted it under circumstances which force upon lum the imputa-
tion of a sordid motive, deserted it when his apostacy was de-
sired by the Administration, and immediately after an office

% Jdem, Nov. 18, 1837. See also the Post, August 8, 1836.

2 A4n Oration. Delivered in Stockbridge. July 4, 1820. Stockbridge:
1820, p. 10. This little-known address is not included in Bryant’s collected
works.

% Nevins, pp. 145-8.

% Compare Bryant’s utterance with Whittier’s “Ichabod” and his later
poem, “The Lost Occasion,” which is a modification but not a retraction
of his early condemnation of Webster,
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had been conferred upon his son, to say nothing of what has
been done by the Administration for his other relatives.?®

At last, completely alienated by the Kansas-Nebraska bill,
Bryant left the Democrats to become an early member of the
Republican party. On the editorial page, he now characterized
the Fugitive Slave Law as “‘the most ruflianly act ever authorized
by a deliberative assembly;”* the cause of the Free-Soil men
in Kansas as “‘a great and righteous cause;”® the Dred Scott
decision as a “disgrace,” a mere “trick of interpretation;”* and
John Brown as one of the “martyrs and heroes” of history.®
And when secession was proposed in the South, he abandoned
his youthful arguments for states’ rights and flatly announced:
“If a State secedes, it is in rebellion, and the seceders are
traitors.” %

It remained for the Civil War to bring to white heat his
passion for Iiberty. Prose was no longer an adequate vehicle
for his emotion; the poet came to the aid of the editor:

Oh country, marvel of the earth!
O realm to sudden greatness grown!
The age that gloried in thy birth,
Shall it behold thee overthrown?
Shall trattors lay that greatness low?
No, land of Hope and Blessing, No!3

Throughout the war, Bryant was an extremist, demanding in
the Pose that all thought of compromise with the South be
abandoned, that no concessions be made to the border states
or to Northern Democrats, and that every weapon be employed
against the rebels: a complete blockade of their harbors, the
use of ironclads against their forts, the emancipation of their

slaves, and the confiscation of their property.® In the military

2 Quoted 1in Nevins, p. 246 30 Quoted 1n idem, p. 250.
RYLI7A 32 [dem, p. 254-5.
W Idem, p. 258. 3"1"05:,’[\10\'. 12, 1860.

%“Not Yet,” New York Ledger, August 17, 1861.
% Nevins, p. 286.
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operations of Northern generals, he found incompetence and
overcaution. His motto was: “We must have action.” ¥ Per-
sistently he urged speed: “Promptness in filling up the ranks
already thinned by the war, promptness in organizing and
sending forward new regiments, promptness in moving on the
enemy.”’® In the main, he was a supporter of Lincoln,® but
for his caution Bryant had no patience. The Post frankly
charged Lincoln with “languor,” “slumbers,” “want of earnest-
ness,” and indecision.* Only during the last year of the war did
Bryant’s strictures become less severe, when he admitted that
the President had “gained wisdom with experience.”* The
coming of peace and the death of Lincoln again so moved the

2 ¢

editor that he turned to poetry for full expression of his exalta-
tion and his grief.* And thus at last the fiery Bryant paid just
tribute to the moderation and the sanity of the Great Emancipa-
tor:

Oh, slow to smite and swift to spare,

Gentle and merciful and just!

These lucid pronouncements on men and events were for a
half-century animated by the same central belicf, namely,
Bryant’s simple faith that liberty for the individual is an infallible
panacea for all political ills. To him, the only function of the
state is to assure to every man full freedom. The duty of govern-
ment is “to maintain the conditions of universal liberty or the
equilibrium and harmony of the social forces so that the energies
of the individual may the most freely act and expand, according

%7 Post, July 3, 1862. 38 Jdemn, August 19, 1862.

% Bryant first saw Lincoln in 1832, when the former, riding alone across
the Illinois prairie, met a troop of volunteers raised for the Black Hawk
War and led by a “tall, awkward, uncouth lad, . . . whose conversation
delighted him by its raciness and originality” (Godwin, I, 283). When
next the two met, Bryant presided while Lincoln spoke 1n Cooper Union,
New York. The editor now concluded that the Black Hawk volunteer was
ready for the presidency; and the Post campaigned for Lincoln in 186o0.

% Post, July 7 and 23, 1862. 1 [dem, Sept. 20, 1864.

42*“The Death of Slavery,” Atlantic Monthly, XVIIL, 120~1 (July, 1866);
and “The Death of Lincoln,” Post, April 20, 1865.
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to his own judgment, his own capacities, his own views of the
duties and destinies of man here upon earth. It must not under-
take directly any enterprises of its own—religious, intellectual,
artistic, or economical—but it must secure a perfectly safe and
open field to every kind of enterprise and to every one of its
members.”* Bryant was a Utopian—a Utopian who frequently
sought to remake society as a whole, through local and national
reforms, but who was even more concerned with reaching the
perfect state through the emancipation and the perfecting of
individuals. Back of this rigorous individualism lay a moral pas-
sion for justice and a high ethical devotion to truth. Back of
this simple political creed lay a deep reservoir of emotion, not
often allowed expression in personal conduct but frequently
pouring out on the editorial page. Thus reason and emotion
combined to make of Bryant an altruistic and a vehement de-
fender of “‘free soil, free labor, and free men”—one of the great
political liberals of nineteenth-century America.

III. RELIGIOUS LIBERALISM

A gentleman, Bryant remarked late 1n life, does not publicly
discuss hs religron. Therefore, even though the poet 1s now
frequently condemned as excessively didactic, he 1 fact made
relatively few definite statements concermng his religious faith.
However, these few utterances, together with the events of his
life, reveal that he early abandoned the Calvinism of his boy-
hood.

During the years subsequent to Cullen’s graduation from the
Cummington school, no unorthodox ideas entered his head, be-

#Summary of Bryant’s views by Parke Godwin, his fellow editor and
son-mm-law, Godwin, 1, 254. Details of Bryant’s utterances and actions
concerning public affairs may be tound in Godwin, I, 251-62, 291-2,
304-6, 312-64, 379-90, 405-23; 1, 29-44, §5-6, 62-4, 7393, 120-205,
221-32, 26970, 339, 3749, 402-4; 1n John Bigelow, William Cullen
Bryant, Boston. 1890, pp. 70-116, 200-57; and 1n Nevins, pp. 121-38,
166-2006, 242-40%.
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cause he was preparing for college under the personal supervi-
sion of devout clergymen.* But while he was a student at Wil-
liams College, the picty of 1ts faculty and the rigidity of its laws
could not insulate him from new and heterodox mflucnces. One
group of his contemporaries undoubtedly shook his faith n the
conventions of religion when they stole and finally burned the
chapel Bible and even, in a drunken carousal, performed a mock
celebration of the sacrament. A second group, led by the most
mature member of his class, a man of twenty-four, exposed
the young Calvinist to Deism. A few years earlicr, French phi-
losophy had flooded the campuses of New England; and the doc-
trines of Volney still lingered in Williamstown—doctrines
readily comprehensible by a mind as eager and receptive as
young Bryant’s.* A further liberalizing influence came fiom
ancient classical poetry. The library of Williams College, he
discovered, surpassed his father’s private collection only n this
one field; and here he read with particular eagerness, opening
his mind to the influence of paganism in gencral and of Stoicism
in particular.® But chief of the solvents operating on his Calvin-
ism was his father’s liberalism. Doctor Peter Bryant knew the
early Unitarians of Boston, he subscribed to the journals of the
new movement, and in the Cummington mectinghouse he
dramatized his nonconformity by remaining seated during the
singing of the trinitarian doxology.#” The sober journals and the
rational arguments of New England Unitarianism doubtless re-
pelled many youths of that day; but the records of Cullen
Bryant’s reading prove that he was now genuinely interested 1n
and capable of understanding the abstractions of metaphysics

4 Tremaine McDowell, “Cullen Bryant Prepares for College,” South
Atlantic Quarterly, XXX, 125-33 (April, 1931).

%Tremaine McDowell, “Cullen Bryant at Williams College,” New
England Quarterly, I, 443-66 (Oct., 1928).

% [dem, 1, 459-61.

9 Life and Poetry of John Howard Bryant. [n.p.. 18942, pp. 7-8;
Godwin, I, 56.
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and theology.® At sixteen, then, he was ready to break with the
orthodoxy of Cummington.

This break was announced 1n *“Thanatopsts.” Written in the
autumn of 1811 shortly before Bryant reached his seventeenth
birthday, the poem vorced the youth’s own reply to the question
tased by Robeit Blair, by Beilby Porteus, by Henry Kirke
White: How shall a man face death?® Bryant knew well the an-
swer of orthodox Cummington: Let a man accept the doctrines
of historical Chrstianity and thenjoyously approach the grave as
the gateway to a new and more beauteous existence in Paradise.
Of all this, no word appeared either n the first version of “Than-
atopsis” or in later revisions.” Although exponents of ortho-
doxy have read therr own beliefs into the poem, the impartial
observer finds i this discussion of death no reliance on the doc-
trines of election or conversion, on the delights ot a future life or
the joys of heaven, on Calvin or Christ.” Any cruzen of Cum-

B For example, Bryant 1n 1809 and 1810 read Thomas Reid, 4n Inquary
wto the Human Mind and Dugald Stewart, Elements of the Philosophy
of the Human Mind (James Grant Wilson, Bryant and His Friends. New
Yorh. 1885, p. 430, footnote).

4 Bryant m his last years could not recall exactly when the first draft
of “Thanatopsis” was written. The evidence shows, however, that it was
composed 1n September or October of 1811, when Bryant was still sixteen
(sce pp. 389-90 below).

50 Although Bryant m 1821 added to “ Thanatopsis” an introduction
(putting mto the mouth ot Natute the hines which on first publication
formed the entire poem) and a conclusion, and although he made shight
revisions i the torm of the poem during later years, 1t 1s hughly significant
that he nowhere altered 1ts thought.

5t t should be remembered that the “stll voiee” which speaks n the
final verston of ““ Phanatopsis” (Ime 17) 1s the voice of Nature, not ot
Cummungton’s God. Likewise, “that mysterious realm” (line 75) 1s not
the Heaven of Calvinists but *‘the pale realms ot death” (text of 1821).
And finally, the “unfalteting trust” ot the closing lines 15 the serene con-
fidence which comes to any man who aceepts with full confidence his own
particular philosophy or religion—-be 1t Stoie or Brahmin, Deistic or Con-
tuctan, Congregational or Presbyteran, Bryant in later years repeatedly
consoled himselt with the thought ot 1ejomning loved ones m paradise,
but from the wtiting of “Thanatopsis” in 1811 to the composition of “To
a Waterfow!” 1 1815, he did not turn tor personal solace to the delights
of a future hte. Rather, he was now momentarily convinced that death
bings only 1 “night of solid gloom” filled with “dreamless slumber” (see
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mington who, after more than a decade of nurture in its severe
orthodoxy, could omit from “Thanatopsts” all mention of these
fundamental beliefs was either a madman or a rebel. And Bryant
the youthful rebel was something of a Stoic and more of a Deist.
During the four years which followed, he mamtained this same
non-Christian attitude. In the numerous poems of the period
which dealt extenstvely or exclusively with death, he never ac-
cepted for himself the consolations of orthodox religion. For
the moment he defied the grave, armed with the Stoic faith that
death brings release from the miseries of human existence and
the Deistic belief that the grave brings, not further mdividual
existence, but final union with the msensate physical universe.®
When Bryant came of age, he opened a law office in the ham-
let of Plainfield, and for the first time faced the world alone,
without father or tutor to counsel or support him. The experi-
ence apparently had a sobering effect on him. Thereatter, Chris-
tian elements appeared more and more frequently n his poetry;
and Bryant turned often to the God who guides the waterfowl
“from zone to zone” in “certain flight,” confident that He,

In the long way that I must tread alone
Will lead my steps aright.’

But he was never again a Calvinist; he turned, not to the ortho-
doxy of Cummington, but to the Unutarianism of Boston. Re-

the following uncollected poems: “A Chorus of Ghosts,” ““ Fhe Night Has
Reached Its Solemn Noon,” “Death’s Messenger,” and *Oh, ‘Thou Whom
the World Dreadeth,” all published in Godwn, [, 115-17, 132, and “Not
That from Lite,” North American Review, V, 338-9, Scpt., 1817). It is
therefore unwarranted to assume that this “untaltening tiust” 1s faith in
the joys ot immortality.

52 The obvious Dersm of the poem has been noted by Howard Mum-
ford Jones (America and French Culture, 1750-1848. Chapel Hill. 1927,
p- 317), who describes “Thanatopsis” as the emotional equivalent of
Volney’s prose (:dem, p. 406).

8“To a Waterfowl,” North American Review, V1, 383—4 (March, 1818).
This return from youthful explorations of paganism to Chistianity may
be attributed to Bryant’s carly religious training, as well as to the sobriety
and earnestness which became evident onee the adolescent student ot love
and law had become a practicing attorney,
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moving to Great Barrington, he found there no Unitarian so-
ciety. Like all other reputable citizens, he became a pewholder
in one of the o1thodox churches (where he was “terribly prone
to pick the sermons all to pieces”), but he became a member of
none.” Addressing the local Bible Society, the young lawyer
discreetly avoided controverstal topies, but he suggested his own
position by alluding to Christ merely as “the first Great Teacher
of the Gospel.”* By 1820, lus liberalism had become so well
known that he was asked to contribute to a new Unitarian hym-
nal. When the collection was published, 1t contained numerous
tributes 10 the second member of the Trinity; but no such pas-
sages appeared m the hymns from Bryant’s pen.”

The poet’s religious behiefs had now assumed their mature
torm. Sometimes phrased in the diction of the older orthodoxy,
these beliefs have often been mistaken for extreme conserva-
usm. They were, however, for that day essentially hberal. For
example, he employed familiar religious imagery which por-
trays God as a personal deity, with the attiibues of humanity.
But m reality, God was to him a spint, transcending the anthro-
pomorphic deity worshipped by the devout citizens of Cum-
mington. The poet at times presented an active, almost human
creator, but Bryant obviously employed the personal aspects
of God metaphorically when he alluded to a derity who holds in
his complacent arms, the earth, the air, the deep, and who shapes
the universe into his own “boundless visible smule.”* Nor can a
personal God ever be identified with such an abstraction as

8D, D. Field, History of the County of Berkshire. Pittsficld: 1829,
p. 141; Robert C. Waterston, I'ribute to William Cullen Bryant. Boston:
1878, p. 9.

% “Address on the Bible,” Berkshire Star, Jan. 29, 1818. This item 1s
not included among Bryant’s collected works.

8 Bryant wrote Numbers 29, 73, 129, 157, and 373 in A Collection of
Psalms and Hymns, for Socal and Private Worship. New York: 1820.
For an account of Bryant’s later 1evision of his hymns, in which he alluded
to Christ, sce pp. Ivvi f. and 396 below.

§“Song of the Stars,” United States Literary Gagette, 1, 349 (March
1, 1825).
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“eternal change”® or defined as the “Flight of Time” or the
“Great First Cause.”* Not consciously committed to the farth
of the Pantheists, Bryant nevertheless worshipped a deity closer
to theirs than to that of his New England forebears.

Bryant’s God in his severity bore a further superficial resem-
blance to the deity of Cummington. Actually, however, Bryant’s
deity in his destructive moods 15 not angered because mankind
has affronted his dignity, disobeyed his mandates, or broken
tribal laws. Rather, he 15 motivated by the poet’s own undying
passion for liberty and social justice. Tt is the lawless “conqueror
of nations” and the assassin of human freedom who particularly
aresingled out for destruction by the divine **Scourge of Wrong.”
God’s great agent, Death, whose function 1t 1s to “free the op-

pressed and crush the oppressor,”®

smites the murderers of pa-
triot Greeks and the persecutors of just Waldenses."" The wrath
of God is, to Bryant’s mind, more frequently constructive than
punitive, and its chief purpose is to “proclaim liberty thiough-
out the land” and

To banish, from the groaning carth,
All forms of tyranny and wrong."

Bryant’s deity, then, was not as much a God of anger as a cham-
pion of justice and liberty and truth —*“the tuth that made out
fathers free.”

Most devoutly of all; Bryant worshipped the God of love.
Repeatedly the poct characterized him as “Bestower of health,”
“Gaver of sunshine,” and “Teacher of hopes”—"“patient, . . .
slow to avenge, and kind to spare.” God’s brow, although

8“The Flood of Years,” Scribner’s Monthly, XII, 562 (July, 1876).

%9“An Evening Reverte,” Knickerbocker Magazine, XVII, 68 (Jan.,
1841); “Lectures on Poetry” (delivered in 1826), Prose Wrinings, 1, 18.

8 “The Massacre at Sc10.”

61 7bid. and “Hymn of the Waldenses,” United States Literary Gagette,
I, 1567 (Sept. 1, 1824).

62¢“Proclaum Liberty throughout the Land,” Hymns. New York:
1864, pp. 35-6.
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“dread and dazzling,” had never yet been forsaken by love.5
This divine love, Bryant declared, bears

Meekly with hate, and scorn and wrong
And loads itself with generous cares,
And toils, and hopes, and watches long.®

Of all the attributes of God, the poet emphasized most fre-
quently tus loving-kindness.

Often Bryant dealt with the physical world and its phenomena
in the diction of convenuonal religion. But, contrary to the
theology of his youth, he did not in maturity view the creation
of the universe as a completed fact. True, God’s creative activ-
ity in the past was perfect and n that sense, finished; but “the
perpetual work” of creation nevertheless 1s “rencwed forever.”” %
This perpetual renewal Bryant mterpreted n terms of {lux and

22 b

“the motions of eternal change.”* In the “grand march of sea-

sons, days and hours,” *7 he sees God’s hand sull actively mold-
ing nature, ever creating and 1ecreating throug'. “the vast cycle
of being.” From “The Ages” of 1821 to “The Flood of Years”
of 1876, Bryant cclebrated that *“eternal change which 1s the life

269

of Nature” ™ and ever “watts on growth,” " characterizing his

God as the “great Movement of the Universe.” Here Bryant
followed, not Darwin, but cighteenth-century exponents of per-

fecubility.™

8 “The Loving-hindness of Our God” and “Imploring the Divine
Compasston,” A Collection of Psalms and Hymns, nos. 29 and 73 [no
page numbers].

8 “Except the Lord Build the House,” Hymns, pp. 22-3.

%<A Forest Hymn,” United States Literary Gagette, 11, 29 (Apnil 1,
1825).

8 I'he Fountain,” Democratic Review, V, 408 (April, 1839) and “An
Evening Revery ” In the latter poem, Bryant alludes to “the circle of
cternal change.”

87 he Lafe That Is,” Thirty Poems. New York: 1864, p. 50.

8“T'he Evening Wind,” The Talisman for 1830. New York: 1829,
p. 6.

9 “The Flood of Years.”

" For Bryant’s mature rejection of Darwin, see his remarks on “Dar-
win’s Theory,” delivered 1n 1871 (Prose Writngs, 11, 291-3).
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Finally, Bryant’s conception of mankind was externally col-
ored, like all his religious thought, by ancient beliefs. Thus his
frequent references to the fall of man as recorded in Genesis, to
human “sorrows, crimes, and cares,” and to a world “full of
guilt and misery” clearly echo the theology of his ancestors. But
Bryant in maturity never accepted the belief that man is by
nature utterly cvil or that the race is destined for destruction.
Rather, he believed that “‘boundless goodness and mfinite
power . . . pervades and upholds” all men.™ He concluded
that in the long conflict between this goodness and the cvil
which is also manifest in humanity, goodness will eventually
triumph and man will eventually be perfected. In “The Ages”
he proposed that thoughtful observers should “sit at the feet of
History” and learn from her of the progtess alicady made by
humanity. In the past, such evils as cruel neglect of the sick and
the diseased, open murder, and savage warfaie for conquest had
been publicly countenanced; now such inhumantty is outlawed;
and

a thousand cheerful omens give
Hope of yet happicer days, whose dawn is nigh.

The agent for the perfecting of man is the same power which
ever shapes nature—*“the motions of eteinal change.” When
man shall at length reach his full perfection, then shall progies,
make his earth a heaven, for

He who has tamed the elements, shall not live

The slave of his own passions; he whose eye

Unwinds the eternal dances of the sky,

And in the abyss of brightness dares to span

1 «“Lectures on Poetry,” loc. cit., 1, 18. Here Bryant 1s discussing hu-
man goodness or “the power that 1s our own,” rather than “the power
that is above” (i6id.). Forty years later, Bryant in “Among the Trees”
(Putnam’s Magagine, N.s., III, 15, January, 1869) was still hopefully
looking toward

An age when, 1n the eternal strife between

Evil and Good, the Power ot Good shall win
A grander mastery.
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The sun’s broad circle, rising yet more high,
In God’s magnificent works his will shall scan—

And Jove and peace shall make their paradise with man.”

This Christianity of Bryant’s nuddle years is accurately de-
scribed by no tag or label. He was ever cthical, but he was no
dogmatist. He neither formulated nor accepted theological
creeds. Eclectic in his beliefs, he was equally catholic in wor-
ship. Finding the groves God’s true temples, he worshipped
there; when it was inconvenient to pray beneath the sky, one
meetinghouse was as acceptable as another—in Great Barring-
ton he sat among the Congregationalists; in Roslyn, among the
Presbyterians, in New York, among the Unitartans. But devout
in worship, virtuous in conduct, and didactic 1n sprrit as Bryant
was, strictly orthodox according to the theology of his own
generation he was not. The continued mnfluence of his early
Deism combined with his later Unutarianism to make him defi-
nitely heterodox. And, as one who could not accept the doctrine
of the trinity, he was httle better than an infidc! in the eyes of
conservatives. For was not his aging contemporary, James
Fenimore Cooper, roundly denouncing Unitarianism as a god-
less abomination, shamelessly pushing onward “with the goal of
infidelity 1n open view”?™

IV. NATURE

“T was always,” declared Bryant, “from my eatliest years a
delighted observer of external nature—the splendors of a winter
daybreak over the wide wastes of snow scen from our windows,
the glories of the autumnal woods, the gloomy approaches of
the thunderstorm, and its departure amid sunshine and rainbows,

2“The Ages,” Poems. Cambridge: 1821, pp. 7-21. Although Bryant
never became as unreserved a believer 1n natural goodness as had been
Thomas Paine or Philip Freneau, he never abandoned his optimistic faith
in human perfectibility. Thus at the age of seventy-four, he rerterated this
ideal in “Among the Trees.”

7 The Redskins. New York: 1846, II, 129-30.
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the return of spring, with its flowers, and the first snowtall of
winter.” ™ A uny boy, he slipped away to the brook near the
homestead to gather blossoms. Then followed longer excur-
sions over the Hampshire hillsides, unul at length he came to
know every stream and every tree for miles about. The sun-
shine and the clouds became his friends; when he escaped to
nature, he was in the presence of a spirit

With whom I early grew familiar, one

Who never had a frown for me, whose voice
Never rebuked me for the hours I stole
From cares I loved not.”™

Then came to Bryant ecstatic moments, when

’Mong the high and hoar fells that for ages have histened
To the rush of the pebble-paved river between,

Where the king-fisher screamed, and gray precipice glhstencd,
All breathless with awe have I gazed on the scene.

Now thrilled his young veins and throbbed his young bosom,

while

Each gaze at the glories of earth, sky, and ocean
To my kindled emotions was wind over fire.’

Just at the point where the youthful Bryant was reaching out for
fit Romantic symbols to express this passionate delight in the
physical universe, he left behind him Cummungton and its be-
loved hills. For several years thereatter, his communion with
nature was broken and fragmentary. Returning occastonally to
the homestead, he agam found himself for brief moments at one
with nature and was moved to write “The Yellow Violet” and

“ Quoted 1n Godwin, I, 25.

%“A Winter Picce,” The Idle Man, Vol. 1, no 4, p. 6 (1822). For a
discussion of Wordsworth’s influence on Bryant, dearly evident in these
lines, see pp. xli—slv below.

8 “Stanzas,” New-York Review, 1, 200 (Feb., 1826), later revised under
the title, “I Cannot Forget with What Fervid Devotion.”
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such unpublished lyrics as “This Grassy Slope, This Ancient
Tree.”™ But even these precious expertences became rare, for
he now passed into a period of youthful despair. As a student of
law, Bryant speculated concerning and innocently experimented
with life until, to his own heated fancy, his spirit was soiled and
his soul was wearied. Then, revisiing the scenes of his early
ecstasies, he imagined himself rejected by nature, and he sadly

exclaimed:

I have mixed with the world, and its follies have stained me,
No longer your pure rural worshipper now.™

Settled at Great Barrington mn 1816, his wanderings and un-
certainties at an end, Bryant slowly became intimate with the
streams and mountams of western Massachusetts. Within a few
years, he came to know the varied charms of Green River, of
the winds of the Berkshures, and of walks among their valleys.
Eventually his communion with nature became as close, if not
as ecstatic, as it had been among the Cummungton hills; and
his heart was completely won by the beauty of the western
counties. Often and ever delightedly he climbed their peaks,
and entranced he gazed down upon the

glorious realm outspread—
Yon stretching valleys, green and gay,
And yon free hill-tops, o’er whose head
The loose white clouds are borne away.™

His joy in river and forest persisted amid the rigors of the vari-
ous seasons for, with remarkable persistence, he pursued nature
through the calendar, from windy March to May and June,
through the droughts and thundershowers of midsummer, on
into mellow October and November, and back again to the

T For this poem, see Appendix I, p. 352.

®4“Stansas.”  For a discusston of the influence of Byron on Bryant
during these years, sce pp. xl=xlu below.

®“The West Wind,” The Idle Man, Vol. 11, no. 1, p. 155 (1822).
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harsh storms of January. Thus, long before Whittier recounted
the joys of winter at a New England fireside, Bryant knew the
more virile pleasures of winter walks and winter woods. Condi-
tions were at last propitious. Bryant’s ear was attuned to the
voice of the western Berkshires. He was familiar with the poetry
of Wordsworth. He was stimulated by commendation from the
editors of the North American Review and their friends.®® He
had in 1821 fathered a slender volume of verse. Now came a re-
quest for regular contributions to the United States Literary
Gagerre. He responded in 1824 and 1825 with a rich sertes of
poems which established him as the first distinguished Romantic
poet of nature in America.®* In these poems he revealed his
mature conception of the natural world, a conception not to be
altered during the half-century which followed.

The poetry of nature written by Bryant had, first of all, a most
substantial basis. Doctor Peter Bryant made his own drugs and
he early instructed his sons in botany. Cullen continued its
study through his youth, and in young manhood assembled a
modest but useful scientific library of his own. A “passionate
botanist” himself, he taught his family and his friends to botan-
ize, even inveigling the latter into scientific expeditions which
kept them from their regular duties for an entire day.$ In this
manner, the poet came to know “‘the name of every tree, flower,
and spire of grass” in the Berkshires.®® Specific references to
plants and flowers in his poetry are therefore to be accepted as

% Tremaine McDowell, “Bryant and The North American Review,”
American Literature, 1, 14~26 (March, 1929).

8 Representative of Bryant’s contributions to the Gagette are “The
Rivulet,” “March,” “Summer Wind,” “After a Tempest,” “Autumn
Woods,” “November,” “To a Cloud,” and “Hymn to the North Star.”

82 The Bryant Record. Princeton: 1898, p. 98; Charles J. Taylor, West-
ern Massachusetts. New York: 1926, II, 585. For evidence of Bryant’s
later interest in botany, see his address, “Our Native Fruits and Flowers,”
Prose Wrinings, 11, 194-202, and his editorials in the Post urging a cen-
tral park in New York City.

. 8 Recollection of Bryant’s friend, Colonel Taylor, quoted in Godwin,
, 203.
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authentic, despite an ill-informed attempt by John Burroughs to
convict the poet of error.3 A tabulation by a student of Ameri-
can letters has revealed that Bryant’s allusions to natural objects
are as varied and extensive as they are accurate. His birds and
mammals are sufficient to stock a zoological garden; his trees
are nearly thirty in number; and, of all the flowers known to
him, some forty-five were mentioned 1n his poetry.®

That this adhetence to American themes was conscious is
made clear by a letter from Bryant to his brother:
I saw some lines by you to the skylark. Did you ever see
such a bird? Let me counsel you to draw your own images,
in describing Nature, from what you observe around you. . . .
The skylark is an English bird, and an American who has never
visited Europe has no right to be in raptures about it.?

Therefore, because Bryant’s reporting was not only accurate but
considered, to him belongs all honor as a pioneer recorder of
New England scenes. “It 1s his proper praise,” said Emerson,
“that he first and he only made known to mankind our northern
landscape.” # And, because the flora and fauna of other sections
of the United States had heretofore been merely catalogued and
tabulated in verse, Bryant was the first notable painter of land-
scapes among American poets.

The relation between nature and its Deity was never exactly

# John Burroughs in Pepacton (Boston: 1888, pp. 105—111) fallaciously
based his criticism of Bryant on his own knowledge of other regions.
That Bryant 1s accurate in recording data of the flora of his own peculiar
upland regton 1s proved beyond contention by a contemporary “Table
of Plants” published 1n 1829 by Field (History of the County of Berkshure,

. 61-7).
PP Norman Foerster, Nature in American Literature. New York: 1923,
p. 10. For a notable discussion of several aspects of Bryant’s treatment
of nature, see Foerster’s entire essay (idem, pp. 7-19). The use of nature
by early American authors is examined in Mary E. Woolley, “The De-
velopment of the Love of Romantic Scenery in America,” American
Historical Review, 111, §6-66 (Oct., 1897) and Selden L. Whitcomb,
“Nature in Early American Literature,” Sewanee Review, I1, 159-79 (Feb.,
1894).

3 Quoted in Godwin, I, 281-2.

8 The Bryant Festival at * The Century.” New York: 1865, p. 17.
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defined by Bryant. In his early Romantic poems of nature, he
weighed the possibility that the universe might be an emanation
of God. The wind was his breath; the stars became his ““visible
smile”; and “the barky trunks,” the “fresh moist ground” ® were
“all instinct” with him. And when Bryant characterized a deli-
cate forest flower as “‘an emanation of the dwelling life,”” he fell
for an instant into Pantheism. Immediately, however, his con-
ception of the Creator and of his Creation shifted; nature was
reduced to a mere “token” of God; and his momentary Panthe-
ism vanished.® In later years this occasional brightness faded
and the poet no longer attempted actually to fuse God and the
untverse.

The relation between nature and Bryant was most notable
for 1ts joyousness. Inevitably he found in the heart of the uni-
verse emotions other than gladness—melancholy days often fill
his autumn woods with sadness and, on occaston, all the earth
mourns with man, uplifting ““a general cry for guiltand wrong.” *
But to no other American poet has nature seemed more joyous
than to the supposedly somber Bryant. For him, as for Words-
worth, the rocks breathed tranquillity and the trees shed con-
tentment; the sky radiated joy and the clouds played gaily in
space. In his presence, flowers smiled and rivulets laughed con-
tinually; squirrels chirped in merriment and birds sported in
wantonness of spirit; leaves and shadows danced; and even in-
sects experienced their “duily gladness.” 9 This appreciation of
“Dame Nature’s laughter,” early announced in his poetry, grew
steadily as he became more sharply disillusioned concerning
mankind, particularly concerning “‘the sons of strife” and “the
jostling crowd” who filled public I1fe.”® This gladness persisted

8%“A Forest Hymn.” 87bid.

%0 “Earth,” New-York Murror, XII, 307 (March 28, 1835).

91“Inscription for the Entrance to a Wood,” North American Review,
V, 340 (Sept., 1817); “Life,” The Fountain and Other Poems. New York:
1842, pp. 35-40.

92Green Ruver.”
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in Bryant’s universe even during his sober later years, when at
sixty he could write the liltng lines of “Robert of Lincoln.”%
That the joyousness of nature was actually the poet’s emotion
projected into the universe did not lessen, for him, the poig-
nancy of these ecstatic experiences. Thus when nature met
Bryant in optimistic mood, joy communed with gladness.

Of the many aspects of external nature which brought delight
to Bryant, he wooed most persistently the wind, the rain, and
the tempest. Bryant’s mother, like most eighteenth-century
diarists, made in her journal daily records of the wind; and her
son was equally faithful but vastly more romantic in observing
the weather. Breezes blow almost constantly through his poems.
Particularly charming was the wind of his Hampshire hills
which, he declared,

shall come to thee,
Like one that loves thee nor will let thee pass
Ungreeted, and shall grve 1ts light embrace.™

Not only was the breeze a lover; but Bryant was its suitor:

For me, I lie
Languidly in the shade, where the thick turf]
Yet virgin from the kisses of the sun,
Retains some freshness, and I woo the wind.?®

Thus embracing the wind and embraced by it, he decorously
took his place among the Romantic generation who clasped
rocks to their hearts and bestowed kisses on the universe. As for
the rain and the storm, they delighted Bryant by their pleasing
darkness and their agreeable terror. The ramn “sheds a nameless
horror round” * whule it shrouds upland steeps and hollow vales,

9 Putnam’s Monthly, XXX, §76-7 (June, 1855).

% These lines were added to “Inscription for the Entrance to a Wood”
n 1821,

%“Summer Wind,” United States Literary Gagette, 1, 107 (July 15,
1824).

%“The Hurricane,” The Talisman for 1828. New York: 1827, pp.
114-5.
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drives squirrel and butterfly to cover, and blots out the very
sun. Then
slowly falls the dull blank night, and still
All through the starless hours, the mighty Rain
Smites with perpetual sound the forest-leaves,
And beats the matted grass.”

With even keener joy, he welcomed violent storm and tempest.
While the poet waits “with a thrill in every vein,” the hurricane
approaches—silent, and slow, and terribly strong.” And when
it strikes, the poet shouts:
He is come! he is come! do ye not behold

His ample robes on the wind unrolled?

Giant of air! we bid thee hail 1
The austerity of bearing evident in Bryant the New York editor
has long led historians to assume that he was incapable of writ-
ing ecstatically on any theme; but the emotional and at times
sensuous elements in his treatment of wind, storm, and rain
clearly demonstrate that he was essentially a Romantic.*

In nature Bryant found much besides joy and pleasing terror.
Here was education for youth: companionship, counsel, revery,
and ecstasy for the boy Cullen;!™ culture for the girl who
eventually became his wife;'™ and nurture for their small

97 “A Rain-Dream,” Crayon, I, 25 (Jan. 10, 1855).

9%“The Hurricane.” Similar delight in the tempest 1s expressed in “A
Hymn of the Sea” (Christian Examiner, XXXIII, 95-6, Sept., 1842)
and in certain stanzas of “The Winds” (Knickerbocker Magagine, X1V,
162, August, 1839), of which the following is representative:

What change is this! Ye take the cataract’s sound;
Ye take the whirlpool’s fury and its might;

The mountain shudders as ye sweep the ground;
The valley woods lie prone beneath your flight.

9The sensuous nature of Bryant’s allusions to the breeze was excel-
lently discussed in 1923 by Foerster in Nature in American Literature, p. 11.

10 The doctrine of education by nature is clearly implicit in such poems
as “The Rivulet,” “A Winter Piece,” and “I Cannot Forget the High
Spell that Enchanted.”

1"1The influence of nature on Frances Fairchild is recorded in that
obviously Wordsworthian poem, “Oh Fairest of the Rural Maids” (Poems.
New York: 1832, p. 125), and n the hitherto unpublished verses entitled
“Housatonic” (see Appendix I, p. 354).
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daughter, solicitously introduced to nature by the poet him-
self:
For I have taught her, with delighted eye,
To gaze upon the mountains—to behold,
With deep affection, the pure ample sky
And clouds along its blue abysses rolled,
To love the song of waters, and to hear
The melody of winds with charmeéd car.!"

Here Bryant himself found, again in Wordsworthian fashion, a
healing balm for his sick heart, borne by a spitit that spoke to
him and soothed him.!®
The calm shade
Shall bring a kindred calm, and the sweet breeze
That makes the green leaves dance, shall waft a balm
To thy sick heart.1™

And here too was remembrance. Mankind, during Bryant’s
muddle age and his last years, lost “the coloring of romance”
which it once wore. But nature, changing not, retained its ear-
lier radiance. Thus the man returned to tree and stream that
they might remind him of the splendor and the dignity which in
his youth had clothed all humanity. Often and persistently,
therefore, he sought in the physical universe reality or God, joy
or terror, wisdom or peace. And it was in his poetry of nature
that Bryant’s Romantic instincts and his poetic genius both
came to fullest, most memorable expression.

V. LITERARY ROMANTICISM

While Bryant thus voiced his passionate delight in nature, he
was at the same time writing on other Romantic themes, experi-

102¢Lines on Revisiting the Country,” New-York Review, I, 246 (August,
1825).

13¢“A Winter Piece.”

104°These lines were added to *“Inscription for the Entrance to a Wood”
in 1821,
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menting in new and varied verse-forms, and defending the criti-
cal tenets of the Romantic movement.

His youthful transition from the Augustans was guided by
Blair, White, Cowper, and Thomson. Particularly to the work
of this last author, Bryant in old age paid high tribute.!® That
in 1811 the young poet was conscious of the revolutionary ele-
ments in the poetry of Thomson and his contemporaries 15
inconceivable; but their influence on the first version of “Than-
atopsis” is clearly evident.

Of the poets of the Romuntic generation proper, Lord Byron
was the first whom the young American imitated. As a student
of law, he thought much and wrote often of love, producing a
group of some twenty-five poems,'" centering about either an
imaginary affair with a nymph created by his own fancy or an
actual affection for a “beautiful and accomplished” young lady
from Rhode Island, a visitor at the Bryant homestead.!” Al-
though the earlier effusions in this series are idyllic in tone,
others are touched with melancholy. Typical are these senti-
mental lines, hitherto unpublished:

1% Bryant 1n 1871 said: “Before the time of Burns there was a long
period 1n which the poets of Great Britain ‘looked at nature through the
spectacles of books—a period during which, as remarked by Words-
worth, scarce a single new 1mage from nature tound its way into their
verses, They contented themselves with ringing the changes on those
which the authors betore them had made famihar. “Lhen arose a Scottish
poet, James Thomson, who flung these spectacles to the ground, crushing
them under his remorseless heel, and looking at nature with his own
unassisted and clear sighted eyes, crowded his poem of the scasons with
1mages as new, fresh, and bright as Naturc herself. He 1t was who, 1n the
time of Pope, when the poetry 1n vogue was the poetry of the drawing-
room, started boldly away from the common track, and, to the wonder
and delight of his readers, gave them the poetry of the woods and ficlds,
and, 1n part of his poem, the poctry of the houschold” (“Specch at the
Burns Anntversary, January 25, 1871,” Prose Writings, 11, 321).

106 Bryant, revealing excellent critical judgment, published none of these
love poems. More than a dozen are printed 1n part or in whole in Godwin,
I, 108-117. An additional dozen are preserved 1in manuscript.

W Godwin, I, 107.  According to Bryant’s brother Arthur, the two
lovers “‘maintained an earnest correspondence.” Godwin deduces that the
affarr “‘did not run smoothly, and the end proved very paintul.”” It has
been impossible to 1dentify the young lady.
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Nymph of the darkly glancing eye
And soul-expressive face

Say whence that frequent deep drawn sigh
That air of pensive grace

Say what can plant the thorns of care
Beneath that breast of snow

A form so bright and mind so fair
A pang should never know 1%

Then the lover’s gentle sorrow deepened into black despair until,
to the supposed sorrow of friends and family, he fell into the
sere and yellow leaf, “withered,” he soberly inststed, “withered
before a woman’s eye.” ' Whenever he returned to Cumming=
ton, he felt the guilt and sin of life had so polluted his youthful

innocence that the whole universe shrank “from the signet of

110

care” on his brow." This signet of care obviously came not as

much from his own harmless philandering as from the poetry of
Byron. The young student of law was in fact so ardent an

18 Pyblished from the original manuscript with the consent of the
Minna G. Goddard Estate and Mr. Conrad G. Goddard. Bryant rarely
punctuated his poems until he prepared a final diaft for publication.

1 Three stanzas will llustrate the lad’s real or fancied despair (Godwin,
I, 110):

“Yet, sometimes there dejected strays
The gentus of my better days;
And T am troubled when [ trace
The darkened grandeur of his face,
While thus he breathes his warnings high,
Betwixt rebuke and prophecy.

““When riper years this dream dispel,
Thy heart shall rue 1ts folly well;
And thou with bitter tears shall gaze
On the blank ttain of wasted days;
And curse the withering spell at length,
‘That broke thy ecarly spirit’s strength,

““There were, in early life, of thee
Who augured high and happily;
Who loved and watched the opening shoot,
And propped the stem and looked tor fruit;
And they shall see 1ts blossoms die,
Withered betore a woman’s eye.””
W Inscuption for the Entrance to a Wood.”
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admirer of Childe Harold that he refused to accept Lara as
actually a production of the master himself:

It possesses some merit, but I think it cannot be written by
Lord Byron. The flow of this poet’s versification is admirably
copied, but it seems to me to want his energy of expression,
his exuberance of thought, the peculiar vein of melancholy
which imparts its tinge to everything he writes; in short, all the
stronger features of his genius. Conrad, ... who makes his
appearance in this tale as a Spanish peer, under the name of
“Lara,” is degenerated into a lurking assassin, a midmght
murderer. . . . May it not be the effort of some American
genius? 1"

But after the young poet had passed out of his period of adoles-
cent love, Byron was no longer s master; and only distant
echoes of Childe Harold remained.!?

Bryant recalled concerning his first reading of Lyrical Bal-
lads: “A thousand springs seemed to gush up at once into my
heart and the face of Nature, of a sudden, to change into a

strange freshness and life.” ' He apparently met the poetry of

11 To William Baylies, Dec., 1815, quoted 1n Godwin, I, 133.

112 After Byron no longer influenced Bryant’s verse, he still exercised a
personal fascination over the American, because 1n 1824 the latter, his eyes
moist, rebuked a flippant reference to the author ot Don Juan with the
command: “Silence, sir! poor Byron is now no more” (Godwin, I, 205)
It 15 said, however, that 1n old age Bryant no longer respceted Byron
the man (John Bigelow, quoted in The Bryant Fesuval at **The Century,”
pp- 57-8). His final verdict on Byron the poct (“Introduction,” 4 Library
of Poetry and Song. New York: 1871, p. xx1x) was as follows: “The genius
of Byron was ot a more vigorous mould than that of Keats; but notwith-~
standing his great popularity and the number of his imitators at one time,
he made a less permanent impression on the character of English poetry.
His misanthropy and gloom, his scoffing vein, and the fierceness of his
animosities, after the first glow of admiration was over, had a repellent
effect upon readers, and made them turn to more cheerful strains.” For
a general account of Byron’s reputation and vogue 1n the United States,
see W. E. Leonard, Byron and Byronism in America (Boston: 1905), where
1t 1s suggested that Byron influenced Bryant’s “The Ages” and “A Medita-
tion on Rhode Island Coal.”

13 Statement of Bryant to Richard Henry Dana, reported by the latter
in Poems and Prose Writings. Boston: 1833, p. 148. It has been suggested
that Dana’s own enthustasm for Wordsworth may have colored his recol-
lection of Bryant’s original statement,
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Wordsworth, the second and last of his masters among the Eng-
lish Romanticists, while studying law at Worthington, pre-
sumably during the winter of 1811-12.1% But the young stu-
dent, more concerned with love than with nature, was now fol-
lowing Byron as his model. By 1815, Wordsworthian under-
tones appeared in “The Yellow Violet” and “Inscription for the
Entrance to a Wood.”''® Not until Bryant had become inti-
mately acquainted with the streams and mountains of Berkshire
did the influence of Lyrical Ballads become fully evident in his
verse. Then his trearment of nature, in the familiar opening of
“Thanatopsis” (added in 1821), in “A Walk at Sunset,” in “The

Rivulet,” and in the hitherto unpublished poem, “The Early

Anemone,”!"® became distinctly Wordsworthian. In certain

lines of “Summer Wind,” ““A Forest Hymn,” and “The Con-
junction of Jupiter and Venus,” not only the thought but also
the versification is reminiscent of the English poet.!” Feeble as
is his imitation of Wordsworth’s verse in “Monument Moun-
tain,” Bryant in “A Winter Piece”” wrote lines which the author
of ““The Prelude” might have acknowledged without shame as
his own:

M Godwin, I, 104.

18“The Yellow Violet” (Poems. Cambridge: 1821, pp. 33—4) bears a
resemblance to Wordsworth’s first poem ““To a Daisy” (but not as defi-
nite a resemblance as Wordsworth’s poem bears to the familiar lincs of
Burns on the same flower); and the “Inscription” announces Bryant’s
belief in the curative power of nature, a doctrine popularized but certainly
not originated by Wordsworth.

116“The Early Anemone” appears in Appendix I, p. 355.

1" Wordsworth clearly influenced both the substance and the style of
Bryant’s discussion of impulse in “The Conjunction of Jupiter and Venus”
(United States Literary Gagette, IV, 451, Sept., 1826). Having declared
that he would not always follow reason, Bryant goes on to say:

the spirit needs
Impulses from a deeper source than hers,
And there are motions, 1n the mind of man,
That she must look upon with awe. I bow
Reverently to her dictates, but not less
Hold to the fair illusions of old time—
Illusions that shed brightness over life,
And glory over Nature.
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The swelling hills,

The quiet dells retiring far between,
With gentle invitation to explore
Their windings, were a calm society
That talked with me and soothed me.

Particularly interesting is a group of personal poems in which
Bryant, although writing in Wordsworthian fashion, actually
recorded impressions of and relations with members of his own
family. The rural philosopher, for example, who appeared in
“The Old Man’s Counsel,” might casily be mistaken for an
English farmer of the Lake Country:

a white-haired man,
Pithy of speech, and merry when he would;
A genial optimist, who daily drew
From what he saw his quaint moralities.'®

He was, however, the poet’s grandfather, Deacon Ebenezer
Snell. The fairest of all rural maids, to whom Bryant addressed
his familiar lyric, might well be Wordsworth’s Lucy, particu-
larly the Lucy described in “Three Years She Grew in Sun and
Shower.” But the rural maid was in reality Frances Fairchild.
And when a child in her “fourth bright year” was taught to gaze
“with delighted eye” on hill and vale,!? her education resem-
bled that of little Dora Wordsworth; yet she was in actuality
Bryant’s daughter Fanny. It is obvious that in such poems the
American employed the English poet’s symbols to express his own
emotions. The resemblances between the two poets, it is now evi-
dent, fall into two groups—similarities in style and similarities in
thought. During the 1820°s, Wordsworth’s poetry clearly exer-
cised a formative influence on the diction and the versification of
the American. Particularly profitable was the enrichment of poetic
vocabulary—words, turns of phrase, images—which came to

Y8 Democratic Review, VII, 112 (Feb., 1840).
* 1 “Lines on Revisiting the Country.”
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him through a loving perusal of Lyrical Ballads. Then, in later
years, these borrowed elements were assimilated and Bryant’s
style became his own. It cannot be demonstrated, on the other
hand, that he ever derived any novel ideas from Wordsworth.
Apparently the author of “Thanatopsis” discovered for himself
that nature can stimulate and delight, soothe and heal; these dis-
coveries the English poet confirmed. Furthermore, the central
ideas of both differed at many points. To dismiss Bryant as
merely 1mitative and derivative is, therefore, undiscriminating
and uncritical .1

Of the Romantic themes favored by Bryant, one of the ear-

121

liest to emerge 1n lus verse was the noble savage.'? Occasion-

ally he portrayed Indians as barbarians, either “‘roaming hunter
tribes, warlike and fierce,” or warrior clans who laid up glory
“for many an age to last.” ' Such was the bloodthirsty savage

120 Bryant’s final estimate of Wordsworth (“Introduction,” A4 Library
of Poetry and Song, pp. xxvii—xxix) was sober and judicial, untouched
by the costasy of his first encounter: “Wordsworth 1s generally spoken
of as one who gave to our literaturc that impulse which brought the pocts
back from the capricious forms of expression 1n vogue before his time to
a certain fearless simplicity . . . Yet the poctty of Wordsworth was but
the consummation ot a tendency alicady existing and active.  Cow per
had already felt it 1n writing his Task, and 1n his longer rhymed poems
... Percy’s Relques had accustomed English readers to percerve the ex-
treme beauty ot the old ballads in their absolute simplicity. . . . Burns’s
iimitable Scottish poems . . . had taught the same lesson. We may infer
that the genius of Wordsworth was 1n a great degree influenced by these,
just as he 1n his turn contributed to form the taste of those who wrote
after him, It was long, however, before he reached the eminence which
he now holds 1n the estimation of the hiterary world. . . . Yet his fame has
slowly climbed from stage to stage until now his influence 1s percerved n
all the English poctry of the day. If this were the place to eriticize his
poctry, [ should say, of his more stately poems 1n blank verse, that they
often lack compression,—that the thought suffers by too great expansion.
... Yet I must own that even his most diffuse amplifications have 1n them
a certain grandeur that fills the mind.” This emphasis on Wordsworth’s
debt to his predecessors suggests that Bryant considered himself a suc~
cessor to the English poct, rather than s imitator.

121At seventeen, Bryant composed a spirited “Indian War Song™
(Godwn, I, 90) and not long thereafter planned an elaborate poem on the
red man.

122The Prairjcs,” Knickerbocker, 11, 410-13 (Dec., 1833); “A Walk
at Sunset,” The Idle Man, Vol. 1, no. 3, pp. 746 (1821),



xlvi William Cullen Bryant

who spread terror through Bryant’s prose tale, “The Indian
Spring.”'® More frequently he envisioned red heroes gifted
with unsurpassed endurance and valor, “a noble race!” An
Indian of this generous mould was ever master of the elements
and ruler of forest and stream:

In many a flood to madness tossed,

In many a storm has been his path;
He hid him not from heat or frost,

But met them, and defied their wrath.

Then they were kind—the forests hete,
Rivers, and stiller waters, paid

A tribute to the net and spear
Of the red ruler of the shade.

This superiority of the savage lay, Bryant believed with the
Primitivists, in his lack of artificial Culture and his nearness to
the Creator:

For he was fresher from the hand

That formed of earth the human face,
And to the elements did stand

In nearer kindred than our race.!?

The poet believed also that red men experienced delight in the
presence of these same elements:

They who here roamed, of yore, the forest wide,
Felt, by such charm, their simple bosoms won.1%

To his savages, he attempted to give verisimilitude by referring
to “broidered mocsen,” bow and arrows, and “wampum-belts”
and by alluding to their customs, particularly in the burial of the
dead. His supposed aborigines were, however, merely the con-

12 The Talisman for 1830, pp. 7-26.
124“The Disinterred Warrior,” Poems, New York: 1832, p. 173.
125<A Walk at Sunset,”
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ventional heroes and heroines of romance, employed not to re-
veal Indian character but to act in familiar tragic episodes dear
to all sentimentalists: a damsel mourns the death of her lover,'?
a husband rescues his abducted wife,'®” a maiden commits sui-
cide because she cannot marry her beloved.!?® That this concern
with the noble savage was not localized became evident when
the poet wrote of a beauteous brown fairy of the South Seas who
became the bride of a white man,'® and of a gallant Eskimo who
sang to his Arctic sweetheart of seafow] and bear.® Tt is clear
that Bryant dealt, not with realities of Indian atrocities or the
squalor of aboriginal life, but with creations of romantic fancy.!*!

The prairie and its pioneers likewise had for Bryant a lasting
fascination. Early and sentimentally he rhymed of hunters of the
West who go “in depths of woods to seek the deer” and who
serenade their loved ones with songs of swans and night-spar-
rows, mistletoe, and “jessamine.” %
apparently in emulation of Cooper, he portrayed more virile

In his prose fiction, written

and yet picturesque frontiersmen, of whom Le Moire is repre-
sentative: a dark-faced and long-haired hunter, clad mn a “blue
frock-coat trimmed with yellow fringe and bound by a sash at

126“An Indian Girl’'s Lament,” New-York Review, 11, 159-60 (Jan.,
1826).

127“An Indian Story,” United States Luterary Gagette, 1, 92 (July 1,
1824).

128 “Monument Mountain,” :dem, I, 1734 (Sept. 15, 1824).

122“A Song of Pitcairn’s Island,” New-York Review, 1, 78—9 (June,
1825).

180 <“The Arctic Lover,” Knickerbocker, 1, 28—9 (Jan., 1833).

131 Essentially sentimental are the Indian episodes 1n Bryant’s uncol-
lected sketch entitled ‘““lhe Cascade of Melsingah” (The Talisman for
1828, pp. 198—227). Sentimental also is his unqualified approval of Fitz-
Greene Halleck’s Romantic portiait ot an Indian 1n the latter’s poem,
“Red Jacket,” first expressed in 1836 (“The Writings of Fitz-Greene
Halleck,” New-York Mirror, X1V, 97, Sept. 24, 1836) and repeated 1n
1869 (“Notices of the Life and Writings ot Fitz-Greene Halleck,” Prose
Writings, 1, 386). For a general survey of the subject, see Albert Keiser,
The Indian in American Luterature. New Yorh: 1933.

182¢The Hunter of the West” and “The Hunter’s Sercnade,” The
Taltsman for 1829, pp. 307-9.
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the waist,” deerskin pantaloons, and deerskin moccasins.!®
After Bryant came face to face with authentic plainsmen and
their families, ™™ in his prose he no longer romanticized the frock-
coated pioneer. Rather, he recorded the actualities of his dreary
life: his wretched dwelling, its single room half filled with beds
and cribs on which lay a sick man and several children all brown
with dirt; his sweaty wife and daughter who cooked greasy
meals in a huge fireplace; and the stifling air, the whimperings
and whinings, and the offensive odors of the place, which pre-
vented Bryant from sleeping.!® This realistic treatment per-
sisted in his later travel-letters written in Illinois and Michigan.'*
But in verse he was still capable of sentimentalizing western
hunters, creating a heroic pionecr who through a long day on
horseback thinks Bryant’s own thoughts, listens to “the aged
past,” beholds the “boundless future,” and at last rides back at
evening to the “‘kind voice” and the “glad eyes’ of his loved
one. " Likewise, Bryant’s final attitude toward westerners was
idealistic:

What cordial welcomes greet the guest

By thy lone rivers of the West;

How faith is kept, and truth revered,

And man is loved, and God is feared.'*

133 “The Skeleton’s Cave,” Tales of the Glauber Spa. New York: 1832,
I, 196. Frontier or pioncer characters appear also 1n “Story of the Island
of Cuba,” The Talisman for 1829. New Yorh: 1828, pp. 163—220, and
“The Marriage Blunder,” The Talisman for 1830, pp. 255-99.

134 Bryant in 1832 crossed the Allegheny Mountains by stage, went down
the Ohio River to St. Louis by steamboat, and traveled over 1llinos by
wagon and on horseback (Godwin, 1, 283).

18 Letter to Mrs. W. C. Bryant, Jacksonville, 1ll., Junc 19, 1832; pub-
lished in Prose Writings, 11, 18~19.

138 Letters of a Traveller. New York: 1850, Letters V1L, VI, XXXI--
XXXVII

137“The Hunter of the Prairies,” New-York Murror, XII, 353 (May o,
1835). For additional Romantic hunters, see “The Maiden’s Sorrow”
(Graham’s Lady’s and Gentleman’s Maga;ine, XXI, 64, August, 1842) and
*“The White-Footed Decer” (The White-Footed Deer and Other Poems.
New York: 1844, pp. 1—4).

138“Oh Mother of a Mighty Race,” Graham’s Lady’s and Gentleman’s
Magazine, XXX, 20 (Jan., 1847).
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Concerning the plains themselves, the poet was never disillu-
stoned. On first beholding them he found prose madequate to
express his delight and awe: “What Lhave thought and felt amid
these boundless wastes and awful solttudes I shall reserve for the
only form of expresston 1n which 1t can properly be uttered.”1%
Thus inspired, he glonfied the western landscape in verse:

Ay, this 15 freedom!—these pure skies
Were never stamed with village smoke:
The fragrant wind, that through them flies,
Is breathed from wastes by plough unbroke. . ..

For here the fair savannas know

No bartiers m the bloomy grass;
Wherever breese of heaven may blow,

Or beam of heaven may glance, I pass. 1

Repeated vistts to his brothers in 1llinots kept western scenes
f