
the cross of snow poem analysis

the cross of snow poem analysis delves into one of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s most poignant and

visually evocative works. This poem, written as a tribute to his late wife, encapsulates themes of grief,

memory, and eternal love. Through a detailed examination of its structure, imagery, and emotional

depth, this article aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the poem’s significance in

American literature. The analysis will explore the historical context surrounding the poem’s creation, its

symbolic elements, and the poetic techniques Longfellow employs to convey his sorrow. Readers will

gain insight into the ways the poem reflects personal loss while also resonating universally.

Additionally, the article will highlight how “The Cross of Snow” fits within Longfellow’s broader body of

work and the Romantic poetic tradition. This thorough exploration of “the cross of snow poem

analysis” will serve as a valuable resource for students, educators, and poetry enthusiasts alike.
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Historical Context of "The Cross of Snow"

The cross of snow poem analysis begins with understanding the historical and personal circumstances

that inspired Henry Wadsworth Longfellow to write this moving piece. Composed in 1879, the poem

was written nearly 18 years after the tragic death of Longfellow’s wife, Fanny Appleton, who died in a

house fire. The poem serves as a posthumous tribute to her memory, showcasing the enduring nature

of his sorrow and love. This background is critical for readers to appreciate the emotional intensity

embedded in the poem.

During this period, American poetry was deeply influenced by Romantic ideals, emphasizing emotion,

nature, and individual experience. Longfellow, a prominent figure in this movement, often incorporated

personal themes into his work, blending them with universal reflections on life and death.

Understanding the era’s literary trends alongside Longfellow’s biography enriches the interpretation of

the poem.

Structure and Form

The cross of snow poem analysis must include an examination of its formal elements, as these

contribute significantly to its emotional impact. The poem is a Petrarchan sonnet, consisting of 14 lines

divided into an octave and a sestet. This traditional structure allows Longfellow to present a problem or

situation in the first eight lines and a resolution or reflection in the final six.

The rhyme scheme follows the typical ABBAABBA pattern in the octave, with a varying sestet rhyme

scheme that often appears as CDECDE or CDCDCD. This orderly form contrasts with the chaotic

nature of grief, offering a sense of control and contemplation. The use of iambic pentameter provides a

rhythmic regularity that mirrors the ongoing, unchanging nature of Longfellow’s sorrow.

Sonnets in Longfellow’s Work

Longfellow’s choice to use the sonnet form is significant, as it traditionally addresses themes of love

and loss. In “The Cross of Snow,” the sonnet becomes a vessel for mourning and remembrance,

demonstrating how classical forms can be adapted to express personal emotion.



Imagery and Symbolism

Imagery and symbolism are central to the cross of snow poem analysis, revealing the layers of

meaning beneath Longfellow’s words. The most striking symbol in the poem is the “cross of snow”

itself, which metaphorically represents the enduring grief that Longfellow carries. This cross, described

as a permanent mark on a mountain, symbolizes both a burden and a memorial.

Longfellow uses vivid natural imagery to evoke the solemnity and permanence of his loss. The snow

on the mountain is “always white,” suggesting that his grief will never fade with time, much like the

natural landscape remains unchanged across seasons. This image contrasts with the fleeting nature of

human life, emphasizing the eternal nature of memory and sorrow.

Other Symbolic Elements

The Mountain: Represents the weight and immovability of grief.

The Fire: Refers to the tragic cause of Fanny’s death, alluding to destruction and loss.

Light and Darkness: Symbolize the contrast between life and death, hope and despair.

Thematic Analysis

The cross of snow poem analysis reveals several interwoven themes that contribute to the poem’s

emotional depth. The predominant theme is enduring grief, as Longfellow expresses how his sorrow

has remained constant over many years. This theme is closely linked to the concept of memory and

the persistence of love beyond death.

Another important theme is the intersection of nature and human emotion. Longfellow’s use of natural

imagery not only grounds the poem in the physical world but also elevates the personal to the



universal. Grief, in this context, becomes a natural and inevitable part of human existence.

Finally, the poem explores the idea of immortality through remembrance. By likening his grief to a

cross of snow on a mountain, Longfellow suggests that love and memory endure even as life passes

on.

Key Themes in Detail

Perpetual Mourning: The poem emphasizes the unending nature of Longfellow’s sorrow.1.

Memory as Immortality: Love and remembrance grant a form of eternal life.2.

Nature as a Reflection of Emotion: The poem merges external landscape with internal feelings.3.

Poetic Devices and Language

In the cross of snow poem analysis, attention to poetic devices highlights how Longfellow crafts his

message. The poem employs metaphor extensively, particularly the central metaphor of the “cross of

snow.” This metaphor conveys complex ideas about grief, burden, and remembrance succinctly and

powerfully.

Alliteration and assonance enrich the poem’s musicality, enhancing its somber tone. For example, the

repetition of soft consonant sounds creates a melancholic atmosphere that supports the emotional

content. The poem’s diction is formal and elevated, reflecting the seriousness of the subject matter.

Moreover, Longfellow uses enjambment to maintain a fluid, conversational rhythm, while caesuras

introduce pauses that mimic the reflective nature of mourning. These structural choices deepen the

reader’s engagement with the poem’s themes.



Examples of Poetic Devices

Metaphor: “The cross of snow” as a symbol of grief.

Alliteration: Repetition of consonant sounds to create mood.

Enjambment: Sentences flowing across lines to maintain continuity.

Imagery: Vivid descriptions of nature to evoke emotion.

Longfellow’s Personal Grief and Its Influence

The cross of snow poem analysis is incomplete without acknowledging the profound impact of

Longfellow’s personal loss on the poem’s creation. The death of Fanny Appleton was a defining

moment in Longfellow’s life, and his poetry often reflects his ongoing struggle to cope with this

tragedy.

This poem, written many years after her death, illustrates how grief can remain a permanent part of

one’s existence. Longfellow’s ability to transform personal pain into art allows readers to connect with

universal experiences of loss and remembrance. His honest and evocative portrayal of mourning has

contributed to the poem’s lasting significance in American poetry.

By channeling his sorrow into “The Cross of Snow,” Longfellow offers a timeless meditation on love,

loss, and the human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the central theme of the poem 'The Cross of Snow' by Henry

Wadsworth Longfellow?

The central theme of 'The Cross of Snow' is enduring grief and mourning. The poem reflects the poet's

lasting sorrow over the death of his wife, symbolized by a cross of snow on a mountain.

How does Longfellow use imagery in 'The Cross of Snow' to convey his

emotions?

Longfellow uses vivid imagery, particularly the metaphor of a 'cross of snow' on a mountain, to

symbolize the permanent and unchanging nature of his grief. The serene yet solemn mountain

contrasts with the poet's inner sadness, emphasizing the depth of his mourning.

What is the significance of the 'cross of snow' in the poem?

The 'cross of snow' represents the poet's eternal sorrow and the burden of grief he carries for his

deceased wife. It is a visual metaphor for the cross he bears in his heart, highlighting the permanence

of his loss.

How does the structure of 'The Cross of Snow' contribute to its overall

impact?

The poem is a sonnet, traditionally associated with love and emotion, which Longfellow uses to

express personal loss. The formal structure contrasts with the raw emotion, giving the poem a solemn

and reflective tone that deepens its impact.

What role does nature play in 'The Cross of Snow'?

Nature in the poem serves as a backdrop and a symbol. The mountain and the cross of snow are

natural elements that mirror the poet's internal state, showing how his grief is as constant and

enduring as the natural world around him.



How does Longfellow personalize his grief in 'The Cross of Snow'?

Longfellow personalizes his grief by referencing specific details, such as the mountain he often sees

and the cross of snow that remains there. This personal connection grounds his abstract feelings of

loss in a tangible, relatable image.

Why is 'The Cross of Snow' considered a sonnet, and how does this

form influence its message?

The poem is a Petrarchan sonnet, consisting of an octave and a sestet, which allows Longfellow to

present a problem (his grief) and then reflect on it. The sonnet form lends a formal, contemplative

quality to the expression of sorrow, enhancing the poem's emotional depth.

What historical or biographical context enhances the understanding of

'The Cross of Snow'?

Understanding that Longfellow wrote the poem after the tragic death of his wife, Fanny, in a fire adds

profound emotional weight to the poem. The cross of snow symbolizes his unending mourning for her,

making the poem a deeply personal elegy.

How does the tone of 'The Cross of Snow' affect the reader's

interpretation?

The tone is somber, reflective, and reverent, which evokes empathy and solemnity in the reader. This

tone helps convey the seriousness of the poet's grief and the enduring nature of his love and loss.

Additional Resources

1. Exploring "The Cross of Snow": A Critical Analysis

This book offers an in-depth examination of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's poem "The Cross of

Snow." It explores the themes of grief, memory, and enduring love, providing readers with historical



context and literary criticism. The analysis highlights Longfellow's personal tragedy and how it shaped

the poem’s emotional depth.

2. Longfellow’s Poetry and the Expression of Mourning

Focusing on the motif of mourning in Longfellow’s works, this book delves into "The Cross of Snow" as

a central piece. It discusses how the poet’s personal loss influences his poetic expression and

examines the symbolism of the cross and the mountain in the poem. The text is valuable for

understanding Victorian-era perspectives on death and remembrance.

3. Symbolism and Imagery in "The Cross of Snow"

This analysis centers on the rich symbolism and vivid imagery found in Longfellow’s poem. It explains

how the cross-shaped scar on the mountain serves as a metaphor for the poet's sorrow and eternal

grief. The book also compares these symbols to other natural imagery used in 19th-century poetry.

4. Grief and Memory in American Romantic Poetry

Placing "The Cross of Snow" within the larger framework of American Romanticism, this book

discusses themes of grief and memory across several poets. It explores how Longfellow’s poem fits

within the tradition of using nature to express personal loss. Readers gain insight into the cultural and

emotional underpinnings of Romantic poetry.

5. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow: Life, Loss, and Literature

This biography provides a thorough look at Longfellow’s life, with particular attention to the tragedies

that inspired "The Cross of Snow." It connects the poet’s personal experiences to his literary output,

offering context that enhances the understanding of his works. The book also addresses the broader

impact of his poetry on American literature.

6. Poetic Structures and Themes in Longfellow’s "The Cross of Snow"

Focusing on the formal elements of the poem, this book analyzes its structure, rhyme scheme, and

meter. It also discusses how these poetic devices reinforce the themes of loss and remembrance.

Ideal for students and scholars interested in the technical aspects of Longfellow’s poetry.



7. The Enduring Power of "The Cross of Snow": A Reader’s Guide

This reader-friendly guide breaks down the poem into accessible sections, offering commentary and

discussion questions. It is designed to help readers appreciate the emotional resonance and thematic

complexity of "The Cross of Snow." The book is suitable for classroom use and individual study alike.

8. Nature and Nostalgia in 19th Century American Poetry

Examining the role of nature as a backdrop for emotional expression, this book includes a detailed

chapter on "The Cross of Snow." It discusses how Longfellow and his contemporaries used natural

landscapes to symbolize personal and collective memories. The analysis provides a broader cultural

context for the poem’s imagery.

9. From Tragedy to Verse: The Poetic Legacy of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

This work traces how Longfellow transformed his personal tragedies into some of his most memorable

poems, including "The Cross of Snow." It evaluates the emotional and artistic significance of his work,

emphasizing the poem’s place in his literary legacy. Readers will find a comprehensive study of how

grief can inspire enduring art.
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