( 9 )  N e w  E n g l a n d  B r a h m i n s ,  o r ,  S c h o o l r o o m  P o e t s

i n  t h e  H i s t o r i c a l  P e r s p e c t i v e 

(Their Role in the Past, their Present Assessment; H. W. Longfellow, J. R. Lowell, O. W. Holmes)

N e w  E n g l a n d  B r a h m i n s / S c h o o l r o o m  P o e t s  

· the name: from the term for the highest of priestly caste among the Hinds

· humorously applied to the New En. upper-class society 

· aristocratic Boston writers from rich families

· consid. Boston the centre of thinking of the continent, the whole planet

· met regularly in the ‘Saturday Club’

· establ. the Atlantic Monthly = the leading intellectual magazine for next 20 – 30 y.

· often copied E lit. styles

· >> ‘schoolroom poets’

H e n r y  W a d s w o r t h  L o n g f e l l o w  ( 1 8 0 7  –  8 2 )

L i f e : 

· received uni education in Eur. 

· became a scholar, professor of modern languages at Harvard 

· became one of the intellectual triumvirate incl. also J. R. Lowell and O. W. Holmes

· his lifetime: very pop., spoke directly to the hearts of ordinary Am., said exactly what they wanted to hear x now: not so much appreciated 

· after his death the 1st Am. poet to have his bust placed in the Poet’s Corner in Westminster Abbey

W o r k :

· P r o s e :

Hyperion (1839): 

· an early prose romance

· models the F protagonist after his 2nd wife Frances Appleton he met after college in Eur.

· P o e t r y :

· a learned scholar: contrib. to the emergence of national poetry with native topics and events

· created a new body of romantic Am. legends: made Am. history exciting, hard to resist

· wrote verse of genuine musical quality: sentimental, simple, and often moralising (though now more amusing than inspiring)

· never surprised or shocked, used safe forms, and calm, clear voice

· introd. Eur. forms to Am. poetry

(a) Long Narrative Poems: 

· achieved great fame with these

· used unusual ‘antique’ rhythms to weave the myths of the Am. past 

Evangeline (1847)

Hiawatha (1855) 

The Courtship of Miles Standish (1858)

(b) Shorter Poems

“Excelsior”, “A Psalm of Life”, “My Lost Youth”

(c) Collections:

Voices of the Night (1839)

Ballads and Other Poems (1841)

Poems on Slavery (1842)

· T r a n s l a t i o n s :

· a poetic transl. of Dante’s Divine Comedy (1867): contrib. with a sequence of 6 outstanding sonnets 

J a m e s  R u s s e l l  L o w e l l  ( 1 8 1 9  – 9 1 )

L i f e :

· one of the most versatile and respected lit. figures in Am. in the 2nd ½ of the 19th c.

· a poet, critic, essayist, ed., linguist, teacher, reformer, and diplomat

· received uni education (studied law at Harvard) x but: abandoned law for lit.

· became speaker for the cause of temperance, woman suffrage, and abolitionism 

· succeeded H. W. Longfellow as Professor of Modern Languages and Lit. at Harvard

· associated with the ‘Saturday Club’: chosen for ed. of the Atlantic Monthly when it launched (1857) 

· also ed. the North American Review 

W o r k :

· P o e t r y :

Poems (1843): 

· incl. also much topical verse on social and political issues

Poems: Second Series: 

· a collected 2-vol. ed. of his verse

The Vision of Sir Launfal: 

· a Christian allegory 

A Fable for Critics (1848): 

· his most famous work, repres. the best features of his writing 

· demonstrates his facility and wit in rhyming grounded on his familiarity with the classic and modern lit.

· expresses a supreme confidence in his own ability to evaluate the achievements of oth.

· C r i t i c i s m :

The Biglow Papers (1846):

· a newsp series expressing his opposition to the Mexican War

· stands for one of the earliest and most artful uses of local dialect and humour for political purpose

· incl. political and social parodies  establ. his reputation as a satirist and wit

Among My Books and My Study Windows: 

· coll. of essays

O l i v e r  W e n d e l l  H o l m e s  ( 1 8 0 9  – 9 4 ) 

L i f e :

· a prominent Boston writer, physician, scientist, inventor, teacher, moralist, and statesman

· helped to found the Am. Medical Association

· demanded as a lecturer at medical meetings, celebrated as after-dinner speaker

· solved the dilemmas both of relig. beliefs and vocational choices: finally settled on liberal views

· preferred the relative surety of science > rather practical even in his writing

· consid. the Romantically inspired Transcendentalism superfluous and difficult

· invented the name for Brahmins > his favourite subject the superiority of Boston culture

· invented the name for the Atlantic Monthly 

W o r k :

· author of medical writings, incl. 2 publ. major medical lectures

· P o e t r y :

· author of graceful, lively, witty, and humorous poetry

· light verse: no deep, strong, or original thoughts

· occasional poems: written freely and happily for festivals and public occasions

· publ. principally in the Atlantic Monthly

· some of his poems eventually became schoolroom classics

“The Chambered Nautilus”: 

· mingles philos. and satire

“The Deacon's Masterpiece”: 

· cleverly attacks the Puritan Calvinism

· E s s a y s :

The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table (1858): 

· a series of humorous and witty essays, contrib. to the Atlantic Monthly 

· imaginary entertaining conversations at a Boston boarding-house 

· reflect his opinions, charm, and remarkable conversational wit

The Professor of the Breakfast Table, The Poet at the Breakfast Table, and Over the Teacups:

· later publ. vol. in the same mode

· N o v e l s : 

· traces the character’s psychological reaction to the events shaping his / her life

· explores the alternatives to a strictly theological explanation of human behaviour

Elsie Venner: A Romance of Destiny (1861): 

· a pregnant woman bitten by a snake gives birth to a child embodying the snakelike characteristics of that prenatal infl.

The Guardian Angel (1867)

A Moral Antipathy (1885)

· also wrote: 

· biographical studies, esp. on R. W. Emerson

American Men of Letters

