
henry wadsworth longfellow the song of hiawatha

henry wadsworth longfellow the song of hiawatha stands as one of the most celebrated works in

American poetic literature. This epic poem, authored by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in the mid-19th

century, draws inspiration from Native American legends and folklore, weaving together a rich narrative

that captures the essence of indigenous culture and mythology. Longfellow’s work is notable for its

distinctive meter, vivid imagery, and profound themes of heroism, nature, and spirituality. Over the

years, "The Song of Hiawatha" has influenced American literature, art, and popular culture, making it a

significant subject of study for literary scholars and enthusiasts alike. This article will explore the

poem’s background, structure, themes, cultural impact, and critical reception to provide a

comprehensive understanding of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s masterpiece. The following sections

will guide readers through these topics in detail.

Background and Historical Context

Structure and Poetic Style

Main Themes and Symbolism

Cultural Significance and Influence

Critical Reception and Legacy

Background and Historical Context

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow composed "The Song of Hiawatha" during a period when American

literature was increasingly seeking to establish a distinct national identity. Published in 1855, the poem



draws heavily from the oral traditions of Native American tribes, particularly the Ojibwe and Dakota

peoples. Longfellow’s interest in indigenous stories was partly inspired by his travels to the Great

Lakes region and his study of various Native American legends collected by ethnographers and

anthropologists of the time.

The poem’s creation coincided with a growing fascination in America with the continent’s indigenous

cultures, although this interest was often filtered through a Eurocentric lens. Despite this, Longfellow’s

work is praised for bringing Native American narratives to a broader audience and for preserving

elements of these oral traditions in poetic form. The historical context of the poem also reflects the

tensions and complexities of 19th-century America, including the displacement of Native peoples and

the nation’s westward expansion.

Inspiration from Native American Legends

The narrative of "The Song of Hiawatha" is based on the life and adventures of a legendary Native

American hero named Hiawatha. Longfellow adapted stories from multiple tribes, blending various

myths and legends into a cohesive epic. This approach allowed him to create a narrative that, while

not historically precise, resonated with the spiritual and moral lessons embedded in indigenous

storytelling.

Longfellow’s Literary Environment

During Longfellow’s time, American poets sought to distinguish themselves from European traditions

by focusing on native themes and subjects. "The Song of Hiawatha" exemplifies this trend, as it

incorporates distinctly American settings, characters, and themes. The work also reflects the Romantic

literary movement’s emphasis on nature, emotion, and the sublime.

Structure and Poetic Style

"The Song of Hiawatha" is renowned for its unique metrical pattern and stylistic choices, which



contribute to its enduring appeal. Longfellow employed a trochaic tetrameter, a rhythmic scheme

consisting of four trochees per line. This meter, inspired by the Finnish epic "Kalevala," lends the poem

a musical and chant-like quality that echoes the oral traditions from which the stories originate.

The poem is divided into 22 cantos, each focusing on different episodes in Hiawatha’s life, from his

birth to his heroic deeds and spiritual journey. The consistent meter and repetitive structure enhance

the epic’s narrative flow and memorability, making it accessible for recitation and performance.

Use of Trochaic Tetrameter

The choice of trochaic tetrameter is distinctive and somewhat unusual in English poetry, which more

commonly employs iambic meter. This pattern creates a rhythmic momentum that mimics the cadence

of Native American oral storytelling. The meter’s repetitive beat also emphasizes the lyrical and

incantatory nature of the poem.

Narrative Structure and Episodic Format

The poem’s episodic format allows Longfellow to explore a variety of themes and moral lessons

through individual stories. Each canto serves as a self-contained narrative, contributing to the overall

portrayal of Hiawatha as a cultural hero and spiritual leader. This structure reflects traditional epic

storytelling methods and supports the poem’s thematic depth.

Main Themes and Symbolism

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s "The Song of Hiawatha" explores several profound themes through its

narrative and symbolism. These themes include heroism, the relationship between humans and nature,

spiritual wisdom, and cultural identity. The poem’s symbolism draws heavily on Native American

motifs, imbuing the text with layers of meaning that enrich the reading experience.



Heroism and Leadership

Hiawatha is portrayed as an archetypal hero, embodying virtues such as courage, wisdom, and

compassion. His leadership unites tribes and promotes peace, reflecting ideals of social harmony and

moral integrity. The poem emphasizes the hero’s journey as a path to self-discovery and communal

responsibility.

Nature and Spirituality

Nature plays a central role in the poem, with vivid descriptions of forests, rivers, and wildlife.

Longfellow presents nature as both a source of sustenance and spiritual insight, highlighting a deep

interconnectedness between humans and the natural world. This theme aligns with Native American

worldviews that regard nature as sacred.

Symbolism and Allegory

The poem is rich with symbolic elements, including:

The birch canoe, symbolizing journey and exploration.

The great forest, representing the natural environment and its mysteries.

The character of Nokomis, embodying wisdom and nurturing care.

Hiawatha’s magical powers, reflecting spiritual authority and cultural heritage.



Cultural Significance and Influence

"The Song of Hiawatha" holds a prominent place in American cultural history, influencing literature,

music, and visual arts. Its portrayal of Native American narratives helped popularize indigenous stories

among a wider audience, though it also sparked discussions about cultural representation and

appropriation.

Impact on American Literature

The poem inspired a generation of writers to explore American themes and settings in their work.

Longfellow’s blending of indigenous folklore with poetic tradition opened new avenues for storytelling

and contributed to the development of a uniquely American literary voice.

Influence on Music and Art

The narrative and themes of "The Song of Hiawatha" have been adapted into various musical

compositions, including operas and orchestral works. Additionally, the poem has inspired numerous

visual artists who depicted scenes and characters from the epic, further cementing its cultural footprint.

Role in Shaping Perceptions of Native American Culture

While Longfellow’s poem helped raise awareness of Native American legends, it has also been

critiqued for romanticizing and generalizing indigenous cultures. The work reflects 19th-century

attitudes and should be understood within its historical context, balancing appreciation with critical

analysis.



Critical Reception and Legacy

Since its publication, "The Song of Hiawatha" has received a wide range of critical responses. Initially

celebrated for its innovation and lyrical beauty, the poem’s reception has evolved as contemporary

scholars reassess its cultural and historical implications.

Contemporary Reviews and Popularity

At the time of release, the poem was immensely popular and contributed significantly to Longfellow’s

reputation as a leading American poet. Its accessible style and engaging narrative appealed to a broad

audience, securing its place in American literary canon.

Modern Criticism and Scholarly Perspectives

Modern critics often examine the poem through lenses of postcolonial theory and cultural studies,

highlighting issues of representation and authenticity. Despite these critiques, the poem remains a

valuable artifact for understanding 19th-century American literature and cultural history.

Enduring Legacy in Education and Culture

"The Song of Hiawatha" continues to be studied in academic settings and remains influential in popular

culture. Its memorable meter and storytelling make it a staple in poetry anthologies, and its themes

resonate with ongoing conversations about identity, nature, and heritage.

Frequently Asked Questions



Who was Henry Wadsworth Longfellow?

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was a prominent 19th-century American poet known for his lyrical poetry

and narrative poems, including 'The Song of Hiawatha.'

What is 'The Song of Hiawatha' about?

'The Song of Hiawatha' is an epic poem that tells the story of the Native American hero Hiawatha and

his adventures, blending Native American legends and Longfellow's poetic imagination.

When was 'The Song of Hiawatha' published?

'The Song of Hiawatha' was first published in 1855.

What inspired Henry Wadsworth Longfellow to write 'The Song of

Hiawatha'?

Longfellow was inspired by Native American folklore and the Finnish epic Kalevala, which influenced

the poem's meter and storytelling style.

What is the poetic style used in 'The Song of Hiawatha'?

'The Song of Hiawatha' is written in trochaic tetrameter, a rhythmic pattern that gives the poem a

distinctive musical quality.

How was 'The Song of Hiawatha' received by contemporary

audiences?

The poem was very popular upon release, praised for its vivid imagery and storytelling, and it

contributed significantly to Longfellow's fame.



What themes are explored in 'The Song of Hiawatha'?

The poem explores themes such as nature, heroism, Native American culture, spirituality, and the

interaction between humans and the natural world.

Additional Resources

1. Hiawatha’s Childhood: An Exploration of Longfellow’s Epic

This book delves into the early life of the legendary Hiawatha as portrayed in Longfellow’s poem. It

examines the cultural and mythological roots of the character, highlighting the influences of Native

American folklore. Readers gain insight into the poetic techniques Longfellow used to bring the story to

life.

2. The Song of Hiawatha: A Critical Analysis

A comprehensive study of Longfellow’s epic poem, this book explores its themes, structure, and

historical context. It discusses the reception of the poem in the 19th century and its impact on

American literature. The analysis also touches on the poem’s portrayal of Native American culture and

its controversies.

3. Longfellow and Native American Mythology

Focusing on the intersection of literature and indigenous traditions, this book investigates how

Longfellow adapted Native American legends for his poem. It provides background on the various tribal

stories that inspired The Song of Hiawatha. The author also addresses the challenges of cultural

appropriation and interpretation.

4. The Life and Works of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

A detailed biography of Longfellow that covers his literary career, personal life, and major works,

including The Song of Hiawatha. The book situates the poem within Longfellow’s broader oeuvre and

the literary movements of his time. It offers readers a well-rounded understanding of the poet’s

contributions.



5. Native American Epics: Comparing Hiawatha and Beyond

This comparative study looks at The Song of Hiawatha alongside other Native American epic

narratives. It highlights similarities and differences in storytelling techniques and cultural themes. The

book also examines how Longfellow’s work fits into the larger tradition of indigenous oral literature.

6. Illustrations of The Song of Hiawatha

A visually rich book showcasing various artistic interpretations of Longfellow’s poem over the years. It

features illustrations from different historical periods and styles, exploring how artists have visualized

the characters and scenes. The book provides context on the collaboration between literature and

visual art.

7. Poetic Devices in The Song of Hiawatha

This book offers an in-depth look at the meter, rhyme, and narrative style used by Longfellow. It

explains how the trochaic tetrameter contributes to the musicality of the poem. Readers interested in

poetic form will find detailed examples and analyses of the techniques employed.

8. Longfellow’s Hiawatha in Popular Culture

Exploring the legacy of The Song of Hiawatha, this book traces its influence in music, film, theater, and

other media. It discusses adaptations and reinterpretations that have kept the story alive in modern

times. The book also considers the poem’s role in shaping perceptions of Native American culture.

9. Myth and History in The Song of Hiawatha

This scholarly work investigates the blend of historical fact and mythological elements in Longfellow’s

poem. It analyzes the sources Longfellow drew from and how he merged them into a cohesive

narrative. The book provides insight into the poem’s place at the crossroads of storytelling and history.
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