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CrossingtheBar

ALFRED,LORDTENNYSON

Sunsetandeveningstar,

Andoneclearcallforme!

Andmaytherebenomoaningofthebar,

WhenIputouttosea,

Butsuchatideasmovingseemsasleep,

Toofullforsoundandfoam,

Whenthatwhichdrewfrom outtheboundlessdeep

Turnsagainhome.

Twilightandeveningbell,

Andafterthatthedark!

Andmaytherebenosadnessoffarewell,

WhenIembark;



Fortho'from outourbourneofTimeandPlace

Thefloodmaybearmefar,

IhopetoseemyPilotfacetoface

WhenIhavecrostthebar.

ABOUTTHEPOET:

AlfredLordTennyson

(1809–1892)

BornonAugust6,1809,inSomersby,Lincolnshire,England,AlfredLordTennysonisoneofthe

mostwell-lovedVictorianpoets.Tennyson,thefourthoftwelvechildren,showedanearlytalent

forwriting.Attheageoftwelvehewrotea6,000-lineepicpoem.Hisfather,theReverend

GeorgeTennyson,tutoredhissonsinclassicalandmodernlanguages.Inthe1820s,however,

Tennyson'sfatherbegantosufferfrequentmentalbreakdownsthatwereexacerbatedby

alcoholism.OneofTennyson'sbrothershadviolentquarrelswithhisfather,asecondwaslater

confinedtoaninsaneasylum,andanotherbecameanopium addict.

Tennysonescapedhomein1827toattendTrinityCollege,Cambridge.Inthatsameyear,heand

hisbrotherCharlespublishedPoemsbyTwoBrothers.Althoughthepoemsinthebookwere

mostlyjuvenilia,theyattractedtheattentionofthe"Apostles,"anundergraduateliteraryclubled

byArthurHallam.The"Apostles"providedTennyson,whowastremendouslyshy,withmuch

neededfriendshipandconfidenceasapoet.Hallam andTennysonbecamethebestoffriends;

theytouredEuropetogetherin1830andagainin1832.Hallam'ssuddendeathin1833greatly

affectedtheyoungpoet.ThelongelegyInMemoriam andmanyofTennyson'sotherpoemsare

tributestoHallam.

In1830,TennysonpublishedPoems,ChieflyLyricalandin1832hepublishedasecondvolume

entitledsimplyPoems.Somereviewerscondemnedthesebooksas"affected"and"obscure."

Tennyson,stungbythereviews,wouldnotpublishanotherbookfornineyears.In1836,he

becameengagedtoEmilySellwood.Whenhelosthisinheritanceonabadinvestmentin1840,

Sellwood'sfamilycalledofftheengagement.In1842,however,Tennyson'sPoemsintwo

volumeswasatremendouscriticalandpopularsuccess.In1850,withthepublicationofIn

Memoriam,TennysonbecameoneofBritain'smostpopularpoets.HewasselectedPoet

LaureateinsuccessiontoWordsworth.Inthatsameyear,hemarriedEmilySellwood.Theyhad

twosons,Hallam andLionel.



Attheageof41,TennysonhadestablishedhimselfasthemostpopularpoetoftheVictorian

era.Themoneyfrom hispoetry(attimesexceeding10,000poundsperyear)allowedhim to

purchaseahouseinthecountryandtowriteinrelativeseclusion.Hisappearance—alargeand

beardedman,heregularlyworeacloakandabroadbrimmedhat—enhancedhisnotoriety.He

readhispoetrywithaboomingvoice,oftencomparedtothatofDylanThomas.In1859,

TennysonpublishedthefirstpoemsofIdyllsoftheKings,whichsoldmorethan10,000copies

inonemonth.In1884,heacceptedapeerage,becomingAlfredLordTennyson.Tennysondied

onOctober6,1892,andwasburiedinWestminsterAbbey.

ABOUTTHEPOEM :

'CrossingtheBar',anelegywrittenbytheBritishpoetAlfred,LordTennyson,isapoem focusing

onthetransienceoflifeandthefinalityofdeath.Thepoem waswrittenin1889whenthepoet

wasvisitingtheIsleofWightandpublishedinavolumeDemeterandOtherPoems(1889).He

waseightyyearsoldatthetimeandwasdownwithasevereillness,from whichheeventually

recovered.Theillness,however,madethepoetponderonDeathashehimselfwasveryoldand

nearinghistime.Heusesthemetaphorofcrossingasandbartorepresentdeathinthispoem.

Thepoem consistsoffourstanzas,andeachofthem arequatrains.Thepoetusestheclassical

rhymeschemeofabab.

EXPLAINATION:

Firststanza:

“Sunsetandeveningstar,

Andoneclearcallforme!"

Thepoem beginswiththespeakerdescribingtheatmosphere.Hesaysitissunsetandthe

eveningstarcanbeseeninthesky.Someoneiscallingthespeaker.Itisaclear,unmistakable

call.Itisthecallofdeath.Thespeakerbelievesthathisdeathisclose.Itisinterestingtonote

heretheimagerythepoetpresentsbeforeusatthestartofthepoem.‘Sunset’and‘Evening

star’representtheendoftheday.Justasthedayisabouttoend,thespeakersaysthathislife

isdrawingtoanendaswell.



"Andmaytherebenomoaningofthebar,

WhenIputouttosea,"

Herethepoetuseshisfamousmetaphorof‘Crossingthebar’,describingdeathasanactof

passingbeyondlife.Theword‘bar’heremeansasandbar.Asandbarisageographicalstructure

whichformsaroundthemouthofariver,orextendsfrom a‘Spit’byslowdepositionof

sedimentscarriedbythecurrentovermillionsofyears.Thestructureformsakindofbarrier

betweenthewaterinside(theriverwater)andoutsideit(theopensea).Thepoetusesthis

sandbarasasymbolofdeath,withthewaterinsiderepresentinghislife,andthewaterbeyond

representingtheafterlife.Hewantsto‘putouttosea’withoutthe‘moaningofthebar’.Thepoet

wisheshisdeathtobewithoutpainandwithoutmourning.

Secondstanza:

"Butsuchatideasmovingseemsasleep,

Toofullforsoundandfoam,"

Throughthepoem,thepoetAlfred,LordTennysoncompareshisimpendingdeathtocrossinga

bar.Inthestanza,thespeakerofthepoem talksabouttheinevitabilityofdeath.Thepoetwishes

thatwhenhe‘put(s)outtosea’,thatiswhenhedies,letitbelikearidewhichseemsasleepasit

moves.Thespeakerwantshisdeathtobesmooth.Likeacalm seawave,whichis‘toofullfor

soundandfoam’thespeakerhopesthathisdeathwillbesilent,smoothandquick,makingno

fuss.

"Whenthatwhichdrewfrom outtheboundlessdeep

Turnsagainhome."

Inthesubsequentlines,thepoetusestheexampleoftheriverandtheseatoexpressthekind

ofdeathhewishesforhimself.Thewaterfrom theseaevaporatesandturnsintoclouds;these

cloudsbringrain,enteringthatwaterintotheriver,andtheseriverstooflow,carryingtheirwater

andeventuallypouringitintothesea.They,thuscompleteacycle,andthewaterreturnsfrom

whereitcame.Justso,thespeaker,consideringhimselflikethewater,saysthatheisreturning

wherehecamefrom.‘Theboundlessdeep’hereapparentlystandsforthesea,andinan

allegoricalsensetotheplacethepoetbelieveshewillgotoafterhisdeath.Here,weshould

noticethatthisstanzaisastrictcontinuationoftheideaintroducedinthefirststanza.Thelast

linesofthefirststanzatogetherwiththisonemakesupthemeaningoftheverse.



ThirdStanza:

"Twilightandeveningbell,

Andafterthatthedark!"

Inthethirdstanza,thepoetagainresortstodescribingtheatmospheretoconveyhisinner

feelings.Itwassunsetwhenthespeakerstartedthepoem,butnowitistwilight.Thesunhas

alreadygonedownthehorizonandduskissettling.Thespeakercanheartheeveningbell

tolling.Itistheindicationthatnightisapproaching.Thenafterawhileitgetsdark.Itisnight.

Thepoethereusestwilighttoshowusthestateofhislife.Justasthedayhasended,hislife

tooisabouttoend.Heretwilightstandsforsadness,darknessandgriefportraythespeaker’s

miserablestatebeforehisdeath.

"Andmaytherebenosadnessoffarewell,

WhenIembark;"

Thespeakerexpresseshishopethattherewillbeno‘sadnessoffarewell’uponhisdeath.The

‘sadnessoffarewell’isambiguousandcanmeanboththespeaker’sownsadnessashe

departsfrom life,orthesadnessofthepeoplewhom heleavesbehindandwhoaresaying

farewelltohim.However,wethink,theformerismorerelevant.Again,LordTennysonwrites

‘WhenIembark’toconveytheideaofthespeaker’sdeath.Thus,itisevidentfrom theword

’embark’thatdeathisnotseenasafinaldestinationbythepoet,butratherasanewbeginning.

Fourthstanza:

"Fortho’from outourbourneofTimeandPlace

Thefloodmaybearmefar,"

Inthepreviousstanzaofthepoem,weseethespeaker’spositiveattitudetowardsdeath.Itis

seentobeexemplifiedinthisfinalstanzaofthepoem.Weunderstandthatthespeakerhas

acceptedhisreality–inevitabilityofdeath.Heappearstohavemadehispeacewiththeideaof

hisfastapproachingdeath.Hesaysthathewillbebeyondtheboundariesoftimeandplaceand

thefloodofdeathwillcarryhim faraway.Thisisgoingbeyondthereachofthisworld.The

speakersuggeststhatthereisaplacebeyondourtimeandspacewherehehopestogoafter

hisdeath.Weare,thus,acquaintedwiththepoet’sbeliefinafterlife.



"IhopetoseemyPilotfacetoface

WhenIhavecrostthebar."

Thesefinallinesofthepoem areshroudedinallusionsandhiddenmeanings.Firstly,wearetold

thatthespeakerhopestoseehispilotfacetofacewhenhewillhavecrossedthebar.Here,the

wordpilotisadirectreferencetoGod.LordTennysonhadpeculiarviewsonreligion.Onone

hand,hedisapprovedofChristianity,whileontheother,weseewideuseofreligiousthingsand

ideasinhisworks.SinceGodisconsideredtodrivetheworldandalllivingthings,weseethe

pilotreferenceofthedivineworldinthepoem.Also,theuseoftheword‘crost’isinteresting.

Whileitmightsimplybeawordtosuggest‘Crossing’thebar,itisspeculatedthatitmightbea

referencetoChrist,ascrostissimilarinsoundtobothChristandCross.Ifso,thenwefind

anotherallusionfrom thepoettoregionandafterlife.

Thepoem thusendsonapositivenotewiththepoetbothacceptingthefinalityofdeathand

hopingtomeetGodintheafterlife.
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