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Period 1

“The Tide Rises, The Tide Falls” Poetry Explication


“The Tide Rises, The Tide Falls” is a third-person narrative poem written by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in 1880. It is written in iambic tetrameter and has three stanzas of five lines each, and it has a rhyme scheme of aabba aacca aadda. The poem uses the story of a traveler on a beach to contrast the immortality of nature with the transience of human life.

The poem juxtaposes human life against nature, using the ocean to symbolize the timelessness of nature and the traveler as a common person. The three stanzas each portray a different time of day. The first stanza depicts twilight, which represents the time shortly before death; in this setting the traveler “hastens toward town,” which means that he is hurrying to his death. The second stanza occurs when night has fallen. Night symbolizes death, and thus the traveler has died. The morning is the time after his death, when nature has moved on. These three stanzas exude the permanence of nature while still depicting the end of the traveler’s life. The tone of the poem is peaceful and accepting of death. This is shown by the various calm natural images throughout the poem. The tolerance of death supports the theme by showing that even though death is a natural occurrence, we should not fear it. Longfellow chooses to use standard but descriptive language to convey his meaning. The evocative imagery tells the story through symbols rather than telling it outright.

Symbols, repeated words and lines, and imagery are used extensively throughout the poem. Together with the symbols already mentioned, the horses of the third stanza are a symbol that supports the theme. They represent nature, and the fact that they are in their place and going on with daily life in the morning (after the traveler’s death) shows that nature and time move on after death. The “little waves” in line 8 are personified when their “soft white hands” wash away the footprints. Here the waves represent time and the footprints represent human life – namely, the traveler’s life. This again draws attention to the theme by mentioning that all things pass with time. The line “And the tide rises, the tide falls” is repeated at the end of every stanza. This contributes to the sentiment that time is consistent, as the ocean, symbolic of time, returns at every stanza. In addition, the format of the line, divided into two parts with a comma, gives the image of the tide washing in and out. The word “calls” appears at the end of the second line of every stanza, and it is always associated with natural imagery. This is suggestive of the call of time, and eventually death, which cannot be ignored. Longfellow appeals to our eyes and ears in these verses. This imagery enables the speaker to convey an ambience and describe situations rather than state his message outright. Descriptions of the ocean and darkness are consistently peaceful, such as in line 6: “Darkness settles on roofs and walls.” Nothing is sudden, because the softness of the imagery supports the assertion that nature is eternal.

In this poem, Longfellow uses sound devices mainly to emphasize certain ideas and to enhance imagery. For example, the alliteration of the ‘k ’sound in “curlew calls” in line 2 is meant to suggest the crooning of a bird. In the same way, the alliteration of ‘s’ in “sea sands” in line 3 and ‘w’ in “waves, with their soft, white hands”  in line 8 accentuates the smooth sounds of the ocean. The faster ‘t’ sound consonance in lines 4 (“traveler hastens toward the town”) and 14 (“returns the traveler to”) hint at the quickness of the traveler’s death compared to the perpetuity of nature. In lines 16 and 17, where the “steeds in their stalls/stamp and neigh as the hostler calls,” the alliteration of ‘st’ illustrates the sharp sounds of horses, and the assonance of the ‘o’ sound implies the open-mouthed yell of a hostler. Enjambment occurs between the third and fourth lines of the first and third stanzas, and it is used to quicken the pace of the poem when the lines refer to the traveler. The AABBA AACCA AADDA rhyme scheme helps to organize the poem; the first couplet in every stanza concern nature and provide a setting for the action of the last couplet, which refers to the deeds of the traveler. Many of the lines in the first and last stanza are separated into two parts by commas, and this is done to imitate the waves of the ocean moving in and out along the sand. 
