LONGFELLOW AND T H E JEWISH C E M E T E R Y A T N E W P O R T
B y R E V . J . K . PACKARD, S . J .

Critics have consistently maintained that the "Jewish Cemetery at
Newport" is one of the more memorable of Longfellow's short lyrics.
The most recent statement is that of Hyatt H. Waggoner, who feels
that while Longfellow viewed Judaism as he did Christianity—that is,
as a once grand and beautiful but now sad and meaningless way of
life — he nevertheless managed to write a poem "notable for its restrained expression of sympathy for the sufferings of the people it concerns . . . Z'1
T h e poem itself is a familiar one and offers no real difficulty of
interpretation. Certain facts involved in the composition of the poem
are interesting, however, and one notable critic failed not only to
read the available literature on the history of the cemetery, but failed
also to read what Longfellow himself said about the cemetery in his
Journal. This critic is Newton Arvin who says in his generally excellent critical biography of Longfellow that the poem resulted from
the poet's visit in 1852, to an old burying ground of the Rhode Island
Jews, adjoining a synagogue, and which had at that time fallen into
disrepair.2 Two things here conflict with the facts. First of all, the
cemetery never adjoined the synagogue; it was, and is, located some
four or five blocks from the Touro Synagogue. Secondly, the cemetery was not, at the time of Longfellow's visit, in a ruinous state.
T h e best historical sketch of the cemetery is that of Rabbi Abraham Mendes, written in 1885. In it he notes that the cemetery had
indeed fallen into disrepair in the early part of the nineteenth century. By 1820, however, its restoration was begun by Abraham Touro
of Boston and completed, in 1842, by his brother, Benjamin Touro
of New Orleans, who commissioned Isaiah Rogers of Boston to restore the cemetery in the fashion that still exists today. Thus it would
have been the restored cemetery that Longfellow visited in 1852.3
Longfellow himself corroborates these facts. His Journal entry for
July 9, 1852, describes the cemetery as "a shady nook, with an iron
fence and a granite gateway, erected at the expense of Mr. Touro of
New Orleans." 1 This description agrees substantially with that given
by Rabbi Mendes. Longfellow's Journal entry also describes, accu1G8
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rately, a few of the graves: "low tombstones of marble, with Hebrew
inscriptions, and few words added in English or Portuguese. At the
foot of each, the letters S.A.D.G." 5 All these observations indicate
that the cemetery was, at the time of Longfellow's visit, in excellent
condition.
A sense of immediacy is created in the poem by the insertion of
the family names of 'Alvares' and 'Rivera,' but it appears that Longfellow himself was ignorant of the history of the Jews in Newport.
In the poem, for example, he speaks of these dead as former dwellers
of countless European "Judenstrasse," which implies he did not know
the historical distinction between Sephardim and Ashkenazim. Furthermore, he implies that the Newport Jews were religious emigres,
driven to America by persecution. This, according to one Jewish historian, is not exactly true. T h e early Jews of Newport were interested
primarily in economic opportunity.0
The fifth stanza is comprised of an inscription which the poet reads
on one of the tombstones (whether it was an actual inscription or a
poetic paraphrase is not certain). Part of this inscription can be read
as the orthodox sentiments of any Biblically oriented people, but another part intrigues a student of religious acculturation in America.
"Death" not only "is rest and peace," the inscription reads, it also
"giveth Life that nevermore shall cease." The inscriptions as they
actually exist today are frequently difficult to decipher, but according
to Mendes there were many such sentiments inscribed on the tombstones as he deciphered them in 1885. Thus we read of Rachel Lopez
(d. Aug. 26, 1789), that she "exchanged the imperfect and evanescent
enjoyments of this vale of tears for a Life of Certain and Immortal
bliss." Similar sentiments of immortality and the hope of bodily resurrection are: "May her blessed soul enjoy eternal happiness"; "liberated
for Paradise." 7
T o the religious historian such sentiments have a decided Christian
ring to them, and one wonders whether the Jewish community in
Newport, Sephardim and marranos, many of them, by descent, and
settled more or less amicably in a traditionally Protestant New England town, unconsciously imbibed some Christian phraseology, if not
strictly theological concepts, about immortality and the resurrection
of the body. The question requires more expert exegesis than is here
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permitted, but on the basis of available writings on the subject I think
the answer must be in the negative. Phrases like "vale of tears," "liberated for Paradise," may sound Christian, but they are not for that
fact non-Jewish. According to Yehezkee Kaufman the "Biblical religion/ of Israel/ knows nothing of a judgment of souls in an afterlife . . . The realm of the dead in Israelite religion is godless." At
the same time, Kaufman states, "Later Judaism did, in fact, reintroduce God in the idea of a judgment in the afterlife." 8
Similarly, Mordecai Kaplan writes that belief in bodily resurrection
is non-Jewish in origin, but it became "accepted by the Jews to meet
a spiritual expectation which had arisen during the period of the Second Commonwealth." 9 Finally, the Jewish Encyclopedia records that
belief in bodily resurrection was present in both Sephardic and Ashkenazic liturgies well into the nineteenth century, but was constantly
a source of confusion. T h e article further states that "American Reform prayer books changed the formula from belief in resurrection
to the hope of immortality of the soul."10
All these comments tend to discourage any attempt to interpret the
inscriptions as clear evidence that the Jews in Newport had, in any
significant way, become imbued with Christian sentiments about immortality or the resurrection of the body. Rabbi Mendes was himself apparently unaware of the possibility of any such readings, for
he concludes of the inscriptions that they are merely "indications of
a faith which recognizes this world as a place of temporary abode to
be succeeded by a reunion in another and higher sphere."11
All critics of Longfellow also agree that this poem is free from any
taint of anti-Semitism; that, on the contrary, the poem is wholly sympathetic to the sufferings of the Jewish people in history. Edward
Wagenknech thought this an important enough virtue in the New
England of Longfellow's time to pursue it further, asking whether
Longfellow himself, not just the poem, was free from prejudice. Occasionally there appear in his writings the stereotyped image of the Jew.
In "Hiawatha," for example, he refers to the Jews as "the tribe accursed," and in the Tales of the Wayside Inn, he depicts a Spanish
Jew who is learned, romantic, exotic, but slightly luxurious.
Privately, also, Longfellow once described a painting he had seen
in Mainz as portraying "a collection of disgusting, fat Jewish faces."
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His criticism was directed at the imagination of the artist, however,
not at the Jews themselves. On the more positive side, it is recorded
that on another tour of Europe, Longfellow, alone of his entourage,
stoutly defended a Jewish admirer of his friend, Clara Crowninsliield.
T h e most one can conclude from all this, Wagenknecht feels, is that
Longfellow occasionally slipped into that literary anti-Semitism that
was for so long a staple in Western literature. 12 Longfellow, himself,
despite the rather intense nativism of the New England of his time,
was singularly sympathetic to religious beliefs and communities other
than his own. One has only to compare "The Jewish Cemetery at Newport" with Cotton Mather's acid remark about the same community—
"the common receptacle of the convicts of Jerusalem and the outcasts
of the land"—to see how remarkably free Longfellow was from the
more unlovely aspects of the New England heritage.
While Longfellow's poem, therefore, is sympathetic to both the sufferings of the Jews and to the general tenets of this belief, still it concludes on a note critical of Judaism as a meaningful religion. Judaism,
he says, is but another of "the great traditions of the Past . . . ." The
"patriarchs and . . . prophets" who in their time "rose sublime," have
joined, as the dead do here, " T h e long, mysterious Exodus of Death."
Here, in the cemetery, he reads " T h e mystic volume of the world" the
Jews themselves once read, "Spelling it backward, like a Hebrew
book. . . ." Such grandeur, however, cannot be restored:
But ah! what once has been shall be no more!
T h e groaning earth in travail and in pain
Brings forth its races, but does not restore,
And the dead nations never rise again.
Such an attitude, Waggoner remarks, "might offend the feelings
of a Jew for whom Judaism is a living religion with meaning for the
future. 13 It should be noted, however, that Longfellow is not critical
of Judaism itself, no more than his "In the Cemetery of Cambridge"
is critical of Protestantism itself or that his "Bells of San Bias" is critical of Catholicism, though both appear to be so. Longfellow was infected, we know, with an incurable melancholy and genteel scepticism
which tempted him to find certainty only in the fact of death. In
the history of religion, culture, of life itself, he saw only the image of
men walking backward to the grave. In Judaism and in the past
splendors of the Jewish people Longfellow saw, as he did for all men,
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only " T h e long-lost ventures of the heart, / That send no answers
back again." But despite its melancholy, its slight note of despair,
Longfellow managed to immortalize in this short poem a tiny corner
of Newport.

T H E JEWISH CEMETERY AT NEWPORT
How strange it seems! These Hebrews in their graves,
Close by the street of this fair seaport town,
Silent beside the never-silent waves,
At rest in all this moving up and down!
The trees are white with dust, that o'er their sleep
Wave their broad curtains in the southwind's breath,
While underneath these leafy tents they keep
The long, mysterious Exodus of Death.
And these sepulchral stones, so old and brown,
That pave with level flags their burial-place,
Seem like the tablets of the Law, thrown down
And broken by Moses at the mountain's base.
The very names recorded here are strange,
Of foreign accent, and of different climes;
Alvares and Rivera interchange
With Abraham and Jacob of old times.
'Blessed by God, for He created Death!'
T h e mourners said, 'and Death is rest and peace';
Then added, in the certainty of faith,
'And giveth Life that nevermore shall cease.'
Closed are the portals of their Synagogue,
No Psalms of David now the silence break,
No Rabbi reads the ancient Decalogue
In the grand dialect the Prophets spake.
Gone are the living, but the dead remain,
And not neglected; for a hand unseen,
Scattering its bounty, like a summer rain,
Still keeps their graves and their remembrance green.
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they here? "What burst of Christian hate,
persecution, merciless and blind,
the sea—that desert desolate—
Ishmaels and Hagars of mankind?

They lived in narrow streets and lanes obscure,
Ghetto and Judenstrass, in mirk and mire;
Taught in the school of patience to endure
T h e life of anguish and the death of fire.
All their lives long, with the unleavened bread
And bitter herbs of exile and its fears,
The wasting famine of the heart they fed,
And slaked its thirst with marah of their tears.
Anathema marantha! was the cry
That rang from town to town, from street to street:
At every gate the accursed Mordecai
Was mocked and jeered, and spurned by Christian feet.
Pride and humiliation hand in hand
Walked with them through the world where'er they went;
Trampled and beaten were they as the sand,
And yet unshaken as the continent.
For in the background figures vague and vast
Of patriarchs and of prophets rose sublime,
And all the great traditions of the Past
They saw reflected in the coming time.
And thus forever with reverted look
T h e mystic volume of the world they read,
Spelling it backward, like a Hebrew book,
Till life became a Legend of the Dead.
But ah! what once has been shall be no more!
T h e groaning earth in travail and in pain
Brings forth its races, but does not restore,
And the dead nations never rise again.
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In submitting this paper for publication, Father Packard made the
following comments:
Here, at last, is an apple of sorts from the vineyard of research.
I spent some time, especially in Newport, checking available
records, etc.
As to the article, it is certainly not earth-shattering, but I hope
it is not without some small merit. As I re-reacl it, it seems
rather hesitant—the unconscious result of an unequipped goy
venturing into unknown waters.
T h e acculturation problem I raise in the essay was actually
not my own insight. I discussed the inscriptions with some
Jewish friends of mine in Fall River and they exclaimed: "This
is Christian, not Jewish." This forced me to do some extra
reading in Jewish theology, the results of which are recorded
in the essay.
Sincerely yours,
J . KEVIN

PACKARD

