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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF
TENNYSON'S FINAL
POEM

Few  poems  in  the
Eng l i sh  language
a c h i e v e  t h e  r a r e
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
profound  personal
reflection and universal
resonance  that  marks
L o r d  A l f r e d
Tennyson  Crossing
The  Bar.  Written  in
1889, just three years
before  his  death,  this
short  but  mighty  lyric

has become one of the
most  be loved  and
frequently  quoted
poems  about  death
and  the  a f te r l i fe .
Tennyson,  who served
as Poet Laureate of the
United Kingdom during
m u c h  o f  Q u e e n
Victoria's  reign,  was
already  a  towering
literary  figure  when  he
composed  "Crossing
the Bar." Yet the poem
f e e l s  i n t i m a t e ,
unadorned, and deeply
moving—as if the poet
were speaking directly
to  his  readers  across
the  centuries.  In  this
article, we will explore
the  context,  meaning,
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literary  artistry,  and
lasting influence of this
remarkable  work.  We
will  also examine why
L o r d  A l f r e d
Tennyson  Crossing
The Bar  continues  to
speak to readers facing
their  own  final
passages, and how its
gentle  metaphors  of
the  sea  offer  comfort
rather  than  fear.

The
Historical
and
Personal
Context
Alfred Tennyson lived a
long  and  productive
life,  but by the 1880s
h i s  h e a l t h  w a s
declining.  He  was  80
years  o ld  when  he
wrote  "Crossing  the

B a r , "  a n d  h e  h a d
already  experienced
profound  losses—the
sudden  death  of  his
close  friend  Arthur
Henry Hallam in 1833,
which  inspired  his
m a s t e r p i e c e  " I n
Memoriam A.H.H.," and
the  passing  of  many
other  loved  ones .
Tennyson  was  known
t o  b e  d e e p l y
contemplative  about
morta l i ty ,  and  his
Christian faith mingled
with a stoic acceptance
of nature's cycles. The
poem  was  composed
during a crossing of the
So lent ,  the  s t ra i t
between  the  Isle  of
Wight and the English
m a i n l a n d ,  w h e r e
Tennyson  lived  at  his
home, Farringford. The
actual  bar—a  sandbar
or submerged ridge at
t h e  m o u t h  o f  a
harbor—became  the
central  metaphor  for
the boundary between
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l i f e  a n d  d e a t h .
Remarkably,  Tennyson
instructed his son that
"Crossing  the  Bar"
should  always  appear
as  the  final  poem  in
any  collection  of  his
works.  This  explicit
wish  underscores  how
m u c h  t h e  p o e t
considered  this  poem
h i s  s p i r i t u a l  a n d
literary  testament.
L o r d  A l f r e d
Tennyson  Crossing
The  Bar  thus  stands
a s  a  d e l i b e r a t e
farewell,  a  conscious
laying  down  of  the
poet's  voice.

Structural
and
Rhythmic
Analysis

of the
Poem
The  poem  consists  of
four  quatrains,  each
fol lowing  an  ABAB
rhyme  scheme,  with
lines of varying length
t h a t  s u g g e s t  t h e
movement  of  waves.
T e n n y s o n  w a s  a
master of prosody, and
here  he  uses  a  slow,
stately  rhythm  that
mimics  the  ebb  and
flow  of  the  sea.  The
first  stanza  introduces
the  setting:  "Sunset
and evening star, / And
one clear call for me!"
The  "c lear  ca l l "  i s
ambiguous—it could be
the call of a boatman,
the call of God, or the
inevitable summons of
d e a t h  i t s e l f .  T h e
speaker asks that there
be "no moaning of the
bar" when he puts out
to sea. This is a crucial
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phrase:  "moaning"
refers  to  the  sound
m a d e  b y  w a v e s
b r e a k i n g  o v e r  a
sandbar, often before a
s t o r m .  T e n n y s o n
d e s i r e s  a  c a l m ,
peaceful departure, not
a turbulent or sorrowful
one.
The  second  stanza
deepens the metaphor:
"But  such  a  t ide  as
moving seems asleep, /
Too full for sound and
foam."  This  is  a  tide
that  is  so  deep  and
powerful  it  makes  no
noise—a perfect image
for  a  quiet,  dignified
death.  The  prayer  is
that  an  "unbounded"
ocean might "rise" and
take the speaker from
"the  boundless  deep"
into  "the  boundless
deep."  This  paradox
suggests that death is
not  an  ending  but  a
return  to  an  infinite
source .  The  th i rd
stanza  introduces

another  plea:  Twilight
and evening bell, / And
after  that  the  dark!"
Tennyson  does  not
flinch  from  the
d a r k n e s s ,  b u t  h e
immediately  counters
it with hope: "And may
there be no sadness of
farewel l ,  /  When  I
embark."  He does not
want his loved ones to
mourn excessively. The
final stanza is the most
famous:  "For  though
from out our bourne of
Time and Place  /  The
flood may bear me far,
/ I hope to see my Pilot
face to face /  When I
have crossed the bar."
The  "Pilot"  is  clearly
God ,  the  one  who
guides the ship safely
home.  The  en t i r e
poem,  therefore,  is  a
statement  of  faith:
d e a t h  i s  n o t  a
s h i p w r e c k  b u t  a
homecoming.
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Key
Themes
and
Symbolic
Meanings

The Sea as
Metaphor for
Death: The "bar"
is the boundary
between the safe
harbor of life and
the open ocean
of eternity.
Crossing it
requires leaving
behind
everything
familiar.
Tennyson
transforms a
potentially
frightening
image into one of
serene trust.
Sunset and

Evening: These
symbols of the
end of life are
depicted as
beautiful and
peaceful, not
dreary. The
"evening star"
(Venus) has long
been associated
with hope and
the afterlife.
The Tide and
the Flood: The
"tide" represents
the natural,
inevitable force
of death. It is not
violent but "too
full for sound and
foam." This
suggests that a
full, well-lived life
leads to a quiet
departure.
The Pilot: The
most personal
symbol.
Tennyson's own
faith was
somewhat
unorthodox—he
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questioned
traditional
doctrines but
believed in a
personal God.
The Pilot is the
ultimate guide,
the one who has
known the
speaker from the
beginning.
Absence of
Mourning: The
repeated request
for "no
moaning," "no
sadness," and
"no weeping"
reflects
Tennyson's
desire for a
dignified,
unselfish
farewell. It also
reflects his belief
that death is a
natural part of
creation, not a
tragedy.

These  symbols  work
together  to  create  a
poem  that  i s  both

deeply  personal  and
universally  accessible.
L o r d  A l f r e d
Tennyson  Crossing
The Bar has been read
at  countless  funerals,
often chosen precisely
because  it  does  not
dwell  on  grief  but  on
hope and continuity.

Literary
Devices
and
Craftsma
nship
Tennyson  employs
several literary devices
w i t h  m a s t e r f u l
restraint.  The  most
o b v i o u s  i s  t h e
extended metaphor  of
the sea voyage, which
structures  the  entire
poem.  Each  quatrain
advances  the  journey:
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the departure from the
harbor, the silent tide,
the  evening  bell,  and
finally  the  sight  of  the
Pilot. The alliteration is
subtle  but  effective:
"Sunset  and  evening
star," "moaning of the
ba r , "  "bound less
d e e p . "  T h e
enjambment  in  lines
like "And may there be
no sadness of farewell,
/  When  I  embark "
creates a natural pause
that mimics the taking
of a breath—a moment
of hesitation before the
final step.
The poem's tone is its
greatest  achievement.
It  is  calm,  prayerful,
and  resigned,  yet  full
of  confidence.  There  is
no panic, no pleading,
no anger. The speaker
accepts  his  fate  and
even welcomes it. This
tone  is  reinforced  by
the  gent le  iambic
m e t e r s  a n d  t h e
repetition  of  the word

"and"—as in "and one
clear call for me," "and
after  that  the  dark,"
"and may there be no
s a d n e s s . "  T h i s
coordination creates  a
sense of  enumeration,
as  if  the  speaker  is
ticking off the stages of
a  well-known  ritual.
The poem asks nothing
except to be released.
I t  i s ,  in  the  t ruest
s e n s e ,  a  l y r i c  o f
acceptance.

Reception
and
Influence
Over
Time
Immediately  upon  its
publication  in  1889 in
the collection Demeter
and  Other  Poems ,
"Crossing the Bar" was
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r e c o g n i z e d  a s  a
masterpiece.  Critics
praised  its  simplicity
and  depth.  Queen
Victoria  herself,  who
had  known  Tennyson
since 1850,  expressed
profound  admiration.
The  poem  qu ick ly
entered  the  canon  of
English  literature  and
became  a  staple  of
anthologies,  school
curricula,  and  funeral
services.  Its  influence
e x t e n d s  b e y o n d
literature:  musicians
have  set  it  to  music,
including  the  famous
Engl ish  composer
C h a r l e s  V i l l i e r s
Stanford.  The  poem's
imagery  has  inspired
p a i n t e r s  a n d
filmmakers.  Even  in
the  21st  century ,
references to "crossing
the  bar"  appear  in
popular  culture—from
T V  s h o w s  t o
novels—proving  the
enduring  power  of

Tennyson's metaphor.
One of the reasons for
this  lasting  appeal  is
tha t  Lord  A l f red
Tennyson  Crossing
The  Bar  addresses  a
u n i v e r s a l  h u m a n
experience—the fear of
death—in  a  way  that
diminishes that fear. It
does not  pretend that
death  is  easy,  but  it
offers a vision of it as a
natural, even beautiful,
process.  In  an  age
when  many  people
struggle  with  anxiety
a b o u t  m o r t a l i t y ,
T e n n y s o n ' s  c a l m
assurance  remains
compelling.  The  poem
also resonates because
i t  i s  unashamedly
spiritual  without  being
dogmatic. It  speaks of
a "Pilot" and a "face to
face" encounter, but it
doesn't  specify  the
details.  This ambiguity
allows readers of many
faiths  (or  none)  to  find
their  own  meaning  in
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the journey.

Comparat
ive
Analysis
with
Other
Tennyson
Works
To  fully  appreciate
"Crossing  the  Bar,"  it
helps  to  compare  it
with  Tennyson's  other
poems about death. "In
Memoriam  A.H.H.,"
w r i t t e n  d e c a d e s
ear l ie r ,  i s  a  long ,
anguished  meditation
on  grief,  doubt,  and
faith.  It  wrestles  with
the  possibility  that
death is the end, and it
takes  the  poet  many

stanzas to  arrive at  a
fragile hope. "Crossing
the Bar," by contrast, is
serene  and  assured.
There is  no doubt,  no
ques t i on ing .  The
speaker has made his
peace.  The  difference
reflects  Tennyson's
own  spiritual  journey:
the  younger  poe t
struggled  with  faith
after his friend's death;
the  older  poet  had
found  resolution.
Similarly,  Tennyson's
poem  "Break,  Break,
Break,"  written shortly
after Hallam's death, is
filled  with  longing  and
inexpressible  sorrow.
The  waves  break  on
the shore, and the poet
cannot voice his grief.
In  "Crossing  the  Bar,"
the  waves  are  silent,
and the poet can speak
clearly.  The  contrast
i l l u s t r a t e s  h o w
Tennyson's  view  of
death  evolved  from
tragedy to acceptance.



10

10 Lord Alfred Tennyson Crossing The
Bar

2023-06-17

Yet both poems share
a  deep  connection  to
the sea as a symbol of
the  uncontrol lable
forces  of  nature  and
fate.  Lord  Alfred
Tennyson  Crossing
T h e  B a r  t h u s
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
c u l m i n a t i o n  o f  a
lifetime  of  thinking
about  mortality.

Practical
Applicatio
ns: Using
the Poem
Today
For  modern  readers,
"Crossing  the  Bar"
offers  several  practical
uses.  It  remains  an
excellent  choice  for
eulogies,  memorial
services,  and  hospice
settings  because  it

p rov ides  comfor t
without sentimentality.
Its  brevity  (only  16
lines) makes it easy to
memorize  and  recite.
Teachers  often  use  it
a s  a n  e x a m p l e  o f
metaphor  and tone in
poet ry .  For  those
writing  about  end-of-
life issues, the poem's
language  provides  a
r ich  vocabulary  of
imagery. It also serves
as  a  meditation  tool:
reading  it  slowly  can
help  calm  the  mind
a n d  r e f r a m e  t h e
concept of death as a
transition rather than a
termination.
Moreover,  the  poem
can  be  paired  with
other works to explore
the theme of the "good
death"  (euthanasia,  in
the  or iginal  Greek
sense).  Scholars  in
medical  humanities
often  cite  Tennyson's
p o e m  a l o n g s i d e
wr i t ings  by  Dy lan
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Thomas  ("Do  not  go
gentle  into  that  good
night") and John Donne
("Death be not proud")
to  compare  different
a t t i t u d e s .  W h i l e
T h o m a s  u r g e s
resistance,  Tennyson
advocates  acceptance.
Both  perspectives  are
valid, and the contrast
e n r i c h e s  o u r
understanding  of  how
people  approach  the
end  of  life.

Conclusio
n: A
Timeless
Farewell
L o r d  A l f r e d
Tennyson  Crossing
The Bar is more than
a famous poem—it is a
cultural touchstone for
how  we  speak  about
death  with  grace  and

hope.  Its  simple  yet
profound  metaphor  of
a  sea  voyage  has
touched generations of
readers, offering solace
in  the  f ace  o f  t he
unknown.  Tennyson's
mastery  l ies  in  his
ab i l i ty  to  d is t i l l  a
lifetime of emotion into
a  few  lines  that  feel
both  personal  and
universal.  As  we  read
these  words,  we  hear
not just the voice of a
Victorian poet  but  the
voice  of  humanity
itself,  speaking  of  the
one  journey  we  al l
must  take.  The  poem
a s k s  o n l y  f o r  a
peaceful  crossing,  and
in return it gives us a
vision of a Pilot waiting
on the other side. It is
a gift that continues to
offer  light  in  the
darkest  hour.
Whether you encounter
it  at  a  funeral,  in  a
classroom, or in a quiet
moment  of  personal
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reflection,  the  poem
remains  a  powerful
reminder  that  endings
can  be  beautiful.  And
so we return to those
opening lines—"Sunset
and evening star, / And
one  c lea r  ca l l  f o r

m e ! " — a n d  w e
understand  that  the
call  is  both an ending
and  a  beginning.  In
c ross ing  the  ba r ,
Tennyson  found  his
final  masterpiece.


