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A Psalm of Life (1838)

Tell me not, in mournful numbers,
Life is but an empty dream!

For the soul is dead that slumbers,
And things are not what they seem.

Life is real! Life is earnest!
And the grave is not its goal,

Dust thou art, to dust returnest,
Was not spoken of the soul.

Not enjoyment, and not sorrow,
Is our destined end or way;

But to act, that each to-morrow
Find us farther than today.

Artis long, and Time is fleeting,
And our hearts, though stout and brave,
Still, like muffled drums, are beating
Funeral marches to the grave.

In the world’s broad field of battle,
In the bivouac of Life,

Be not like dumb, driven cattle!
Be a hero in the strife!

Trust no Future, how’er pleasant!
Let the dead Past bury its dead!

Act,--act in the living Present!
Heart within, and God o’erhead!



Lives of great men all remind us
We can make our lives sublime,

And, departing, leave behind us
Footprints on the sands of time;

Footprints, that perhaps another,
Sailing o’er life’s solemn main,

A forlorn and shipwrecked brother,
Seeing, shall take heart again.

Let us, then, be up and doing,
With a heart for any fate;

Still achieving, still pursuing,
Learn to labor and to wait.

ANALYSIS

This poem seems to give a great deal of good advice. It tells the reader not to waste his time but to be up
and doing; not to be discouraged by failures but to have a heart for any fate; not to judge life by temporary
standards but to look to eternal reward. There are probably few people who would quarrel with the moral
value of these statements.

But granting that the advice is good advice, we can still ask whether or not the poem is a good poem. If
the advice is what the poem has to offer us, then we can ask why a short prose statement of this good
advice is not as good as, or even better than, the poem itself. But even the people who say they like the
poem because of its “message” will usually prefer the poem to plain prose statement. If such people would
prefer the poem to a plain prose summary, they would probably also prefer it to certain other versions of
the poetic statement. For instance, let us alter one of the stanzas of the poem, taking care in the alteration,
however, to preserve the idea. An alteration of the seventh stanza might run

Lives of all sorts of great men remind us

That we ourselves can make our lives sublime,
And when we die we can leave behind us

Noble recollections printed on the sands of time.

The fact that any admirer of the poem would unhesitatingly choose the first version proves that

“something” aside from the mere value of the idea is involved in the choice. The fact that we have just an

idea is in itself not enough to make a poem, even when the idea may be a worthy one. But another type of

misreading may result from the fact that the reader does not happen to agree with an idea expressed in a
poem.
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