
 

Touro Synagogue in Newport, Rhode 
Island is known to be the oldest 
synagogue in the United States, 

surviving from the Colonial era



“In The Jewish Synagogue At Newport,” By Emma Lazarus—1871 

BACKGROUND  
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882) was one of the most popular American poets of the 19th century. 
Primary school and secondary school teachers throughout the country taught his work and so Emma, an avid 
reader, found his poetry at an early age. In 1854 he wrote a poem called “The Jewish Cemetery at Newport.” 
Jews had established a congregation as early as the 1650s in Newport. They also bought land for a cemetery 
in the 1670s. By 1768, the community built a new synagogue building. Emma’s great great uncle Moses Seixas 
led the congregation in the late 1700s and  when George Washington came to visit, Seixas wrote him a letter 
extolling religious freedom in America.  The congregation thrived for several decades but as commerce in 
Newport declined in the years after the American revolution, many of the Jewish merchants moved to other 
cities. Still, they sent funds for the maintenance of the cemetery. 
 

When Longfellow visited, he saw only the cemetery and wrote a poem, “The Jewish Cemetery at Newport” 
where he remarked “closed are the portals of the Synagogue,” “gone are the living but the dead remain.” The 
poem ends with the following:  
 

“But ah! What once has been shall be no more!  
The groaning earth in travail and in pain  
Brings forth its races, but does not restore,  
And the dead nations never rise again.” 
 

SOURCE  
This poem was written by Emma Lazarus when she was 19 in 1868. It was then published in 1871 when she 
was 22 in a volume entitled Admetus and Other Poems.   

GUIDING QUESTIONS 

As you read the source consider how it informs these questions: 

• When Longfellow wrote his poem, he described what he saw in the cemetery, the tombstones, the old 
synagogue. Emma also describes the physical setting, but delves into history. What does she see? 

• In the historical background, we included the last stanza of Longfellow’s poem. Compare this to Emma’s 
last stanza. What is Emma Lazarus saying about the Jewish people---its past, present and future? 

• How can the arts help people express, understand, and debate ideas and history? 
• How does Emma’s American identity help her to write this poem; how does her Jewish identity help her 

to write this poem? 
 

HISTORICAL NOTES 

Definitions of terms used in the source. 

Perpetual lamp: Ner Tamid, the lamp that is supposed to always remain lit inside the synagogue. 
Patriarch with his flocks, Slaves of Egypt, Solomon:  Biblical references 


