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A. E. Housman (1859-1936) didn’t write a great deal of poetry. When he died, he had 

published just two slim volumes, A Shropshire Lad (published at his own expense in 

1896) and the fittingly titled Last Poems (1922). The second poem in Housman’s 

perennially popular A Shropshire Lad, the poem that begins ‘Loveliest of trees, the cherry 

now’, is one of his most widely anthologised poems.  Below are some excerpts from 

commentary on the poem by Dr. Oliver Tearle, literary critic and lecturer n English at 

Loughborough University. 

In this poem the speaker reflects on the fact that, at twenty years of age, he only has fifty 

of his threescore years and ten (i.e. seventy years, which the Bible states as the average 

length of a man’s life) remaining. Because time is short, the speaker announces that he 

wants to appreciate the cherry blossom while he’s around to do so. 

‘Loveliest of Trees’ is, then, something of a carpe diem poem (urging us to ‘seize the 

day’ and enjoy life while we can) and also, like many of A. E. Housman’s poems, 

something of a memento mori (i.e. a reminder of our mortality). 

 

 

These two meanings softly provide a backdrop to Housman’s description of the lad 

walking along the ‘woodland ride’ (a ‘ride’ being a path meant for horses) and admiring 

the white cherry blossom on the trees. 

The poem’s setting of Easter time (‘Eastertide’) reminds us of the springtime when the 

cherry comes into blossom, but the whiteness of the cherry trees (wearing white at Easter 

is a Christian tradition; here nature seems to have adopted the custom) also suggests 

purity, fresh beginnings, and rebirth, things associated with springtime (and rebirth 

obviously being a central part of the Easter story). The metaphorical description of the 
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white cherry blossom as ‘snow’ in the poem’s last line reinforces this idea of fresh starts, 

snow being a popular symbol for purity, for washing things clean. This paves the way for 

the poem’s message: that the speaker will adopt a new approach to life, and try to make 

the most of the fifty years he estimates he has remaining on this planet. 

‘Loveliest of Trees’ offers, a fresh take on an old message. The idea that our time is short 

on this planet was not original to A. E. Housman, of course. But his focus on a particular 

phenomenon glimpsed for only a short time during the year brings home the fact to us.   

As we enjoy the brief beauty of the cherry trees in bloom, we should savor the special 

gifts that each new day offers us. 


