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Matthias, Pepys, Longfellow, Sissy
Spacek, and Me: Arctic Cultural
Dissemination across Time and Space
Ezra B. W. Zubrow

Abstract. Imagine a corked bottle with a message in it floating south on currents of the Arctic
Ocean. The bottle is picked up, the message read, the bottle re-corked and put back in the water.
Similarly, there are fragments of a culture that float across time and space and are incorporated
into a variety of societies. This is the narrative of a fragment of Lapp culture first recorded in the
1670s that drifted through a variety of European cultures and eventually became a well-known
part of Anglo-American society; its origin is generally unknown. The story of “A Boy’s Will”
shows how resilient some thoughts, words, and ideas are as they drift through time, space, and
culture.

Introduction
In 1673, a Lapp named Olaus Matthias told a visiting Swede from the far South a love song. It was,
however, not just any love song and it was not just
any Swede. Rather it was an iconic song sung by
most Lapp lovers to their future spouses. And the
Swede was a most esteemed Scandinavian scholar,
a Professor of Rhetoric and Law from Stockholm.
Strange as it may seem, a portion of this song
is similar to a corked bottle with a message floating South on arctic currents that drifted across
space and down through time. It became, over the
next three centuries, a small but well-known part
of Anglo-American culture. This is the story of
that drifting bottle and how it came to influence
such icons as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Robert Frost, and Ezra Pound as well as having a small
role in early feminism.
Anthropology is the study of cultural tradition, how it is used, and how it comes to be. Frequently, current anthropology is postmodern and
reflexive. I am, however, an archaeologist. Working

for decades in the circumpolar North (northern
Canada, northern Finland, and northern Siberia), I
am more familiar by vocation and training with the
objectivity of the material object—the sledge, the
soapstone carving, and the ski—than with reflexivity and understanding culture through literary
sources. However, recently this emphasis changed.

England and Pepys
In 2008 I was appointed the Yip fellow of Magdalene College, Cambridge and was reappointed in
2010. The college is one of the older houses of the
university founded originally as a Benedictine
monastery in 1428 through letters Patent by King
Henry VI. It has a continuous tradition of academic
study for more than 550 years. Over the years
the college has been home to some well-known
and diverse people including authors such as
R. Kipling, C. S. Lewis, and T. S. Eliot, the climber
G. H. L. Mallory, and politicians such as C. W. Parnell and C. V. Brooke—the latter best known as the
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last white rajah of Borneo, who gave Sarawak to
England in 1946.
Soon after I arrived, I was seated at a High Table dinner next to a gaunt, quiet-voiced man about
my age named Richard Luckett. He is an historian,
who had taught twentieth century European history
to soldiers at Sandhurst. He published The White
Generals (Luckett 1971) about the Russian civil
war and is a devotee of baroque music. Later when
I visited him in his rooms, I saw his collection of
four harpsichords, his viola da gambas and lutes,
and literally thousands of books as well as his collection of original paintings and etchings from the
Crimean War. He had been introduced to me as the
Samuel Pepys librarian. I knew the famous diary
was in the college somewhere. I somehow thought
Pepys (Fig. 1) might have been a student here in the
misty past, but knew little else about him.
Desperately trying to find some common
ground for a conversation, I asked this obviously
erudite man, who was pouring me a glass of water, about the only subject I could possibly think of
in which we might share an interest. “Did Pepys
have any knowledge of the Arctic?” He laughed
and said in as much as Pepys was the Secretary
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of the Admiralty, he did not think he had much
interest in the North. He continued to explain
that Pepys was far more concerned with the second Anglo Dutch war and potential incursions by
Spain and France. So I rapidly beat a retreat with
my fish knife and fork into my salmon.
The next day, Richard was sitting across the
table from me at lunch and said, “I thought about
your question and Pepys did have a book called
‘The History of Lapland.’ Would you like to examine it?” A few days later, I was in Pepys’s library
reading Johannes Sheffer’s 1674 The History of
Lapland.
After his death, his nephew John Jackson,
Pepys’ sister’s son gave Pepys’s library of 3,000
books, organized by size, to the college as his uncle had instructed. The gift was made with the understanding that the books would never be separated. They would be kept in the same order from
smallest number 1 to largest 3,000 and in their
original bookcases (Fig. 2). These bookcases of old
English oak had been made for Pepys by a ship’s
joiner at the naval dockyards and are purported to
be the first in England to have glass fronts. They
were given to the college along with the books.

Lapland

Figure 1. Samuel Pepys. The Kneller portrait hanging
in Pep’s Library, Magdalene College University of Cambridge. Photography courtesy of the Master and Fellows
of Magdalene College and the Pepys Library.

One realizes that the north always was a great unknown to the educated classes in the Old and New
Worlds. In sixteenth century Europe there was
some question about the humanity of Lapps and
whether Lapland even existed. There was considerable creativity in the depiction of Lapps. For example, note the ears in this 1534 drawing by the
Nuremberg artist Erhard Schoen (Fig. 3), one of the
most prolific draughtsmen of the sixteenth century
and creator of 1,200 book illustrations.
The famous Finnish-Swedish Arctic explorer
and geologist, Baron Adolf Erik Nordenskiöld,
born in the Russian Grad Duchy of Finland, was
the first person to successfully navigate the Northeast Passage. He also collected ancient maps of the
North. Most of the maps in his collection, even
those of the northern Baltic, have no reference to
Lapland. However, Figure 4 is a photographic reproduction of the Baron’s “Regiones svb Polo Arctic” drawn by Auctore Guiljelmo Blaeu and published in 1647 in Amsterdam. Laponia is shown
directly above the Mare Album and just to the left
of the figures in the right bottom corner.
The book that Richard Luckett gave me to
read in the Pepys library was Scheffer’s The History of Lapland. It was an international seventeenth century bestseller originally published in
1673 (Schefferus 1673) in Frankfort as a quarto
in Latin entitled Lapponia. In 1674 it was published in English (Scheffer 1674) (Fig. 5a and 5b).
Within a short time it was translated into German
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Figure 2. Interior of the Pepys Library showing the bookcases made by a ship’s joiner and the location of the Kneller
portrait. Photography courtesy of the Master and Fellows of Magdalene College and the Pepys Library.

(Scheffer 1675), French (Scheffer 1678), and Dutch
(Schefferus 1682) and attracted considerable attention throughout central and southern Europe. A
second expanded edition appeared in 1704 (Scheffer 1704). Its rapid publication in multiple languages illustrates the increase in communication
that was taking place among learned people and
learned societies throughout Europe. It reflected
the attempts of the Royal Society and its European equivalents to make academic communication simpler (Gross, Harmon, and Reidy 2002).
Somewhat surprisingly it was not published in
Swedish until 1956 (Scheffer 1956).
The book contains some thirty-five chapters
on a wide variety of topics including “Of the Government of the Laplanders,” “Of the Laplanders
Fairs,” “Customs in Trade,” “Of the Garments of
the Laplanders,” “Of the Emploiments Common to
both Sexes,” and “Of Their Divertissements.” The
descriptions are detailed and it is well illustrated.

For example, one may easily tell that the decoration on the modern ethnographic and commercial
Lapp drums of today are simpler but not very different from the seventeenth century one illustrated
in Scheffer (Figs. 6 and 7).

The Love Song, The Poem,
and Longfellow
I am sitting in the Pepys library, having carefully
washed my hands and with Scheffer’s History of
Lapland on its pillow on the desk. I am reading the
book with the same feeling that one gets as one excavates a site. There is a tactile immediacy to the
past. As the pages crackle I feel the actual past in
my fingers. It is a most wonderful sensation. The
work is similar to an extremely detailed ethnography; there is veracity in the descriptive detail.
By the time I get to page 100, I have been
reading for several hours in interrupted stages.
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Figure 3. A Lapp drawn in 1534 by the Nuremberg artist Erhard Schoen. Image courtesy of Artstor.
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Figure 4. The 1647 map of the Arctic from the Baron Nordenskjöld collection entitled “Regiones svb Polo Arctic”
drawn by Auctore Guiljelmo Blaeu. Laponia is shown directly above the Mare Album and just to the left of the figures in the right bottom corner. Image courtesy of Applied Social Systems GIS Laboratory, Department of Anthropology, University of Buffalo.

The effort requires concentration, for the epigraphy is of an old style. I am beginning to slump in
my chair. On pages 114 and 115, I read the Olau
Matthias rendition of two Lapp love songs. Scheffer provides the text first in Lapp that I cannot
read and then the translation into English that I
do. I think how pleasant as I finish the first song. I
close my eyes. I wonder how would I actually feel
about singing a “love song” to someone. Perhaps
the times have changed, but I remember thinking
that in my sixty plus years I do not believe that I
have actually sung a love song to someone I loved.
I start to read the second song. Suddenly, I
jerk upright in my seat. I say to myself, “I know
these phrases; I have read this before or something
very similar.”
I cannot, however, remember where, by
whom, why, or in what context I read them. Then,

I begin to waffle; maybe I am mistaken; I could
not have read this before. I do not read seventeenth century texts very often. Nor earlier ones
and Lapps in 1674 did not have many prior
sources to quote from with or without citation. I
read the passage again (Fig. 8a and 8b) and then
I walk around the library and by the time I am
back to my table, I am sure I have read these words
but I still have no memories of where. The exact
words are:
A youths desire is the desire of wind,
All his Essaies Are long delaies,
About a month later, I am walking past Trinity
College and as I approach King’s College on King’s
Parade, it comes to me with such force that I sit
down on the wall in front of the college. I read those
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Figure 5. The left (a) and right (b) frontispieces of The History of Lapland by John Schefferus. Photography courtesy
of the Master and Fellows of Magdalene College and the Pepys Library.

words in my 12th grade high school English class in
Norton’s Anthology of American Literature. I bicycle
to the University Library, locate a copy of Norton,
and begin browsing. In ten minutes I realize it was
Longfellow. It is in his poem “My Lost Youth” written on March 29 and March 30, 1855—more than
180 years after Scheffer published his work.
The words of the refrain as published by
Longfellow (Quiller-Couch 1919) are:
A boy’s will is the wind’s will,
And the thoughts of youth are long, long
thoughts.
It is a credit to the pattern recognition capabilities of the human mind that one is able to perceive
the relationships over time. In this context, the fluidity of both spelling and meaning in the older English is relevant. According to the OED the plural of essay “essaies” came into use about the time
of Pepys. It meant to “try” or “experiment.” The
OED gives the following reference: “1648 Eikon
Bas. 26 It was the first overt Essay to be made, how

patiently I could bear the loss of my kingdoms.” The
word “delaies” comes into English much earlier
and was used in the sense of “extending” for a long
time. For example in the 1340 Psalter vi 3 Hampole
suggests “How lange dylayes ou to gif grace.”
Thus the Scheffer translation 1674 reads in
more modern English,
A youth’s desire is the desire of the wind,
And his tries are long.
The original Latin from Lapponia 1673 is, however, much closer to the Longfellow text.
Puerorum voluntas, voluntas venti;
Juvenum cogitationes, longee cogitationes.
One has several layers of translation. Matthias’ song was translated from Lapp into Swedish
for Johannes Scheffer by a literate Lapp, Olaus
Sirma. It was then translated by Scheffer from
Swedish into Latin and published in his Lapponia
in 1673 (Gaskill 2001). The songs will go through
several more translations into English, French,
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Figure 6. Modern Sami drums. Photography courtesy of Aile Aikio of the National Museum of the Finnish Sami with
the help of Jari Okkenon of the University of Oulu.

German, Dutch, and Finnish. Most are translations
of previous translations. It is not surprising that
Herder in the late eighteenth century says, “It is
third hand” . . . “Es ist, wie gesagt, aus der dritten
Hand, dies Lapplandische Lied.”
Although at the time I did not realize it, I
was not the first to see the similarity between Matthias and Longfellow. Upon further research, it
turned out that James Hatfield in 1930 recognized
the similarities in an article entitled “Longfellow’s
‘Lapland Song’” (Hatfield 1930).

Two Historical Questions
There are two historical questions that are interesting and which, although separate, are related.
The first question is how did Longfellow find out
about the Lapp love songs and the second is how
did this information from Lapland in 1674 reach
the Old and New Worlds and move into modern
twenty-first century culture.
One does not know exactly where Longfellow
originally found the Lapp lines. He does not tell

us. What one knows about the writing of the poems in his own words come from his diaries.
There are two relevant entries.
March 29th 1855 A day of pain; cowering over
the fire. At night,
as I lie in bed, a poem comes into my mind,— a
memory of
Portland,— my native town, the city by the sea.
However, he does not write down the actual song.
Instead, he notes a quote from the Inferno.
Siede la terra dove nato fui
Sulla marina. (Dante, Inferno, V, 97–8.)
On March 30th 1855, the diary states
Wrote the poem; and am rather pleased with it,
and with the
bringing in of the two lines of the old Lapland
song,
A boy’s will is the wind’s will,
And the thoughts of youth are long, long
thoughts.
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Figure 7. Sami drum illustrated in The History of Lapland by Johannes Scheffer. Photography
courtesy of the Master and Fellows of Magdalene College and the Pepys Library.
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The rest one needs to infer from what one knows
of his history.
Longfellow was a student at Portland Academy 1815—21 and “My Lost Youth” is, as the diaries tell us, a reminiscence of his time at Portland. There he had a passion for Walter Scott. He
attended Bowdoin College and he described in letters to his mother his interest in Gray’s “The Descent of Odin and The Fatal Sisters” (Hilen [ed]
1967). Could he have read Scheffer while at Bowdoin? The Bowdoin College Library catalog for
1821 does not contain a large Swedish collection.
It lists only Porter’s Travel Sketches in Russia and
Sweden, during the years 1805,1806, 1807, and
1808 and Rene Vertot’s Histoire des revolutions de
Suede 1796. In 1828 after graduation from Bowdoin, he traveled to Rome where he lived with the
Persiani family in the Piazza Navona. This was his
first European trip. There he met the Swedish poet
Karl August Nicander whom he befriended and
with whom he competed for the attentions of his
hosts’ widowed daughter Julia. (He lost.) It was the
time of the Romantic Movement in Sweden and in
Demark. While he was in Rome, in addition to Nicander, Longfellow associated with a vibrant intellectual set of Swedish expatriates. It included the
Swedish sculptors Bystrom, Lindstrom, and Fogelberg; the painters Sodermark, Morner, and Wetterling; the diva Stading; and various merchants such
as Froding. Similarly, there was a Danish set led by
the sculptor Thorwaldsen. It was here that Longfellow’s interest in the North developed. Perhaps, it
was during this period and while in Rome that he
heard about the songs or actually read them.
When he returned from Europe he taught at
Bowdoin College. He became an avid reader of the
Foreign Quarterly Review and in 1830 he found a
resumé of Danish and Norwegian literature that he
recalled in Copenhagen years later. One does not
know if it included Scheffer. I did check with the
Bowdoin library. During the entire time Longfellow was at Bowdoin, they did not have a copy of
The History of Lapland.
When he was offered the position as Smith
Professor of Modern Languages at Harvard in
December of 1834, Longfellow was given by President Quincy permission to travel to Europe for a
year or “18 months” for “the purpose of more perfect attainment of the German” (Hilen [ed.] 1947).
This was his second European trip. He spent
the summer of 1835 in Sweden and Denmark
(Fig. 9). He was in Stockholm on July 28th when
a fire started in the steeple of Riddarholmskyrkan.
He met various scholars and found out that his
friend Nicander was not in Sweden (Hilen [ed.]
1947).
When he returned to the United States he
became known as a European expert and in,
particular, one that knew about Scandinavia.

Although by the end of his life he had a large
Scandinavian library for the period—running to almost 400 books, his knowledge was not as great as
some believed and in his work he frequently took
places in the American countryside and Europeanized them for Scandinavian settings (Hilen [ed.]
1947). So one suggestion is that he may have become familiar with the Lapp songs when he was in
Italy with Nicander, or traveling through Sweden
and Denmark in 1835, or he may have read them
in The Spectator or even more likely in Herder’s
Volksiliederi prior to moving to Cambridge.
When Longfellow moved to Cambridge
he resided at 105 Brattle Street. It was the same
house where Washington had his headquarters from June 2, 1775 for eight months. He first
rented the room that was Washington’s southeastern bedchamber in 1837 before purchasing the
house. Longfellow’s residence would have been
a short distance—a half a mile—from the library.
There was a copy of Scheffer in the Harvard library by 1830 (Harvard University Library and
Peirce 1830). He would have had easy access to it
there.
Alternatively, as one of this article’s reviewers kindly pointed out, another possibility is that
he obtained the idea from Johann Herder. Herder
had made four translations of the Lapp Songs
taken from Scheffer and published them in 1779
in his collection of volkslieder. It includes the following text:
Knabenwille ist Windeswille,
Jiinglings Gedanken
lange Gedanken.
We do know he had a copy of Herder when he was
in Cambridge for Hatfield’s son discovered Longfellow’s copy in what was an “obscure corner”
of his library at Craigie House. Furthermore, according to Hatfield, Longfellow’s copy of Herder’s
Stimmen der Volker in Liedern (Herder 1779) has
the poet’s characteristic check opposite the poem
(Hatfield 1930).
The second question is how did this information from Lapland in 1674 reach the Old and
New Worlds and into modern twenty-first century
culture. One may trace the history of the Lapp poems through translation and publication. I am
aware of many, but surely not all, of the publications that include Matthias’ poems in various
forms. In Latin, English, German, French, Dutch,
and the various Scandinavian languages there are
at least nineteen publications up to 1855. Once
noted in 1673 they had been published somewhere in Europe or the New World on the average
of every ten years. Longfellow would have had
many possible methods of access. Extending my
list to the present and including publications that
either quote parts of the songs or reference them
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Figure 8. The page (a) and a close-up (b) of page 115 of The History of Lapland by Johannes
Scheffer on which the phrases “A youth’s desire is the desire of the wind, and all his Essaies,
Are long delaies” appear. Photography courtesy of the Master and Fellows of Magdalene
College and the Pepys Library.
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Figure 8b. Close-up of page 115.

in the title, the publication rate continues at least
at the same rate.
Incidentally checking Longfellow’s personal
library, one discovers that he did not own a copy
of Scheffer. Nor was there one in the Bowdoin library while he was there. However, we now know
that there was one at Harvard and that he did have
a copy of Herder’s Stimmen der Volker in Liedern
(Hatfield 1930).

Continuation: Frost, Joyce,
Pound, and Feminism
The story of the refrain does not conclude here.
Rather this is just an intermediate temporal “way
station.” The “Boy’s Will” concept continues to be
used in a variety of ways in Anglo-American cul-

tural forms. There are at least two more important steps for me. Several months later, after I realized the Longfellow connection, I discovered that
the poet Robert Frost took the title for his first published book of poetry from Longfellow and entitled his debut volume “A Boy’s Will.” Simultaneously, I discovered that Ezra Pound wrote the first
review of Frost’s book. However, I had no idea
when or where this review was published.
One morning in August of 2010, I took the
morning train from Cambridge to London to see
Charles Dickens’ house. After being duly impressed by his creative genius, I went to see an
old friend, James McCue, who lives in Southwark.
I was sitting in his living room in his upstairs
apartment. He was once an editor for the London Times and is one of two editors for the new
edition of T. S. Eliot’s poems for Faber and Faber.
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Figure 9. Map of Longfellow’s 1835 trip to Denmark and Sweden. Image courtesy
of the Applied Social Systems GIS Laboratory, Department of Anthropology University at Buffalo.

His home is in the middle of the area inhabited by the actual people upon whom many of
Dickens’ characters were based. We had just returned from a stroll to the Old Crossbones Cemetery on Redcross Lane, a small, quiet road south of
the Thames. Since medieval times it was the unconsecrated burial site for “single women (prostitutes), paupers, and the generally unwanted.”
There may be 15,000 or more people buried
there—no one knows. On the wall there is a
plaque, on the fence there is a community memorial consisting of ribbons and hand written sayings
and remembrances. One states “she is . . . . whore,
virgin, mother and lover, maiden and crone, creator and destroyer.”
Over a glass of wine I explained to Jim my
problem, stating I had no idea when or where
Pound had published the review and could he
suggest a reference book where I might find it.
He excused himself and went to his study. He
came back and handed me the review, for he
had the actual issue of the journal. It was published in 1913 in The New Freewoman. It was
a weekly journal that was the first to call itself explicitly feminist and supported a range of
suffragette, humanist, and political reforms. It
was edited by Dora Marsden who had presided
over the previous Freewoman and the later version called the Egoist in which James Joyce first

published “The Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man.” As I headed back to King’s Cross station
for my return to Cambridge that night, I felt a certain irony in that I had learned about an association among Lapp love poems, early Feminists,
and Ezra Pound less than two blocks from Crossbone Graveyard where so many poor and misused
women were buried.
In the twentieth century the use of the phrase
exploded. For example, Hatfield points out at least
the following references in an extended decade.
In 1917 A. and E. Castle published a story called
a “Wind’s Will” and M. R. Piper published in
Harper’s a story called “A Boy’s Will.” In 1922
there appears an Irish story in the Atlantic called
“A Winds Will” by C. Leboutilliea and a bookshop
advertized its children’s books with a bookplate
that states “The thoughts of youth are long long
thoughts.” This same line was used by real estate
developers in Chicago and the “A Boy’s Will” was
changed to “A Boy’s Way is the Wind’s Way” by
N. Collins for a 1924 story in the Atlantic Monthly.
During the same year references were made to the
refrain in Woman’s Home Companion. In 1927,
G. Dillon published “A Boy in the Wind” and in
1928 Rand McNally used a picture of a boy viewing an atlas under the caption “The thoughts of
youth are long, long thoughts . . . .” Furthermore
there was an advice column for young people in
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the Chicago Sunday Tribune under the banner the
“Thoughts of Youth.” In 1930 Proctor Academy’s
catalogue has a picture of a boy looking out over the
landscape with the title “The thoughts of youth, are
long, long thoughts” (Hatfield 1930). Since then the
number of references and allusions increase rapidly
and a listing would become tiresome.

Today Movies,
Bands, and URL’s
The mediums change but the song continues. In
2001 Todd Field’s movie “In the Bedroom” was
released with Tom Wilkinson, Sissy Spacek, and
Nick Stahl as the lead actors. It is based upon a
short story, “Killings,” by Andrew Dubus and
takes place in a Maine fishing community. Essentially the story of a revenge killing, there is a
scene in a poker game when W. Clapham Murray, a friend of the murdered son’s father (played
by Wilkinson married to Spacek’s character) recites one of the verses of my “My Lost Youth” justifying the son’s love affair. While it is being recited one sees Wilkinson moving toward his
ultimate act of vengeance. One can watch the
scene on YouTube http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=MpyOCIEvyN0.
In 2009, an English Rock/Punk band called
“My Lost Youth” began a concert circuit and
started making CDs that have developed a strong
following. A final search of YouTube and the web
brings us to the present with several short videos
and numerous literary uses at various URLs of
both “My Lost Youth” and “A Boy’s Will.”

Conclusion
When I was a student, my anthropology professors
used to say that culture was a thing of “shreds and
patches.” The various shreds and patches could be
put together in various combinations. Some of the
pieces and some of the shreds would travel better than others. Some would survive better than
others.
Later, as a young assistant professor, I
remember going with Albert Ammerman to Lucca
Cavalli-Sforza’s office in the Stanford Medical
Center. We would sit around a table and Lucca and
Mark Feldman would argue with us about how
culture was similar to biology in as much as it can
be transmitted through known processes across
time and space. Ultimately, they formalized their
views in their 1981 classic Cultural Transmission
and Evolution: A Quantitative Approach (CavalliSforza and Feldman 1981) in which they distinguished the vertical and horizontal transmission of
culture. Boyd and Richerson (1985) extended the
Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman theory with discrete
exogenous socialization impacts. In turn Stark
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(Stark 1995) applied the theory to altruism, and
Bisin and Verdier (2000) to marital segregation.
In some ways this is a piece of literary archaeology. Ninety-nine percent of all the cultures
that have existed are extinct. Most are not remembered. Archaeologists dig up sites of “lost cultures” and “construct” past cultures from small
material fragments. When they excavate a site,
they bring those lost people who lived, loved, and
died back into present consciousness.
This is a case of cultural transmission, but
surely it is not a case of such importance or generality as those studied by the above-distinguished
scholars. Rather, it fits far more into that category of thousands or millions of small parts of culture that make up our society. Of some we are conscious; of others we are hardly aware. Perhaps this
is one of the more interesting examples of transmission because it can be so clearly traced. But, in
the language of Omar Sharif “it is just a small example” but it is nice that it is no longer “a small
thing forgotten.” Almost three years after I recognized Longfellow’s words in Scheffer, it still
amazes me that a Lapp in 1673 had such an influence on Anglo-American culture.
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