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Introduction to the Second Edition
This book cannot be a full biography because it cannot be a
comprehensive examination of Swinburne’s writings. He was an extraordinarily
prolific writer, but an extremely unsystematic cataloguer of his work. Over a
hundred years after his death large numbers of newly found works and writings
are still turning up. This makes a final assessment of his work impossible.
Another problem with writing comprehensively about Swinburne must be that
he worked voluminously in different fields: poetry, plays, essays, controversies
and correspondence.
This work only touches on some of these other fields as his poetry must
be the focus. What is attempted here can only be an overview of his poetic
output. Even the supposedly complete collection of his poetry put together in
1904 consisted of four fat volumes - and these gained similar companions in
1911 and 1917, with others following in a second attempt at his complete works
in the second half of the 1920s. Many other poems have been added to the
Swinburne canon since then.
So how to select from this massive collection in a way that will give an
overview?
Obviously many of the works that have gained great fame and are
considered his best must be included. Less obvious are the works which for
various reasons, while they are of high quality were little known, underrated or
unpublished. These deserve attention. Others are the type editors of a writer’s
poetry usually avoid – the rightfully lesser known and those that are distasteful.
In itself there is nothing wrong with producing collections which avoid such
works - if such collections have titles that make that clear, titles such as The
Best of Swinburne’s Poetry, or Swinburne: The Great Poems,
The poems collected here include the great, the good the bad and the ugly
and even the terrible. This expanded edition contains many typo corrections, a
few expansions and rewordings. Works such as ‘Tiresias,’ ‘Genesis’ ‘In the
Orchid’ ‘Loch Torridon’ ‘In Memory of John William Inchbold’ and his Jacobite
persona poems have been added.
Of course the second section of this book, the actual poems is the big
change to the first edition. This reproduces most of the poems referred to in the
first section and does so roughly in the order that they appear in the first, so that
readers can make up their own minds.

6

Part One

Algernon Swinburne
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Chapter One
The formative Years 1837-1862

“Algernon Swinburne” - those words conjure up an image of Victorian
era aestheticism, of an aristocrat who was an intellectual elitist. He appears as a
man not so much controlling common life, but remote from it. The popular
image remains of a socially rebellious bohemian almost totally outside of both
politics and his contemporary reality. Instead of social involvement Swinburne
supposedly lived in an inchoate rebellion. His outrageous life flaunted the
common Victorian concepts of duty, heroic virtue, puritanism and conformity.
Actually this libertine pondered upon the nature of death, the meaning of life
and the purpose of existence more than most puritanical bishops. Many of his
poems written in old age would have been good for patriotic sing-alongs in
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officers’ messes throughout the British Empire.
Initially his intellectual life seems almost totally absorbed in both the
history and mythology of the ancient world, and also British and Scottish
legends and remote European history. For many his way of life led to him
creating sensual, dramatic poetry based in mythic archetypes and historic
narratives.
This common image seems to some extent assumed due to his years spent
with the Pre-Raphaelites and then the aesthetes. This impression gains
reinforcement by reading his best known, most critically successful, and
enduring works, most notably:

'Dolores' (1862)
‘Anactoria’ (1862)
‘Sapphics’ (1865)
‘Atalanta in Calydon' (1865)
‘Faustine’ (1866)
‘Stage Love’ (1866)
'Hymn to Proserpine' (1866)
‘The Garden of Proserpine' (1866)
‘Hertha’ (1871)
‘On the Downs’ (1871)
‘A Forsaken Garden’ (1876)
‘Ave Atque Vale' (1878)
'Tristram of Lyonesse' (1882)
‘The Lake of Gaube’ (1894)
The fact that these works are often in reprints, selected editions of his
works, or anthologies show that his revived reputation rests on a smallish
proportion of his work. Even so, these works now have a strong reputation.
Biographies and Swinburne studies appear fairly regularly. In the world of the
internet, a world so totally different from the one he created in these poems,
scholars and admirers have now created websites such as The Algernon
Swinburne Project. This website’s creators aim to contain all of his writings.
They also include a biography, a detailed chronology and an introduction to his
work. There are also other collections of his writings on the net with the Project
Gutenberg being one of the most notable. The website Poem.hunter, which lists
poets and poems of the world, usually rates him as being around number 150 to
165 on the popular list of the world's best 600 poets. Poem.hunter also contains
many of his poems.
He was also a prolific playwright, essayist, letter writer and occasional
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novelist, but remains best known as a poet and his poetry must be the focus of
this work.
To gain a more accurate concept of Swinburne's poetic output, several
other poems apart from the most famous should be considered. There are other
reasons for examining some of these lesser known, but not always lesser works.
Swinburne was also a great poet outside of the better known classical and PreRaphaelite genres, often creating great poetry when he wrote about landscapes,
the sea and sometimes when writing about his contemporaries. The fallacy that
after retiring to Putney in 1879 he was virtually a tame prisoner who wrote little
or nothing worthwhile needs reconsideration.
Regrettably, much of Swinburne's lesser known, lower quality poetry also
demonstrates how politics, duty, morality and hero worship if they become an
artist's inspiration, can weaken an artist's abilities.
In an introduction to a Swinburne anthology the editor, Lawrence Binyon
stated succinctly what took many a book to say: that Swinburne was a genius;
true enough, but Binyon then goes on to do what every writer on Swinburne
must do, to discuss the strange, erratic nature of that genius.1 He also correctly
states that Swinburne wrote so much that difficulties arise in selecting what is
worthwhile.2 After six thick volumes made up the 1904 Collected Works,
another volume emerged in 1917 and more in 1926. In 1964 Syracuse
University Press published a collection of works New Writings By Swinburne
edited by Cecil Y. Lang, who commented that the unpublished works by
Swinburne might equal what was in print.3 Three more poems found in the
1990s, were included in Rooksby’s The Music of Passion: New Essays on
Swinburne. Selecting from this mass those that are most worthwhile becomes
problematic. Many of these later works are pathetic and distasteful: others are as
worthwhile as anything he wrote. Swinburne's output shows that how genius
can retreat, advance, vanish and make a comeback. Scattered among his great
works were others that were puerile, pathetic, sadistic, overblown, sycophantic,
hagiographic, trite, jingoistic, and boring. In his complete poetic output well
over fifty poems could be easily placed in one or more of these categories.
Three of his friends warned him in different ways that a massive amount
of unvarying quantity was not making his reputation. The artist Burne-Jones
wisely advised Swinburne that he should write less as poetic repetition was
ruining him.4 As early as 1866 William Michael Rossetti, another stalwart
Lawrence Binyon, The Works of Algernon Charles Swinburne. Ware; Wordsworth Editions,
1995. Introduction, pv.
2
Ibid, pvii-viii.
3
Cecil Y. Lang reproduces this article in New Writings By Swinburne: Being A Medley of
Poems, Critical Essays, Hoaxes and Burlesques. Syracuse N.Y.; Syracuse University Press,
1964. Preface pix
4
Burne-Jones quoted by John Christian, ‘Speaking of Kisses in Paradise: Burne-Jones’s
Friendship with Swinburne.’ The Journal of the Morris Society. Vol. X111. No.1. Autumn,
1
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mutual friend, while praising his literary mastery, used the word monotonous to
describe both his usual topic matter and much of his poetic style.5 Gabriel
Rossetti also advised him that he was overdoing his work.6 Swinburne did not
follow this good advice. Even by the 1860s much of his oeuvre reads
monotonously and the proportion of his work that would be like this would
increase as the decades went by. To demonstrate genius must be to do more than
to develop talent or show great insight: it is to know when to stop and
Swinburne rarely knew when to stop, in either the amount he wrote, his choice
of topic or the extravagance of his language. These faults within some of his
works were also personal flaws: Swinburne's life shows that artistic genius was
one thing and personal greatness was another.

Capheaton Hall today is a popular wedding venue. The massive library and
much of the grounds and buildings were sold up to pay taxes in the 1950s.
Public Domain
Swinburne was one of the very few great English poets to emerge from its
aristocracy. He was born in London in April 1837 and grew up on the family
estates of Captheaton Hall in Northumbria and East Dene on the Isle of Wight,
the Swinburnes alternating residences with the seasons.7 The eldest of six
children, none of his siblings are known to have a character like his. His father
was a senior naval officer who eventually became an admiral. His paternal
1998. p16.
http:/www.google.comau/url?sa==t&rct=j&q+&esrc=s&source+web&cd=1&cad=rja&ve…
Accessed 13/02/2014
5
W.M. Rossetti, ‘The Defect of Monotony: A Note on Swinburne’ (1866) in Pre-Raphaelite
Writing. Edited by Derek Stanford. 1973, London; J.M. Dent and Sons, 1984. pp169-171.
This excerpt is from the generally favourable Poems and Ballads: A Criticism.
6
Timothy Burnett, Appendice to The Whole Music of Passion: New Essays on Swinburne.
Ricky Rooksby & Nicholas Shrimpton, (editors) Aldershot, Eng.; Scolar Press, 1993. p159.
7
Donald Thomas, Swinburne: The Poet in His World. New York; Oxford University Press,
1979. p11-13
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lineage could be traced back to the twelfth century when his ancestors were the
lords of Chollerton and for loyal service to the royalists in the Civil War, a
baronetcy was granted to an ancestor in 1660: such a pedigree would be hard to
top, but his mother's family were the Ashburnhams of Essex who had been
aristocrats before the Norman Conquest.8 By 1953 when massive death duties
hit, over half the massive estate of Capheaton Hall, those covering 8,500 acres
of farms, woodland and creeks, and land were sold.9

East Dene on the Isle of Wight Courtesy Wikimedia
This sale also included much of the library and art. In the poet’s lifetime the
Swinburnes apparently rarely worried about money.10 Algernon's father
provided four hundred pounds a year regularly and other payments for him,
including frequent extra payments to help publish his works.11 The family’s
usual summer residence in the cold, windy and nearly desolate Northumberland
moors, alternated with the Swinburne’s other residence, East Dene on the Isle of
Wight; this was Captheaton Hall’s climatic and geographic opposite. Several
writers have speculated that alternating these opposite environments lead to
extremes in Swinburne's character and poetry.12 When assessing why Swinburne
lived such an extraordinary life and wrote poetry that rebelled against the values
that his family and society considered unquestionable and essential, problems
Thomas, p11.
Phillip Henderson, Swinburne: The Portrait of a Poet. London; Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1974. p6
10
Thomas p8; Henderson pp5-6.
11
Thomas, 13; Henderson, p10 p45; Georges Lafourcade, Swinburne: A Literary Biography.
New York; Russell & Russell, 1932. p10. This is a reworking in English of his much more
extensive 1928 work in French.
12
Edmund Gosse, pp9-10 See source note 13. quoted by Binyon, who agreed with Gosse’s
opinion on this matter pvi; Walsh, p1; Richard Church, Introduction. Swinburne: Poem &
Prose. Everyman’s Library. London: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1940. pxii; Lafourcade, p12
pp18-19.
11 Thomas, p4 pp44-45. See Swinburne’s hoax over the invention of Ernest Wheldrake pp4445 This is reproduced in its entirety by Lang. He has a whole section on literary Swinburne
hoaxes; See also Oscar Wilde, source note 16; Clara Watts-Dunton The Home Life of
Swinburne. London: Philpot, 1922. p243.
8
9
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with sources start. 13 Many assume that with an aristocratic officer father
Swinburne would have been under the iron discipline common in the English
aristocracy.
However Swinburne must be considered as a source to be wary of,
especially about himself. He loved hoaxes, exaggerating, and outraging many
with attention seeking. He was also intensely dramatic and hypersensitive, so
almost all his later statements about childhood cruelty and almost anything else
are dubious. Even Swinburne once tacitly admitted this in an 1867 letter to his
friend Richard Burton in response to criticisms of his hedonistic and wild
lifestyle: 'You see I have a character to keep up.”14 He then tacitly admitted that
much of it was a fiction: “I will endeavor not to come short of it - at least in my
writings.” 15 This statement might seem the ultimate in smug juvenile cynicism
and deceit, but Swinburne beat this in old age when in October 1892 he wrote to
Burne Jones:
I think I have succeeded in making a nice young fellow out of my
own recollections and aspirations.
Edmund Gosse, The Life of Algernon Charles Swinburne. p32
These quotes also suggests that Swinburne was not always just the naïve case of
arrested development that he seemed. His friend and future biographer Edmund
Gosse, despite presenting this quote, did not develop what it suggested. This
happens frequently in Gosse’s work, although it does contain some criticisms of
Swinburne. He knew a great deal more about Swinburne’s faults and
subterfuges than he wrote and presented modified versions of his behavior and
omitted much more. Despite this avoidance of using materials that came to him
against his wishes and ethics, he was a valuable source as he knew Swinburne
and interviewed people who had known him throughout his life. In the 1890s
Oscar Wilde warned against the common English tendency to read Swinburne's
characters as really being Swinburne in disguise.16 His fictions about beaten
children in particular are supposed by many to have been roman a clefs –
perhaps. In his 1932 work Swinburne: A Literary Biography Georges
Lafourcade who ultimately concluded that using Swinburne’s fiction to find
realities in his life was quicksand, assembled the evidence that Swinburne had a
strict background that led to his sado-masochistic tendencies and arrested
development.17 In 1862 Swinburne recalled being incessantly under punishment
The problems are particularly noticeable when comparing later biographies with Edmund
Gosse’s The Life of Algernon Charles Swinburne. New York; MacMillian & Co., 1917.
14
Swinburne quoted by Henderson, p136 and repeated on p149.
15
Ibid
16
Wilde’s letter to M. Goncourt, 21st April 1883 quoted Richard Ellmann, Oscar Wilde.
London; Hamish Hamilton, 1987. p332.
17
Lafourcade, He uses Swinburne family letters and a letter by Swinburne of January 15th
1870 to W.M. Rossetti. pp10-11.
13
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at school.
Lafourcade also quotes from communications where Swinburne,
apparently using Shelley’s situation as a cover to hint at his own, writes of
alienation from the family and antagonism. The evidence goes more towards the
side of caring decent parents. Lafourcade also mentions the Admiral going to
London to nurse his son, his financing of his books and Swinburne mourning
for his father.18 Raleigh Trevelyan refers to Admiral Swinburne paying for the
full costs of publishing his first financially unsuccessful books, these being the
plays Rosamund and The Queen Mother in 1860.19 His cousin Mary Gordon,
claimed Swinburne’s father was a stern disciplinarian, but she also recalled a
childhood visit where she found him riding a pony carefully lead by a house
servant.20 This hardly sounds like stern discipline. Swinburne senior did not say
that he inflicted these punishments or when they happened. Possibly the more
favorable references to the Swinburnes date from before Eton and Oxford, while
the harsher statements apply to his adolescent years.
Donald Thomas in his Swinburne: The Poet in His World assembles
considerable evidence for a caring environment. One of Swinburne's earliest
memories was of a happily swimming with his father in the sea. He was
immersed in the world of the border ballads and his mother brought him up
learning Italian, French, Dickens, Scott and Shakespeare.21 Like his love of the
sea, these cultural aspects would stay enthusiasms all his life. Clara WattsDunton recalls how he “adored Dickens” and provides several examples - to the
extent of making Christmas 1905 an extravagantly overdone Dickensian
event.22 She provides other examples of his love for Scott and the border
ballads.23 Children rarely enthusiastically cling to what has been taught to them
by bullies and tyrants, but they often develop a lifelong love for what has been
taught to them by kindly people. William Michael Rossetti found Swinburne’s
three younger sisters to be sensible and agreeable, while Swinburne senior was
well mannered, kindly and easy to talk to ˗ both parents and Swinburne had
affectionate nicknames they used with each other throughout their lives.24 How
far his fictional characters and assessments of his comments on historical
characters should be applied to his life? Even Swinburne said that his parents
Lafourcade, p10.
Raleigh Trevelyan, A Pre –Raphaelite Circle. London: Chatto & Windus, 1978. p163.
20
Henderson quotes her statements about sternness p10, while Thomas quotes her about the
pony ride p15.
21
Thomas, pp13-15; Lafourcade, pp9-10; John A. Cassidy, Algernon C. Swinburne. New
York; Tyawne Publishers, 1964. pp20-21; Henderson, p8.
22
Clara Watts-Dunton, pp134-169 passim.
23
Ibid, Clara Watts-Dunton mentions that Swinburne admired Scott p143.She recalled
Swinburne’s enthusiasm for balladry (pp205-2060 and also reproduces a letter of 27th
September 1919 from Lady Archibald Campbell about Swinburne’s enthusiasm for the border
ballads.pp207-208.
24
Thomas, p13; Lafourcade, pp183-184.
18
19
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were nothing like the parental characters in his stories.25 The bullied often
become childhood bullies but the man who regularly frequented flagellation
brothels and could write cruel and morbid things was once a little boy whose
response to a read story about cruelty to animals was “If it’s anything about
cruelty don’t read it.”26
Swinburne's physical appearance suggests he may have been the butt of
jokes and suffered from ailments that made him resentful and feel an outsider.
One medical report suggested Swinburne suffered from anoxic brain damage
incurred at birth and Swinburne related that at birth he was not expected to
live.27 His parents were second cousins and there had been earlier marriages
between cousins in the two families and such interbreeding often leads to
deformities in children. Several photographs of him exist, but they only hint at
what struck people as his extraordinary physical appearance and manner. There
are many such descriptions and the amount of detail suggests the vivid
impression he made – and the sense of strangeness, malformation and arrested
development. Philip Henderson alone quotes nine separate eyewitnesses
referring to at least one of these points, while Thomas supplies another seven
different names saying the same.28 Jean Overton Fuller supplies two more
different names.29 She interviewed people who knew him by sight in old age
and one talked of his peculiar gait strutting like a robot with his arms rigid.30 At
least once urchins followed him, imitating his peculiar walk. Even Swinburne’s
admiring friend Edmund Gosse said that the poet was not quite human.31 In
1862 the American intellectual Henry Adams went as far as to compare him to a
crimson macaw because of his appearance, quick utterances and humorous
screams.32 Several of these same sources mention a boyish characteristic or
imply it.
Thomas, p13.
Jean Overton Fuller, Swinburne: a Critical Biography. London; Chatto & Windus, 1968.
p18.
27
Ricky Rooksby, Introduction. The quoted medical report was written by William P. Ober
pp15-16; Henderson quoting Swinburne p5.
28
Georgina Burne-Jones, pp45-46, Mrs Pollen ,p74; Henry Adams, pp69-70 William
Hardman, p54; Thomas Woolner, p139; De Maupassant, p147; Gosse, p194; Coulson
Kernahan p230; Max Beerbohm p249 all quoted by Henderson; Thomas quotes William Bell
Scott p7; John Ruskin p86; Lord Redesdale pp21-22, Lord Lytton p128 p153; George Moore
p153 Henry Adams, pp91-92 Theodore Watts-Dunton, p153.
29
Fuller, Donald Crawford p24 and Lord St Alwyn p24 pp34-35. This description was used
by Gosse and as he knew Swinburne well, he would have been unlikely to use this
description if it did not fit. She also quotes from eyewitnesses mentioned by other
biographers.
25
26

30

Fuller, p287.

Gosse quoted by John Christian. p14.
Thomas
quoting Henry Adams. pp 91-92. Henderson gives the full quote pp69-70.
31
32
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This popular, much used 1860 portrait by Swinburne’s friend
William Bell Scott (1811-1890) has like Adam’s famous description and Ape’s
caricature, contributed to the idea of Swinburne as physically grotesque and
bizarre. The photograph show this idea to be much exaggerated. Clara WattsDunton also noted exaggerations in the descriptions. All four portraits in this
section are from the Public Domain
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The young Swinburne

Some of Swinburne’s unusual characteristics are evident in Rossetti’s
1860s portrait.

17

Swinburne by “Ape” While a caricature, it does capture his fragility and
whimsicality.
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Once again Swinburne confirms this, writing that “I may hope to be a good boy
again” - in a communication written in his twenties.33 Among those
eyewitnesses used as sources descriptions abound of his long, carroty red
vibrant hair, his short slender body with rounded shoulders and the neck and
head which seemed too large for such a slender frame. From early in his lifetime
onwards medical speculation about Swinburne’s physical and mental health has
continued. In 1862 one doctor diagnosed epilepsy exacerbated by alcohol and
the nervous stress caused by his arguments.34 Several contemporary
eyewitnesses among those already referred to mention his twitching hands and a
sense of nervousness. This was so obvious and extreme that his parents called in
a physician.35
Throughout his life and in his poetry, he would consistently show classic
signs of arrested development. Even the initially admiring Clara Watts-Dunton
in her very detailed eyewitness account of sharing a house with him for about
seventeen years, The Home Life of Swinburne refers several times to such things
as his “angelically kindergarten manner” and that he was “a veritable Peter Pan”
and then added more subtly that he was “the boy who wouldn’t grow up.”36
When she first met him when she was sixteen or seventeen and he had the
impression that he was her “contemporary” and that he was “a brilliant
intellectual enthusiastic boy. Who was young in heart and spirit.” 37 The words
“boyish”, “child” and “boy” appear frequently in her descriptions. She rejected
the large head descriptions as being caused by his thick and massive head of
hair and ascribed Swinburne’s twitching and excitability to nervousness with
visitors.38 When Max Beerbohm visited him in 1899, the year Swinburne
turned sixty-two, he commented how there was something odd and boyish about
Swinburne.39
He may have had some nervous disorder, but an eldest child of such an
appearance would have been constantly watched by worried parents. Donald
Thomas states that they “evinced a tone of anxious indulgence.” and
considering Swinburne's statement that he was born frail and “not expected to
live an hour” this becomes understandable.40 Given the high death rates among
Victorian children, his sickly appearance and the way parental anxieties usually
predominate about the first born, this sounds likely. The effects of such attention
Swinburne. In a letter to Lord Houghton 11th July 1865 quoted by Henderson, p111.
Gosse, pp98-99
35
Gosse, p26.
36
Clara Watts-Dunton, p248.
37
Clara Watts-Dunton, p36.
38
Clara Watts-Dunton, pp241-242.
39
Henderson reproduces large sections of Beerbohm’s detailed account, pp249-253.
40
Henderson, p5.
33
34
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would have almost certainly been exacerbated by servants, who if wise,
followed the parent's lead.
For Western people in the twenty-first century an unknown world where
live-in servants existed to “serve their betters” and where their subservience was
considered a necessary virtue or just taken for granted should be considered.
Another similar aspect which biographers apparently have not considered
in depth is the way that the very rich who from childhood on can have
everything easily have little sense of enjoyment from things others have to
strive for and enjoy. This leads to them being easily bored and wearied of the
conventional. This can motivate various reactions, assorted types of slumming,
radicalism right or left or involvement in charitable causes. These activities may
or may not combine two reactions. The other reaction develops unconventional,
sadistic or masochistic tastes that can become more and more extreme to gain
the sense of vividness that their actions bring.*
As the eldest and heir, Swinburne would have been the centre of attention
in the child's world. Ruling class children could order adult servants around
either with open arrogance or with the patronizing attitudes of those who are
brought up to believe themselves inherently superior by birth. In an apparently
real if ultimately anecdotal episode that adumbrates his later dealings with
prostitutes, he poured jam over a housemaid because he disliked the way she
read Shakespeare.41
Throughout his real or imagined life his primary concern was his
enjoyment, his excitement, his self-indulgence. In his enthused conversations or
writings of such pleasures it seems to never to have occurred to him how they or any of the people he imposed upon, felt or what effects his actions caused on
others. Even his radical poetry was usually more about hero worship,
nationalism or a vaguely defined liberty. Only rarely was it about easing the
suffering of the oppressed or elevating those at the bottom of the class pyramid.
Throughout his life Swinburne always acted as if the world existed for him and
that there was nothing wrong with his attention-seeking, using or abusing
people, or people making sacrifices for him. The obedient servants following his
wishes would be replaced by prostitutes. Swinburne seems to have had this
mentality. In “Anactoria' (1862) he speaks in Sappho's voice, and this reads as a
Cassidy, p27 quoting Gosse, pp13-14. Mrs Warre-Cornish a visitor, picked up this family
legend.
*In one incident from the early 1980s rich English people recreated Nazi concentration
camps. They acted out the role of the prisoners while hired guards punished and bullied them.
After sharing houses with others of a similar species twice in the 1980s, on several occasions
I noticed similar if not that extreme behavior. In a more recent example enactors are given
model semi- automatics and are attacked by realistically made up zombies. Realistic blood
and gore splatter the sets. The cost ensures that this remains a rich kid’s pastime.
41
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thin disguise: he says he is weary of the conventional:

I am weary of all thy words and soft strange ways,
Of all love's fiery nights and all his days
This becomes a weariness with life:

Why hath he made us? What had all we done
That we should live and loathe the sterile sun,
And all the broken kisses salt as brine
That shuddering lips make moist with waterish wine
And with the moon wax paler as she wanes,
And pulse by pulse feel time grow through our veins?
In 'Anactoria' this leads to a nihilistic challenge not only against society's rules,
but its creator God, whom he will destroy. This raises the question of who
replaces God. In his vexation with the weather, the seasons, the torments of
desire and everything else, there exists a desire to make the world as he sees it,
to replace God with the one who vanquished him - himself:

Him I would reach, him smite, him desecrate,
Pierce the cold lips of God with human breath,
And mix his immortality with death.
One wonders if Caligula, Nero, Commodus or Caracalla had written poetry that
survives, would it have been different? In 'Dolores' Swinburne himself reveals
that this comparison is no exaggeration as Swinburne the republican radical,
reveals his affinity for the Emperor Nero and his pyrotechnic poetry:

When, with flame all around him aspirant,
Stood flushed, as a harp player stands,
The implacable beautiful tyrant,
Rose-crowned, having death in his hands;
And a sound as the sound of loud water
Smote far through the flight of the fires,
And mixed with the lightning of slaughter
A thunder of lyres.

21

Even allowing for the influence of ruling class ways, the question remains: how
did an apparently pleasant, happy, well brought up boy become like this by his
mid-twenties? His lifelong friend William Morris also came from a privileged
background and like Swinburne, rejected the world of aristocracy and religion,
but a more modest, steady, staid, selfless, restrained, socially responsible and
egalitarian man would be hard to find – but then Morris did not go to nineteenth
century Eton.
Throughout his life Swinburne would swing wildly between Victorian
ideas of conventionality and unconventionality in his poetic themes, his
utterances and his way of life. Swinburne did say his attitudes were formed
during his time at Eton.42
However as already stated, his love of the sea and rural landscapes, the
border ballads, Shakespeare and the Elizabethans, Dickens and French and
Italian culture had already been formed and would stay all his life. His love of
medieval themes and art developed at Oxford, so what his left? Possibly his
love of some Greek and Roman culture; this may have begun at home and
developed at Eton, where he read a great deal on these topics.43 A similar pattern
probably applied to his hero-worship.
Swinburne was an extreme hero worshiper even in an era when this
viewpoint was taken to extreme and simplistic lengths.44 All societies create
heroes to inspire and emulate, and the British tied this to their expanding
empire. In the 1830s Thomas Carlyle in his lectures and his book based on those
lectures On Heroes clarified and expanded Britain’s enthused but still inchoate
heroic ideal. He went beyond the heroic military image to include artists and
religious leaders. Carlyle opened the way for explorers, inventors and
community leaders to be considered heroes. British empire achievers in
education, politics, culture and religion soon followed his lead and soon had
developed their own heroes.
Society soon made a great deal out of emulating heroes. All those
remarkable men (few women made the grade, notably Florence Nightingale,
Charlotte Bronte, Octavia Hill and Grace Darling) who with a noble spirit and
larger than life stature (or reputation) changed the world for the better. All the
clichés in the last sentence are fully intended, for that is the way the hero was
viewed and it is also what the hero has become.
Carlyle and Swinburne! The dour, humorless puritan and the happy
prankster sensualist, became two of Britain’s most reverent exponents of
heroism in this wider definition Carlyle developed. Despite this, they did not
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work together: a mutual lifelong personal hatred developed between Swinburne
and Carlyle. They publicly expressed this hatred in words that strained both
men’s considerable literary abilities.
Swinburne’s poem ‘After Looking into Carlyle’s Reminiscences.” (1882)
is a snide attack on the topic after Carlyle’s death. He also called Carlyle “a
hoary old villain” while Carlyle stated that Swinburne was like a man standing
up to his neck in a cesspool and adding to its contents.45
For Swinburne hero worship started early. As a child he did idolize his
politically liberal grandfather, but how much of this idolization was based in
personality and how much in politics remains unclear.46 He was sometimes
disillusioned with individuals, but Swinburne never abandoned the belief in
heroes. He filled his poetry with heroes, their noble causes, elegies to great men
and also added the obverse side to hero-worship to his poems, villainy and
diatribes against the perceived villains.
Three other lifelong patterns seem to have emerged at Eton. Many
describe Swinburne as a youthful radical and an elderly conservative, but many
poems and several statements reveal him spending his life swinging wildly
between an extreme if inchoate radicalism and a nationalistic, at times jingoistic
conservatism. This was evident as early as 1851, at the beginning of his teens.
He may have learned his sexual sado-masochistic tendencies at Eton, or
at least the tendencies started there. This seems likely. He was there from the
month he turned twelve in 1849 until the summer of 1853. The much quoted
phrase about how “the battlefield of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of
Eton” gets a slightly different expression by Swinburne in 1892 in ‘Eton: An
Ode’: “With England Eton her child kept pace as a fortress of men to be.”
This idea has considerable truth and many ambiguities to it, for beneath the
surface Eton and for that matter England's school system was not so much
concerned with learning classics, mathematics and history as it was with
churning out men who would uphold England and its empire. This was done
predominantly through its civil service, its army, navy, church, and education
system. In 'Eton: An Ode' (1892) Swinburne implicitly acknowledged this – and
with approval:

Lords of state and of war, whom fate found strong
In battle, in counsel strong
Here, ere fate had approved them great, abode their
Season, and thought not long:
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The unhappiness Swinburne experienced and the
consequent hostility and elitism that he developed are evident here
in this portrait from around 1870. Wiikimedia
Eton's hearty ruggers certainly did “think not long.” This was in a sense wise in
terms of not self-harming their chances for material gain and peer group
prestige. To ponder on the system would be to question it, and questioning could
lead to exclusion or ostracism. They were there to absorb the values of
nationalism, obedience and authority in a pyramid system in which their high
place was assured if they did not question the system.
The worlds of exploration, arts, commerce, transport, agriculture and
science could be praised, and even entered into to some extent if ruling class
ways were maintained and they were of obvious benefit to England, but to the
Etonian mind and to England's peerage, there was something vulgar about being
in the world of trade. While achievements in other fields could be admired and
praised, they were at heart the achievements of the lower orders. Great merit in
the lower orders could lead to advancement: Drake, Hawkins, Captain James
Cook, Sir John Franklin, Cecil Rhodes, Clive of India, Nelson, Kipling,
Tennyson, Field Marshall Sir William Slim, Clement Atlee, Harold Wilson,
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Margret Thatcher and Lawrence Olivier are salient examples. The British ruling
class was to some extent an expanding meritocracy, but Eton existed “to do its
bit” to ensure that the England of the aristocrats stayed that way.
Part of this process was toughening up the boys, giving them manly
character traits and team spirit through sport and school rules, which also
instilled patterns of conformity. It was also a winnowing process, some boys
were found to be unworthy, being weak in body or character or having different
abilities. However such boys could be useful in the process, being made
“bitches.” This type of thing was and is not exclusive to Eton. Like many peer
groups, particularly those in jails, armies, navies, factories or cults, those who
are different or who have different or higher abilities than the peer group
members are put through processes which eventually ends in exclusion. This
involves belittling, innuendo, torment, humiliation or in some cases theft or
destruction of material goods, physical attack or litigation as the last part of the
process before exclusion. The effects on the peer group consist of giving them a
stronger sense of identity by binding them in unity against those who are
different. They also give a sense of triumph as they are the winners and they
have been instilled with the perhaps inchoate, perhaps subconscious realization
that cheery brutality works well as a way to self-advancement. They also have
the cautionary example before them of what happens to those who do not
conform.
In this bizarre world subservience, unquestioning obedience and
conformity, the ability to command by bashing and perhaps even to rape were
apparently considered signs of a strong and therefore good character.
In his 1979 biography Donald Thomas uses several sources about these
matters. Like most Swinburne biographers he writes cautiously, but concludes
that Swinburne was probably bullied, or at least witnessed it, final evidence
remains contradictory. He assembles the evidence known by 1979 in his chapter
on Swinburne at Eton. Edmund Gosse’s biography has a chapter entitled ‘Eton’
which suggests that Swinburne loved the place and that Eton loved him. The
main sources for this view are Swinburne’s cousin, Lord Redesdale, and a
fellow contemporary student, George A. Young. Even here there are indications
that the reality was not that rosy. These witnesses recall Swinburne as odd
looking and suggest he was peculiar in some hazy way. Gosse relates that
Swinburne had little if anything to do with team sports, being known as ‘Mad
Swinburne’47 Even in this account he was involved in trouble and seems to have
spent much of his time reading in the library.48 Was this solely due to his love of
reading or was it the way bullying could not take place in the library a factor?
A recently revealed play by Swinburne, ‘First Fault’ probably written at
Eton, and recently reviewed with passages quoted by Peter Leggatt, shows both
47
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a familiarity and a fascination with the discipline system.49 Thomas and Leggart
both quote Master James Joynes recalled Swinburne begging him to give him
shelter at school from boys and then pleaded that the bullies were men; Joynes,
after having been educated at Eton must have known what was happening, read
him a psalm in consolation and sent him back.50 This reveals more than Joynes
(the source) intended, for saying that men were involved, Swinburne was trying
to make it clear that this was not some trivial schoolboy game. His pleadings
show that he feared and did not enjoy the sado-masochistic process, at least not
initially. The giving of the psalm instead of shelter tied religion to his
degradation and almost certainly gave him no solace or protection. Joynes may
well have believed Swinburne but perhaps he knew how to keep his job.
Swinburne’s hatred for the Christian religion also seems to have started at Eton,
little wonder. Two contemporary Etonian students deny that he was bullied, (as
if they would admit to it) but another remembered some advice from a head boy
about Swinburne: “Kick him if you near enough, and if you are not near enough
throw a stone at him.”51 His mother wrote that he was “of course bullied
fearfully” for refusing to swear. Bullying is about humiliation and conformity
and picking on the easy targets, those who lack peer group support. With his
elfin build and looks, his long hair, nervous mannerisms and solitary bookish
ways, he would have been a perfect target for the hearty ruggers in a bullies'
paradise.
To what extent bullying developed and what forms it took remains
uncertain. Ostracism for someone so different and bookish was likely. Was it
limited to belittling, and physical violence that did not lead to permanent
damage - or was it worse? In his unpublished recollections of being at Eton's
similar rival Harrow, the writer John Addington Symonds wrote of how goodlooking boys became “bitches” for older boys or were the sexual property of
their elders and were beaten and spat upon.52 It would be easy to assume that
such statements were untypical, exaggerations or fantasies, but there are too
many similar stories and not all of them are from rebels and failures. In his
biography Rudyard Kipling Lord Birkenhead quotes Kipling's indignant
response to innuendoes about being a public school homosexual, but his
response suggests this was common.53 Lord Birkenhead also lists several
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serious, even life threatening sadisms at Kipling's school and even Kipling, this
successful epitome of British Empire values, resented bullying.54
Even in the film version of Goodbye Mister Chips (1939) the sentimental
and probably the best known paean to the public school system, has a scene
which shows the probable reality. In World War One a student accuses
Headmaster Chips of employing as teachers those who do not support the war
effort and indignantly Chips says that he only employs those who have enlisted
or tried to enlist. He then vigorously gives the compliant student a prolonged
caning on the arse, depicted in silhouettes.

Swinburne (fourth from left) and associates at Oxford in the 1850s. Public
Domain
Swinburne was one who was winnowed out, being returned to his parents in
July 1853. For much of the rest of his life he seemed to live and write in
reaction to his Eton years, yet there are odd things concerning Swinburne's
accounts about his time there. One concerns a supposedly exploitative sadist,
Master James Joynes, but he had a reputation for kindliness, seldom or never set
any punishments and was a firm opponent of bullying and oppression.55 Perhaps
this was Swinburne’s revenge for ignoring his appeal. As Thomas points out,
Swinburne's accounts of his whippings supply too much odd detail, of perfumes
and incense and of secluded glades as the locale for his punishments. His first
54
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attempts at play writing, ‘First Fault’ also set at Eton and also deals with its
world of punishments in some detail. In a later work The Unhappy Revenge
which he modeled on The Revenger's Tragedy Swinburne's by own account he
“tried to pack twice as many rapes and about three times as many murders” as
his model held. 56As this quote suggests, targets of bullying and sadism often
become neurotic, obsequiously obedient, morbid, violent and sadisticmasochistic.
For someone who did not fit in to Eton and was a victim of its system and
a rebel against its values, Swinburne acted very oddly, even by his standards.
One of his first poetic efforts was the opposite of rebellious behavior. When
Queen Victoria visited Eton in 1851 Swinburne wrote an obsequious ode in her
honor 'The Triumph of Gloriania.' He did boast that he had burnt all his poems
written before going to Oxford.57 If they were all like this it was a wisely
constructed conflagration
Privately published in a few copies in 1916 and long believed lost,
unfortunately for Swinburne's reputation a copy was found in the British
Museum.58 As the title suggests Victoria was compared favorably with Elizabeth
I and was welcomed by “a countless crowd” who “Confus'd with hearts
upraised and voices loud” supposedly “celebrate the glories” of her visit. In this
hagiographic work the Duke of Wellington also comes in for similar
sycophantic flattery. It would be understandable to dismiss this as Eton
influenced juvenilia, but unfortunately Swinburne wrote similar drivel late in
his life. In his old age Eton itself comes in for nostalgic and sentimental
reminiscences in his published 'Eton: an Ode' but his requests for photographs
of Eton's flogging bloc and poems about the real or imagined pleasures of
Etonian flagellation were not made public knowledge.59 Teenagers are well
known for erratic behavior as they respond to different stimulus, but with
Swinburne this would be a lifelong pattern. A year after 'The Triumph of
Gloriania' he would glorify tyrannicide in a poem as different to 'The Triumph
of Gloriania' as it was possible to conceive of. In 'A Song in Time of Order'
(1852) he came out with:

When the devil's riddle is mastered
And the galley bench creaks with a Pope
We shall see Buonaparte the bastard
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Kick heels with his throat in a rope
Other verses boast of holding the red flag aloft, “the lie at the lips of a priest”
and ending tyranny. This would be easy to dismiss as teenage rebelliousness,
but he maintained his hatred of Napoleon III beyond the emperor's death in
1873 and similar obsessions led to both puerile actions and puerile poetry far
beyond his teens, even into old age.
After Eton Swinburne was inspired by the charge of the Light Brigade at
Balaclava and tried to volunteer for the cavalry as an officer during the early
stages of the Crimean War, but his father refused permission.60 Biographers
apparently assume that his father's refusal was solely due to concerns about his
son's welfare, but as an officer Admiral Swinburne must surely have felt some
concern and responsibility for any potential recruit who would have come under
the command of erratic, thrill-seeking, seventeen year old gallant Captain
Algernon Swinburne. While at Oxford he even joined a volunteer militia group,
the Artist’s Rifles.61 The world had never seen such an array of artistic talent in
one unit - or such military ineptitude. Frederick Leighton, John Everett Millais,
Holman Hunt, William Morris, F.G. Watts, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Burne –
Jones did not make good soldiers. William Gaunt’s brief account reads like a
scene from 1970s television comedy Dad’s Army.
Gosse recalls that Swinburne still yearned for this life but in old age came
to the conclusion that his deafness would have made him a bad soldier.62 Other
reasons, which Swinburne does not mention, should be apparent.
Instead Swinburne, always erratic, went to Oxford, where he came under
the influence of several members of the Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood and they in
turn introduced him to several others in their circle.63 While London would
become the main centre of Pre-Raphaelite activity, Oxford would be fertile
ground for them and in Northumberland the Swinburne’s aristocratic neighbors
The Trevelyans would be hosts, patrons and friends of many in the movement,
including Swinburne. The Pre-Raphaelites had begun as a trio of painters, John
Everett Millais, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Holman Hunt, joined by the sculptor
Thomas Woolner, who played a minor role.64 These four were joined by three
others who would be noted and recorded as the original brotherhood. Two were
painters, James Collinson and Frederick George Stephens, the third was Gabriel
Rossetti’s brother William Michael Rossetti, the group’s chronicler, critic,
defender and mainstay. He was also the group’s most enthusiastic but artistically
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unproductive member, held there by his brother Dante’s wishes.65 Although his
sketches, criticism and fiction reveal considerable talent, in a way
it was better for many that his energies went into the lives of others. For over
sixty years major cultural figures like his siblings, his wife Lucy and Swinburne
benefitted from his unselfish help, advice and friendship. As he notes, almost
from the start the Pre-Raphaelites had an increasing appeal amongst a wide
range of English talent who produced Pre-Raphaelite culture.66 Swinburne
would become part of that talent. Just as Swinburne was in rebellion against the
university establishment, they rebelled against the Royal Academy. They also
rebelled against what Swinburne rebelled against in culture: the stuffy, the
pallid, the dingy and the unrealistic in art. 67 They disliked daubing as a
technique and painted with an extraordinary attention to detail. The combined
with a vividness, almost a sensual radiance that made for more than realism,
especially when it combined with Medieval and mythic topic matter, as it
usually did. History and legend, landscapes and sometimes contemporary
portraits were also part of its topic matter. Although best known now for their
paintings, they would branch out into sculpture, decorative arts, fiction and
poetry.
Swinburne and the Pre-Raphaelites were made for each other. Not being
visually artistic was no barrier. Two of the most important Pre-Raphaelites,
Morris and Gabriel Rossetti, were poets as much as they were artists and several
of the painters would wrote occasional poems. The movement would attract
other poets, notably Christina Rossetti, Arthur O’ Shaughnessy and in the
movement’s later decades, the young W.B. Yeats.
In the 1850s these groups would have conterminous links which would
put Swinburne in contact with others who had a large influence on his life.
These included John Ruskin, Pauline Trevelyan, Ford Madox Brown, Edmund
Gosse, William Bell Scott, Frederick Sandys and James McNeill Whistler, but
their friendships would be strained after Swinburne’s self-destructive episodes
later in the 1860s. John Nicol, who was not a Pre-Raphaelite, was a major
influence at Oxford, guiding him towards both atheism and republicanism and
perhaps alcohol.68 Nicol, a Scot would graduate from Oxford and return to
Glasgow, becoming a professor of English. They would maintain friendly
contact even decades later, Swinburne staying with him in Glasgow during
January 1878.69 He worked with the Pre –Raphaelites on their murals at Oxford
University to some unknown extent, socialized with them and took on some of
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their Bohemian ways - and eventually their topic matter and literary style.70
Although in 1876 he would abandon the Pre-Raphaelite label, he never really
abandoned the style or the topic matter. He made a close friend there of Gabriel
Rossetti, but unlike Rossetti, who broke off contact in the 1870s, his brother
William and William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones would be lifelong
friends. Another noted Pre-Raphaelite painter whom he first met there Spencer
Stanthorpe, appears to be not so close as W.M. Rossetti, Burne Jones and
Morris, but became a friend with whom he maintained written contact.71 PreRaphaelites paintings had a strong influence on his poetry. Swinburne and
Burne-Jones even focused on the same characters and stories at around the same
time, each working in their different medium.72 Similarly when in 1866
Frederick Sandys was working on woodcuts of Cleopatra for a book’s
illustrations Swinburne wrote his poem ‘Cleopatra.’73 While obviously happy
with his friends in Oxford, after they left he left without a degree in a
disagreement over rules as allegations of violence, drunkenness and lateness
were alleged.74
During his time at Oxford and just after, he started writing on themes that
would stay with him all his life, ancient mythology, paganism, British heroism,
the sea, problematic romance, sensual sexual allure and medieval stories. Not
only the themes developed early but his style. Both are evident in ‘Echo’
(c1855-1857?) even though in this first verse it has the sense of a developing
youthful style about it:

In the dusk of starlit hours
Through the woodland’s dewy maze
Scattering music, scattering flowers
Down the glimmering forest ways,
O’er the smooth moss-paven level,
Past the mountain’s windy brow,
Come the Nymphs in crowded revel,
Calling, Echo, Echo! Where art thou?
‘By the Seaside’ (c1859-1860?) concerns two troubled lovers meeting on a
beach. As these lines show, Swinburne is strong on describing seascapes and his
work gains in strength when he shows restraint:
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It is near evening; wait a little yet,
See the salt water mark
High on the crumbling sandslope is not wet
Tho’it must soon be dark
But the far clouds are pierced with sunbeam threads
And, where their bank was close,
Loose fringes flicker into feathery shreds
Of gold and Rose
The great sea calmèd to its sunless heart
Sreaks the grey shining sand
With white sharp tongues of hungry foam that dart
Straight up the level strand
No voice in the air or water. Far behind
The sheer cliffs cuts the sky
In each worn crevice low the dungeoned wind
Falters a moaning cry.
This tendency to start poems with a strongly described setting was also evident
when around this time he wrote one of his first major poems, 'Lancelot' (c18571860). The subject was a Pre-Raphaelite favorite and the work was in the PreRaphaelite style, which emphasized colorful stories, heroic vigor, romance and
medieval values. Swinburne focuses here on how Lancelot finds himself torn
between two desires that are in conflict, his desire to find the Holy Grail, which
is a great moral and noble aim, and his desire to love Gwenevere, the king's
wife. This goes against heroic values for three reasons. As a married woman
such attractions are adulterous. As a knight they are against the laws of chivalry:
as a subject he has sworn fealty to his king so his attraction for Qwenevere can
only be disloyalty.
Swinburne's places Qwenevere in a Pre-Raphaelite setting where he
visualizes her as having all the characteristics of a painted Pre-Raphaelite
beauty:
Day by Day and hour by hour
Grew her white face like a flower,
Palest where the day grew lower
On the fiery sea
Always sate I watching her
By her carven gilded chair
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Full of wonder and great fear
If one long lock of her hair
In the soft wind sink or stir
Fallen to her knee
All about her face and head
The flat sunset overspread
Like an aureole of red
Stained as drops from wounds that bled
in some bitter fight
These twelve lines show Swinburne's developing poetic skill: the last vowel and
following r in lines one to three and in lines five to nine lead to a mesmerizing
effect, but to stop this becoming tedious he makes soft breaks with the sea/knee
rhyme, which contrasts enough to make a pause, but stays soft enough not to jar.
While the soft flow of the first ten lines mesmerizes, reflecting on how Lancelot
becomes mesmerized with Qwenevere, the sound of the head/spread/red rhyme
increases the pace and has an uplift in its rhyme. This reflects Lancelot's
growing love and the world, symbolized through the sunset, now appears as
seen through her: to him the world has become less important than her. The last
two lines bring to mind what this attraction will cause, the violence that will
destroy the kingdom and the word 'fight' has an abrupt, loud and final sound that
contrasts with and is in opposition to the mesmerizing lines before, waking the
reader up to where Lancelot’s actions and Swinburne’s narrative are going. The
cost of winning earthly love will be the loss of heavenly reward: an angel stands
before the grail protecting it from conquest by the impure. The angel which
protects the grail has guided him to the grail, but leaves him when Lancelot
wins Qwenevere.
This becomes as a doubly hollow victory; she comes to him at the cost of
the grail and in Swinburne's retelling she does not love him. This situation
causes despair:

And my soul began to see
All the ill she had in me
When I bore her to the sea
From her place of rest
Her song about a derelict evil ship floating in a sinister sea symbolizes his soul
adrift in a disordered world, which starts disintegrating into evil due to their
disloyalty. Swinburne's portrait of Gwenevere adumbrates some of his later,
more famous femme fatales. Concerning such women the expectation society
put onto poets at this time was that they were good Victorian moralists: their
work either edified by showing virtue rewarded or warned by showing villainy
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‘Love and the Maiden’ by John Spencer Stanthorpe. Throughout his life
Swinburne was influenced by such artwork and the stories that inspired them.

Burne-Jones ‘Laus Veneris’ shared a title and subject with Swinburne’s poem.
Both pictures Public Domain
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vanquished and the morally weak entrapped and punished.
Technically and superficially Swinburne had done the latter. However
while showing the femme fatale's entrancing power and the subsequent disaster
this causes, he gives the tragic effects little attention, while he portrays her in a
little too much detail and as too alluring for a Victorian moralist:

Light creeps around her as she stands
Round her face and round her hands
Fainter light than dying brands
When day fills the eastern lands
And the moon is low
And her eyes in some old dream
Woven thro' with shade and gleam
Stare against me till I seem
To be hidden in a dream
To be drowned in a deep stream
Of her dropping hair.
Young Swinburne as a Victorian moralist? This goes against his popular image
as a rebel and it could hardly be applied to his personal life or his 1860s
statements. However In 'The Triumph of Gloriania.' ‘Dies Irae,’ 'Lancelot' and
'The Death of Sir John Franklin' the evidence emerges clearly: Swinburne was
conforming to conservative Victorian values. ‘Dies Irae,’ works as the most
salient example. The references to Magdalen and the crucified thief with Jesus
make this unmistakably a Christian poem concerning the last judgement.
Swinburne’s imagery of the justice and punishment to come is extraordinarily
powerful and macabre, almost paranoiac. Was this a desperate fervid attempt to
convince himself that Christianity was true when his friend and fellow student
John Nicol was convincing him that atheism was reality? Throughout his poetic
output Swinburne would swing between outpourings of hatred for Christianity
and statements assuming a belief in God, but he would abhor organized religion.
His attitudes towards the ideals of heroism were in comparison, more
consistent.
Many of his poems are hagiography and it would be prolix and tedious to
trace all of his poems about hero worship and the manipulation of history to
serve that purpose. Let 'The Death of Sir John Franklin' by no means the most
extreme example in its praise, serve as the example of how Swinburne could
flaw his own work. He did this, not by abandoning Victorian values as many of
his contemporaries said, but by upholding them when he should have
questioned them. This was not necessarily acceptable Victorian practice. When
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Christina Rossetti was one recipient of Swinburne’s overblown phrases her
brother William politely told him he was going too far.75 Even by 1904
Swinburne’s panegyrics were considered excessive, as his unrepentant defense
of them that year demonstrates. He stated that if they “exceed the limit of
demonstrable accuracy” they were “still better than the safe path of tepid praise
or conventional applause.” 76 This self-confessed problem with truth will
become evident. Very few amongst these many paeans and elegies still work.
The most salient being ‘New Year’s Eve’ (1895) for Christina Rossetti, ‘On the
Deaths of Thomas Carlyle and George Elliot’ (1881) ‘The Death of Richard
Wagner’ (1883) and ‘In Memory of John William Inchbold’ (1888). The first
two work because of uncharacteristic balance, restraint and contrast. The third
also works to some extent because of these reasons, but also because
Swinburne’s intense and dramatic style and treatment matches the ebullient,
even melodramatic and powerful mood of Wagner’s operas. For ‘In Memory of
John William Inchbold’ success was because Swinburne’s style of praise
matched and even caught the appeal and ambience of Inchbold’s magnificent
achievements in his art.
After 'Lancelot' came 'The Death of Sir John Franklin' (1860) which
would be a very different poem, although it had two similarities with 'Lancelot':
it focused on the desires of a popular English hero to succeed in his quest - and
his failure to achieve that quest. However 'Lancelot' despite being a fantasy, has
an honesty obviously lacking in 'The Death of Sir John Franklin.' In 'Lancelot'
Swinburne created a fantasy world of angels, supernatural beings, omens and
figures that cannot be real people. Despite this, he makes the fantasy world of
Camelot work because it follows its own rules in its own world, motives are
presented honestly, actions lead to obvious and logical consequences and wrong
choices lead to disaster. None of these characteristics are evident in 'The Death
of Sir John Franklin' although if ever a historic event depicted in Victorian era
literature should show the consequences of wrong choices it is that expedition.
This elegy was written during his Oxford days for a university
competition of that year.77 Although chronologically closer to his sensual and
rebellious poetry of the 1860s, it resembles the earlier 'The Triumph of
Gloriania' in its patriotic outlook, hero worship and religious aspects.
This poem remains important for several different reasons. It shows that
'The Triumph of Gloriania' was not an isolated piece of juvenilia, but an early
aspect of a current within his thought that would continually resurface and
become dominant in old age. This serves to correct the popular image of
Swinburne as the stalwart radical who emerged after Eton. Swinburne was
conforming to the heroic image of polar explorers that was common in the
Jan Marsh, Christina Rossetti: A Writer’s Life. New York: Viking, 1994. p357.
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culture of Victorian England. This poem also shows how great poetic talent
could be mixed in with sentimentality and fakery and present myth-making as
fact in the face of realities. This work also serves as an example of what can be
so repulsive in so much Victorian fiction; obsequious worship of the powerful,
the ignoring or lessening of importance of the working class, the tendencies to
gloss over distasteful realities to the extent of lying, and making art serve
politics.
Like so many other Victorian writers Swinburne presents a worldview
that upholds the status quo. He does this through one of the staples of patriotic
poetry; by presenting an unfolding tragedy as a sad duty that England rewards
with honor and that God rewards with heaven.
It should be noted that several of his contemporaries questioned the
attitudes that Swinburne championed and conclusive evidence for what really
happened was easily found even before 1860. Even his admirer Gosse wrote
that the expedition’s full circumstances were known by October 1859.78 Those
who knew and spoke included the searchers who revealed what really happened,
the newspaper writers who from 1854 onwards publicly wrote of what the
searchers found, and the editorial in the widely distributed and respected British
Blackwood’s Magazine. The editor of that magazine questioned the worth of
Artic exploration when it came at such a high cost in misery and human life.79
Amazingly among those who preferred the realities to sentimentality was the
popular and famous sentimental animal painter Landseer. He depicted two
ferocious polar bears devouring the bones of the expedition’s men in a still
powerfully realistic and horrifying painting.80
Swinburne wrote 'The Death of Sir John Franklin' in two days after
seeing a newspaper advertisement for an 1860 Oxford University Prize and a
payment of fifty pounds from a donor who specified the topic matter, the need
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for rhymes and the expectation of an admiring treatment.81
Examining the historic reality of this expedition becomes worthwhile
before examining the poem to see what Swinburne has done – and not done.
The negative evidence available by 1860 was verified and expanded in the
1980s and 1990s. Archaeological work, forensics, old records, Inuit folk
memory, a television documentary, a history by two of the major individuals
involved in all these processes and a 2009 biography have reshaped our concept
of what happened. The image we now have, based on abandoning Victorian
conceptions, using deductive logic and reinterpreting primary sources and
evidence, virtually reverses the image Swinburne gives us.
‘Erebus’ and ‘Terror’ All pictures of Franklin and the North- West Passage are
in the public domain.

The proposed Northwest passage.
Franklin had stated eleven years earlier that he was too old for further
Arctic exploration and could not bear fatigue and anxiety. He was obese and
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sick at the time of his appointment.82 Even so he was appointed commander of
an Arctic expedition of two ships containing 134 men, five survived by being
dismissed for illness in the expedition’s early days.83 In almost all accounts until
recently Franklin’s task was supposedly to find the fabled Northwest Passage,
which would provide a sea way between the Davis Strait and the Bering Sea.
This would open up a shorter vital new trade route from the North Atlantic to
the northern Pacific and supply an alternative to the stormy Cape Horn route.
Other supposedly lesser reasons were a need to map the unexplored areas, to
counter possible foreign expansion by establishing a British presence and to
conduct experiments and observations about magnetic fields.84 As Andrew
Lambert explains in his Franklin: Tragic Hero of Polar Exploration, the latter
was important for successful navigation and mapping as both were heavily
dependent on compasses: serious errors were happening due to incorrect
knowledge. Britain, being dependent on both its merchant navy and its military
and naval forces to uphold its empire, needed reliable compasses. For
investigating geomagnetic sources the Arctic was considered important. As
naval funding was tight, the fabled and popular quest for the Northwest Passage
was promoted over geomagnetic research as the reason for the 1840s Franklin
Expedition – and sometimes it still is.
Swinburne becomes hazy on why Franklin was even in the Arctic. He
should have done more research rather than spend two days writing. He has
only one vague mention of the commercial motivations and that appears in
flowery language in which England is “she”:

He gave up life, that she might gather thence
The increase of the seasons and their praise
The search for the North-West Passage sounded heroic to the Victorians, but the
reality undercuts this, it was an almost futile dream, worn out by being held
onto for too long. In The Northwest Passage George Malcom Thompson
narrates how before Franklin’s last expedition, several major expeditions would
also try to navigate through assorted treacherous straits, rocky coasts and find
their route west blocked by walls of ice. They then found themselves forced to
winter in desolate Arctic lands.
By 1820 nearly a hundred expeditions had unsuccessfully searched for
the passage.85 It would be 1906 before Roald Amundsen proved it could be done
– in a yacht which sailed over two rare mild winters. He sailed from Norway in
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June 1903 through a passage and then the Bering Strait and reached San
Francisco over three years after starting the voyage.86 As a viable commercial
venture the passage was almost impossible. It took climate change to warm the
seas and reduce ice, (surely a factor few Victorians ever dreamed of) before the
dream became a reality – for tourist vessels. In 2009 a cargo ship finally used
the passage from Canada to Japan. However the great imperial era dream had
become a twenty-first century prosaic reality. The story got minimal media
coverage, getting a paragraph in the international news section. To the
Victorians the idea was certainly visionary and the task heroic, but Franklin's
expedition ended up as anything but heroic, whatever Swinburne wrote.
Even before the expedition sailed there were misgivings and problems.
Franklin was generous, tactful, courageous and popular, skilled in naval
warfare, governorship, cartography, navigation and in scientific observations
concerned with magnetic fields and compasses. 87
Despite his abilities obvious problems arose.
Why Franklin was chosen for an expedition that required great energy
when he was nearly sixty years old, obese, sick and partly deaf must be dubious.
There should also have been questions about his previous record. He had led a
smaller, disastrous Arctic expedition in 1819 in which most members just barely
survived because a relief expedition found them. His unfamiliarity with the
terrain and conditions and his delay into returning before the onset of winter
were factors in this disaster and by his own written account important journals
and records were lost. Starvation, conflict and murder occurred on this
expedition and some members were close to cannibalism.88 Although some
important mapping and scientific knowledge were successfully carried out,
Franklin still turned this disaster into a triumph through his thrilling best-selling
account which made him a celebrity.
Although a second similar expedition was successful, the 1819-1821
disaster and the 1845 preparations should have made some one reconsider who
would lead. Captain Crozier did so, but unfortunately in a letter posted from
Greenland on one of the last occasions anyone saw the crew alive. He
accurately described Franklin as a man of fixed ideas and determination who
caused him to fear that he would blunder among the ice.89
Before sailing one of Franklin's officers, Commander Fitzjames,
expressed concerns about what became a key factor in the ensuing disaster – the
meat supply being purchased because the supplier quoted a cheaper price. The
supplier's rush to complete ration orders and the pressure placed on him to do so
meant that tins were not properly sealed and so food poisoning would have
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probably resulted.90 Even in the 1850s when the first bodies were found, this
was suspected. Lead poisoning was caused by a high lead component soldering
being placed inside the food tins and also by some sloppy soldering. In the
1980s autopsies were carried out on three bodies and a skeleton from the
expedition and all had massive quantities of lead in their systems, in two of
these remains well over twenty times the normal level and the third held over
double even that.91 Lead poisoning can lead to fatigue, weakness, anorexia,
colic, loss of appetite, disturbed nervous systems, limb paralysis, paranoia, and
neurotic and erratic behavior.92 In the autopsies it was also revealed to be a
crucial factor in lowering resistance to disease.93
While many details of lead poisoning were unknown in Franklin's time,
how much intelligence must be required to know that ingesting metal must be
unhealthy? As large parts of the Arctic were barren in winter carried food
supplies were the only food source and crucial for survival. A shrewder mind
would have carefully watched a cheap supplier rushing to fill orders. There
could be no living off the land or the frozen winter sea for such a large
expedition. Even small bands of the Inuit with their shrewd hunting methods,
knowledge of the terrain and small numbers, often starved.
The mental effects of lead poisoning may explain some of Franklin's
extraordinary decisions, but not others. He apparently left no clear timetable or
itinerary before leaving England. He wintered in Beechey Island, in the first
year, but apparently did not follow the usual practice of leaving written
instructions and messages in obviously placed cairns. An 1852 expedition
conducted an extensive search and found no messages.94 Instead of going by an
expected route he sailed down the narrow Peel Channel. It may not be an
absolute certainty, but it was probably obvious that such places favored the
forming of impenetrable pack ice. Almost certainly the usual climatic conditions
unfolded: winter temperatures developed the pack ice that made voyaging
dangerous and so the ice could entrap ships. This was common nautical
knowledge at the time. Instead of returning to the open sea of the wider, less ice
prone Baffin Bay, where many whalers were, Franklin continued into the
narrower channel in uninhabited waters west of barren King William Island
after the safer summer months and his ships were held fast there by ice.
This is not being wise after the event: few sailed in these waters after
August or did not leave messages. If Franklin had left route instructions or
messages many may have been saved as search expeditions started in 1848.
Most crewmen were probably still alive then, around thirty were alive in 1850
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Sir John Franklin photographed, showing him as he really was, grossly
overweight, and tired. The idealized portraits below show a thinner, confident
and alert looking man.
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and the last four probably lived into 1851.95 If they had been equipped with
lighter and more numerous sleds their march across the ice to Canada’s northern
outposts may just have succeeded.
It is possible that Franklin gave cautionary verbal instructions about food
supplies, left messages that were lost and was caught in a freakish, suddenly
forming ice pack. All three had been known to happen. However the food
supply problems, the lack of clear instructions to England and the problem of
heavy sleds were crucial matters and his responsibility. He chose to take heavy,
cumbersome sleds. His boats weighed up to 1400 pounds rather than the lighter
model Inuit sleds and canoes, which were faster and easier to maneuver and
required much less strength to pull.96 This may have been a mistake as
important as the food. Whatever his virtues, he was apparently not a wise leader
on this last expedition. By his actions, so lacking in caution and basic sense he
ensured the misery, degradation and eventual deaths of 128 men under his
command and the sufferings endured by many search parties.
What does Swinburne do with this reality? He could have avoided
flowery rhetoric and flattery and described realities. He could have matched the
fine landscape and seascape descriptions in this work with statements from
knowledge available in 1860. This would have led to questions about why the
expedition went wrong. It would have also led to questioning Victorian
depictions of heroism.
Swinburne’s Franklin serves as England's “witness of her ancient worth”
“her friend and minister” and his patriotic love “shall hold her lovelier.”
England in return honours him:

This noble England must hold him dear,
Always and always in his name keep sad
Her histories, and embalm with costly fear
And with rare hope and with royal pride
her memories of him that honoured her
And what of Franklin's abilities, leadership and responsibilities? Swinburne
refers to this with what would be a breathtaking extravagance - even if Franklin
were as great and successful a polar explorer as Cook, Ross, Nansen or
Amundsen. Even by the standards of Victorian hero-worship he goes too far:

This England hath not made a better man,
More steadfast, or more wholly pure of wrong
Osmond. Her account rely on Inuit folk memory. The Inuit details frequently match other
evidence.
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Since the large book of English praise began.
His fervid hero worship takes him further into illogicality and further from then
known realities:

And for his worth more worthy; so his fame
Shall be the shield and strength of her defence,
Since where he was can not be any shame
“Where he was” was way off course, a mystery when it should not have been
and a massive if basic mistake. Franklin was so far away from where searchers
expected to find him that it was the equivalent of looking for someone
supposedly in the Orkneys when they were off the Atlantic coast of Spain.
Apart from the bottom of the ocean, the middle of an unknown ice pack must be
the worst possible place for a polar explorer. How can a dead man defend
anything? An abstract force such as fame can only inspire live defenders. As for
shame there was much to be ashamed of, for as early as 1854, when the first
reports of the expedition went into print, there were unmistakable references to
cannibalism, but this was adamantly rejected by many in England, including
Dickens.97 Swinburne seems to make an indirect reference to the reality and his
(or the poem’s judges?) desire to believe whatever sounds better.
After lavishing praise on Franklin and his men he states:

He who slakes thirst at some uncleaner fount
Shall thirst again; but he shall win full ease
Who finds pure wells far up the painful mount
Inuit folk memory reveals a division among the survivors between those who
stayed on the ships, and those avoided cannibals who set up a tent. The Inuit
found the former group lying in hammocks with black faces apparently waiting
for death, slowly starving and probably dying of scurvy and lead poisoning.
1980s and 1990s forensics bears out these searcher's reports and folk memories
with incontrovertible evidence.98 With cannibalism obvious the possibility of
murder also exists; it may have happened on Franklin's first Arctic disaster.
After overstating the virtues of Franklin, Swinburne then understates the
sufferings of his men: “for the laborious time went hard with these” but then the
poem goes into its strength, Swinburne's ability to describe landscapes – and
here to contrast them. Although he had never been to the Arctic, and must have
relied on drawings, paintings and accounts, Swinburne gives a strong
97
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impression of verisimilitude, capturing not only its barrenness and magnitude,
but what those two characteristics create, a sense of merciless power:

For the laborious time went hard with these
Among the thousand colours and gaunt shapes
Of the strong ice cloven with breach of seas,
Where the waste sullen shadow of steep capes
Narrows across the cloudy-coloured brine
And by strong jets the angered foam escapes,
And yet even this landscape experiences change which inspire as the sun, giver
of light even in this dark world, emerges and creates a weird beauty:

And a sad touch of sun scores the sea-line
Right at the middle motion of the noon
And then fades sharply back, and the cliffs shine
Fierce with keen snows against a kindled moon
In the hard purple of the bitter sky
Even here moments of delight emerge as they see these changes:
And thro' some rift as tho' an axe had hewn

Two spars of crag athwart alternately
Flares the loose light of that large Boreal day
Down half the sudden heaven, and with a cry
Sick sleep is shaken from the soul away,
And men leap up to see and have delight
For the sharp flame and strength of its white ray
From east to west burning upon the night;
And cliff and berg take fire from it, and stand
Like things distinct in customary sight
After this powerful description Swinburne quite plausibly conjures up visions of
the England Franklin's men would have been longing for:

Doubtless the backward thought and broad regard
Was bitter to their souls, remembering
How in soft England the warm lands were starred
With gracious flowers in the green font of spring,
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And all the branches' tender over-growth,
Where the quick birds took sudden heart to sing;
And how the meadows in their sweet May sloth
Grew thick with grass as soft as song or sleep;
So looking back, their hearts grew sere and loath
And their chafed pulses felt the blood to creep
More vexed and painfully...
He then goes on to give homely personal images of England. Mercifully he
spares readers details known even then of the crew's fate. Weakened men
desperately and bravely struggling to tow a sailboat across endless miles of ice,
dying where they fall sounds heroic – until the sailboat was found, loaded with
useless objects, such as silver plate, dishes, books, buttons and button polish.99
This supports the conclusion that they were poisoned with lead and unable to
think straight. If not, they had foolish priorities. Either way facts turned the
tragic heroic image into tragic absurdity. And even that became horrific as the
situation worsened. Cannibalism existed here, and perhaps madness and murder.
Starvation, scurvy and lead poisoning are all horrible ways to die, but instead
Swinburne concludes:

No flaw being found upon theme to reprove,
Those whom GOD's grace, calling them one by one,
In unknown ways did patently remove,
To have new heaven and earth, new air and sun,With either naiveté if he refused to believe the truth about the expedition or with
cruel cynicism if he did, Swinburne actually concluded with the following lines:

Things known are good, but hidden things are best.
Therefore, albeit we know good deeds of these,
let no man deem he knows the worthiest.
He who hath found the measure of the seas.
Although he would print other poems written in the 1860s, Swinburne kept this
poem wrapped up in discarded paper where it was found many decades later:
was this because he was ashamed of it? Or was it because his entry for the prize
came second?
Other subsequent works on Drake and Nelson in particular reveal the
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same avoidance of reality to build up heroic images that served the empire.
Fortunately over the next two decades Swinburne's poetry would develop
in different directions as his beliefs changed direction for a time. Even in the
1850s before 'The Death of Sir John Franklin' and afterwards he expressed his
contempt for authority through an extreme hatred of the tyrannical French
Emperor Napoleon III. This descendant of Napoleon Bonaparte had repeated in
1851 the 1799 way to power of his great uncle, destroying the emergent French
Republic through a coup that placed him in power and made him an emperor.
Swinburne put up a portrait of Orsini, the would-be assassin of the emperor and
danced solo before it and defended regicide and republican ideals– just as the
Prince of Wales visited Oxford.100 More constructively he would start
developing poetry about the ancient world as ’Echo’ written during his Oxford
days, but published posthumously in 1917, shows.
He also become an enthusiast for Italian liberty, culture and unity, writing
several poems on the subject such as 'Ode to Mazzini' (1856) before the war for
independence began and followed by more in the 1860’s and even the 1870s,
long after the struggle ended. His membership in an Oxford student's discussion
group 'The old Mortality,' his friendship with the group’s founder John Nichol
and his own increasing rebelliousness against all authority and restriction were
leading him to open republican and atheist beliefs by the early 1860s.101 At this
time he was writing and researching both poems and ballads, which is probably
why his first collection was entitled just that. Many of these works would
become part of that collection, but few would be literally ballads; ‘May Janet’
“The King’s Daughter’ and ‘The Bloody Sun’ would be prominent exceptions
and examples of true balladry. However at least eleven others would be rejected
for publication, perhaps by Swinburne himself under the influence of others.
Swinburne apparently took the advice of William Morris and Dante Gabriel
Rossetti because they found them too rough, although Gosse, who knew
Swinburne well, stated that Swinburne was deliberately trying for a rough style
for authenticity.102
In 1917 Gosse would declare that Swinburne disliked the
commercialization and over-polishing of the border ballads that was going on in
his lifetime and that he was decades ahead of his time in his attempt to recreate
them as what they once were.103 Swinburne had a point: this was the age of
bowdlerization and collectors had often “improved” what they found.104 Gosse
Thomas, pp36-37.
Henderson, pp26-27.
102
Edmund Gosse, Preface to Swinburne’s Posthumous Poems London; William Heinemann,
1917. pix
103
Ibid and Gosse’s introduction to ‘The Earl of Mar’s Daughter.’ pp 67-68.
104
Garry Victor Hill, The Medieval British Ballads: Their Age Origins and Authenticity,
Armidale, NSW Frisky Press, 2015. pp14-17
100
101

49

Eight friends Swinburne made from his time at Oxford and in its aftermath

William Michael Rossetti (1829-1919)
James Macneill Whistler (1834-1903)
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Richard Burton (1821-1890)

John William Inchbold (1830-1888)

Lady Pauline Trevelyan (1816-1866)
Painted by William Bell Scott.
John Ruskin (1819-1900)
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Edward Burne Jones (1833-1898) left and William Morris (18341896) right. Swinburne’s friendship with them began in their
student days at Oxford in the 1850s. Despite his near isolation at
The Pines he maintained friendly relations with them for the rest of
their lives. Public Domain
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was right about Swinburne being ahead of his time, but could only greatly
underestimate by how much. From the Georgian era into the late 1950s many
folk songs were usually presented in an overly polished form. It was around
fifty years after Swinburne’s death before British folk music was successfully
revived in what were simpler and probably more accurate forms. Compare
Swinburne’s border ballads with those recorded in the first half of the twentieth
century and then with the June Tabor’s 2003 recordings of border ballads in An
Echo of Hooves. In the mood he creates and in his lack of bowdlerization and
compromise with realities Swinburne gets closer to Tabor’s twenty-first century
versions than those of the eighteenth century or his own time. The first lines of
‘Lord Soulis’ (c1862) demonstrate this and how these ballads would sound best
sung:

Lord Soulis is a keen wizard,
A wizard mickle of lear:
Who cometh in bond of Lord Soulis
Therefore he hath little cheer.
He hath three braw castles to his hand,
That wizard mickle of age;
The first of Estnes, the last of Westness,
The middle of Hermitage.
These eleven ballads from 1862-1863 and several other poems and drafts were
found by his editors Thomas James Wise and Gosse after Swinburne’s death in
1909. They were published in 1917 in a collection Posthumous Poems. Seven
others in this style, also probably from the 1860s, were put into his third
collection entitled Poems and Ballads in 1889. When in 1896 William Morris
rejected Swinburne as an editor of a collection of border ballads, it was because
he believed Swinburne would interpose his own verses and nobody could tell
the difference. Morris had a valid point in the complimentary part of his
comment.105
With these ballads Swinburne had apparently done thorough research in
history, legend and the style of the English-Scottish border ballad, for he
captured the mood, outlook, rhythm, syntax and narrative structure so exactly
that they read like genuine border ballads. This does not mean that Swinburne
was going in for ‘Wardor Street’ style medieval fakery. He identified strongly
with Northumbria, the Scottish border culture and his border baron, cavalier and
Jacobite ancestors.106 The traditional culture of the north appealed, and would
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continue to do so throughout his life. Whenever they were written he published
the excellent ‘A Jacobite’s Farewell’ and ‘A Jacobite’s Exile’ as late as 1889 and
‘Jacobite’s Song’ in 1904. In these poems Swinburne goes into the persona of an
eighteenth century Jacobite so well that they read as if written by someone alive
during those rebellions. While the second two have some justifications and
reflections on their cause ‘A Jacobite’s Farewell’ reads as if a simple laconic
warrior fatalistically accepts his exile: these are the words a real Jacobite would
say as his exile starts. ‘A Jacobite’s Exile’ could be a continuation of that poem,
for a homesick soldier laments the land he has lost in very believable terms.
‘Jacobite’s Song’ is a warrior’s call to action combined with expressions of a
Jacobite’s contempt for his enemies and those that will not fight. Unfortunately,
like many of Swinburne’s poems, his work with ballads was overshadowed by
his more sensational poems.
With these ballads Swinburne had added the last of his themes to his
output; there would be no new thematic developments in his poetry over his
remaining forty-six years. There would also be no change in style either. The
man who wrote the long “The Death of Sir John Franklin’ in two mornings
apparently wrote with a fast flowing speed and few if any corrections. The very
flow of his words and his massively prolific output suggest that this was so.
Clara Watts-Dunton copied out one of his longest poems, the book sized ‘The
Tale of Balen’ in the 1890s and noticed hardly any corrections or errors and the
steady, beautiful flow of his clear childlike, handwriting.107 Others give similar
evidence. Frederick Sandys recalled Swinburne writing the 164 lines of
‘Faustine’ for a bet during a short train trip.108 In 1862 George Meredith recalled
him writing thirteen stanzas of Laus Veneris in an hour.109
This ability to write so steadily and in such a prolific and mesmerizing
flow was both Swinburne’s strength and his weakness. He could create a
mesmerizing world through his assonance, alliteration, rhymes and sensual
descriptions, but often he did not know when to put in a contrast or a break. He
seems to have rarely edited down or sharpened his wording, so he often blunts
his own points, often through repetition.
When he does that his vividness and the reader’s attention wanders or
fades. Even worse was his frequent unwise choice of topic matter. He wrote
scathingly about Carlyle just after his death in ‘After Looking into Carlyle’s
Reminiscences’ - and then went to the other extreme with obsequious flattery
for others in many of his tribute articles and poems. His tedious, fanatical and
flowery propaganda pieces about English, French and Italian politics are
sometimes embarrassing to read. His ghastly satires of the liberals for opposing
Turkish atrocities in ‘The Ballad of Bulgarie’ are meant to be funny, but read
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like the efforts of a conceited, nasty and untalented schoolboy. Few writers
show such an erratic output.
He has attracted criticism on these points from many who have written
about him and also for his personal life, particularly his puerile exhibitionism
and immaturity. What he also deserved criticism for was his self-editing and
selecting processes, or the lack of them. With his private income he could have
published his collection of ballads in the early 1860s just as he published his
plays. The great success of Sir Walter Scott, Robert Burns and William
Motherwell in the regency era showed that there was an established market in
publishing for ballads and folk songs, while the later publishing successes of his
contemporaries Andrew Lang, Professor Francis Child and Cecil Sharp showed
that the demand had not abated. Folklore and balladry were also a respected
field in both scholarship and literature, so success here would have strengthened
Swinburne’s reputation and widened his appeal. Instead he put three of these
folk music ballads from Medieval England and Scotland, ‘The Kings Daughter,’
‘May Janet’ and ‘The Bloody Son’ in Poems and Ballads (First Series) These
clashed in theme, topic matter and style as the book was primarily a collection
of sensual works about the Ancient world or its mythology. A few other works
were on modern themes. Those three ballads stood out incongruously with both
genres. Other ballads and folk themes from the 1850s and 1860s were used in
the same wrong way in other later collections. If ballads were included
incongruously, suitable works for his first collection such as ‘Echo’ ‘Queen
Yseult’ and ‘Lancelot’ were excluded.
This perverseness with publications was a pattern. Swinburne would
frequently make disastrous choices in what he wrote, published and set aside. It
was part of a self-destructive pattern that would last until he was forty.

*
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Chapter Two
Fame 1862-1879
In 1862 Swinburne began to be an accepted poet who was generally well
received - when he was noticed. Dante Gabriel Rossetti declared that “he had
high hope of his genius.” 110 Swinburne would publically read some poems at
salon gatherings and others were published in small magazines. Many would
later appear republished in early 1866 in the collection Poems and Ballads.
After he put out other collections with this name, starting in the 1870s this
would be retitled Poems and Ballads First Series. Swinburne had delayed
publishing them as a collection, perhaps for several different reasons. He toured
France during 1862 and then after his sister’s death in 1863 he was involved in
family matters and joined them on another continental holiday in 1864, staying
in Italy. From the second half of the 1850s on he and Dante Gabriel Rossetti had
been inseparable companions and Swinburne had also been very close to
Rossetti’s lover and later wife Lizzie Siddal. In February 1862 he had dined
with Rossetti and his wife on the last night of her life and was a witness at her
inquest.111 Although Gosse states that around this time “the two men were
“more inseparable than ever” the problems that would emerge a decade later
had their germination in this tragedy. Rossetti could not stay in the same house
where he had lived with Siddal and so he went to live with his brother.112
Swinburne was a help and comfort to him, agreeing to share a new house on a
two year tenancy at 16 Cheyne Walk Chelsea when it became available later
that year.113 George Meredith the novelist also came to live with them. He was a
cultural rebel with many links to the Pre-Raphaelites and Swinburne praised
several of his works.114 Meredith and Swinburne became Rossetti’s subtenants
and William stayed with them regularly. The four bohemians with their shared
contempt for stuffy Victorian values and organized religion should have got on
well together, but they did not. Rossetti, irritated with Meredith, once threw a
cup of tea in his face.115 Relations between Swinburne and Meredith were no
better. Meredith had left by August 1863 and Swinburne was often away. 116
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This was fortunate for his housemates as his behavior was becoming erratic.
Dante Gabriel recounted to Gosse that “Algernon used to drive me crazy by
dancing all over the studio.”117 Late one night the police, followed by a gang of
street urchins, brought him home drunk, waking up Rossetti, who only with
difficulty could get him to bed and asleep.118 Similar occurrences were
apparently frequently accompanied by mad dancing and screeching.119 He once
pushed Morris into Rossetti’s prize collection of China, smashing a valued
piece.120 By early 1864 he was asked to leave, his drunkenness and screeching
fits were added to by way of sliding down bannisters naked and his inability to
pay rent.121 Gosse puts Swinburne’s leaving Cheyne Walk in the autumn of
1864, after returning from a long stay in Italy.122 Gabriel Rossetti also wanted
his rooms so as to install his new mistress, Fanny Cornforth.123 Considering his
original reason for moving in with Rossetti, Swinburne must surely have felt
some resentment and contempt for Rossetti, which would emerge in a private
letter eighteen years later. He disliked Fanny Cornforth to the extent that he
wrote her face was like a clot of dung in the gutter.124 Swinburne often
recklessly charged in at the slightest offence, but not this time. Did he sense that
making an enemy of Gabriel Rossetti would lead to estrangement from his
siblings and also mutual friends Morris and Georgina and Edward Burne-Jones?
He had been diagnosed as an epileptic and during 1863 the same doctor
advised that stress and arguments worsened his condition.125 The doctor should
have added alcohol. Swinburne went on a holiday in late 1863 staying with the
painter William Inchbold, a calm and serene friend who lived on a remote part
of the Cornish coast. While there he indulged in horse riding and formulating
poetic ideas.126 From there he stayed with his cousin Mary Gordon from
October 1863 until February of the next year. Despite similar tastes and
proclivities she rejected his proposal of marriage and perhaps in response he
would become a heavy drinker.127 Her rejection may have the opposite
interpretation: it may have been caused by the start of his drinking before then
as Rossetti’s accounts date from 1863. She seems to have known of and
tolerated, perhaps shared his sexual proclivaties but marriage to a drunkard was
another matter a Victorian nightmare, anathemea and considering the fates of
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their brides, with reason.
At this time Swinburne was also writing more poems, some essays and a
novel, Lesbia Brandon. In 1863 or 1864 Ruskin had been advising him not to
publish his poems as they would damage his reputation.128 In the autumn of
1864 Swinburne focused on writing the long poem 'Atalanta in Calcydon' which
was published early in the next year to general acclaim.

Swinburne in 1869 at the height of his fame. Public Domain
While his notoriety rests on selections from Poems and Ballads and his
personal life, his poetic reputation was established with 'Atalanta in Calcydon.'
This Greek tragedy in verse repeats the merits of 'Lancelot' but more
substantially. Swinburne creates another fantasy world with its own rules, where
consequences remorselessly follow actions in a plausible way. The narrative
flow makes this clear; so does the Greek chorus commenting on the characters
and their actions. The characters are caught in a web of loyalties and demands
of honor that inexorably force them into conflicts which assure mutual misery
before destruction.
Swinburne retells an ancient Greek myth about Althea, Queen of
Calydon. She has a son Meleager, a warrior hero who joins Atalanta and others
in a hunt to kill a monstrous boar that devastates the kingdom. He kills the boar,
but when two of the other hunters, his mother's brothers, attack Atalanta, he
defends her and in doing so kills them. This creates a dilemma, shall her
brothers be avenged by killing Meleager as the law and society expect, or shall
128
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she tolerate their murder?
Despite the tragic ending almost anyone who recalls poetry recalls the
invigorating, inspiring lines that start the story with boundless optimism:

When the hounds of spring are on winter's traces
The mother of months in meadow or plain
Fills the shadows and windy places
With lisp of leaves and ripple of rain;
With the widespread acclaim given to Swinburne after 'Atalanta in Calydon' the
way was wide open to becoming a respected English poet in the tradition of his
older contemporaries; Wordsworth, Landor, Tennyson, Arnold, Christina
Rossetti or Browning. His family background was respectable. His university
confrontations could have been dismissed as adolescent rebelliousness; he had
protective and prominent respected friends such as the Trevelyans, William
Morris, Ruskin and Benjamin Jowlett.

Public Domain
Instead like an addict who must get larger doses to experience the same
thrill, his exhibitionistic adolescent behavior worsened while his contacts with
dubious characters expanded. He was also heavily influenced by a French
cultural movement where the practices were very different to their proclaimed
surface ideals.
In the 1850s being a Francophile led him into contact with a movement
almost tailor-made for him. In France the 1789 revolution and then the fall of
Napoleon had led to a virtual end of the old artistic patronage system where
royalty and nobility were the main subsidizers of culture. Artists, sculptors and
writers had lost a fairly stable economic base and many became not only poor,
but social outcasts. To survive they had to conform to the dominant new class, a
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fairly staid, religious and conservative bourgeoisie whose main concerns were
retaining respectability, gaining money and security.129 The careers of Alexandre
Dumas and Eugene Delacroix demonstrated that artistic success was still
possible in France with this new mood, but French society, fashion and politics
were uncertain, not easy to serve or adjust to: conservatism was one thing,
reactionary royalism was another as the sudden overthrow of Charles X in July
1830 demonstrated.130 Even the 1848 and 1871 revolutions were sudden,
unexpected and brief.
More French artists and writers began to express contempt for the
dominant new class by flaunting the poverty that had been forced on them and
by violating society’s rules. Their slogan “Spit in the Eye of the Bourgeois’ says
it all. These cultural outcasts expressed contempt for their royalty and
politicians, and for ideas that motivated the bourgeoisie, respectability,
abstinence, caution, accumulation, thrift and hard work. Thèophile Gautier
coined their more positive motto ‘Art for Art’s Sake’ 131 This has often been
misconstrued as blithely ignoring the world and realities. What was initially
meant was that any theory should work as an artistic inspiration, not an
explanation or an ideal that art should serve: art should not be didactic,
concerned with promoting morality or any special group or illustrate a story, but
should be about creating beauty. Such beauty would be about a world of
refinement and sensuality.
While vague and inchoate, these rebellious ideas would develop into the
Aesthetic movement and then in the 1880s inspire the symbolist and decadent
movements. Initial inspiration for the movement came from works by American
Edgar Alan Poe and Englishman Thomas DeQuincey, while in the French
movement the two biggest names were the writers Thèophile Gautier and
Charles Baudelaire.132 These four names not only conjure up amoral rebellion
and estrangement from society, they also conjure up a fascination with the
bizarre, a sensuality that quickly becomes grotesque, overblown, intense,
melodramatic or morbid. This was not only also evident in Swinburne’s poetry,
but also quite frequently in the poems, paintings and stories of his contemporary
aesthetes; Wilde, Verlaine, Gustav Moreau, Paul Symons, Rimbaud and
Beardsley. Dante Gabrielle Rossetti would produce art and poetry that looked
like a perfect fit with those produced by the aesthetes, but according to his
secretary Hall Caine, he never linked himself to the French aesthetes.133Like
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Swinburne he would inspire people in these movements. In 1893 the English
poet, biographer and editor Arthur Symons issued an influential decadent
manifesto in which he defined the movement as intensely self-conscious,
restless in its research which was fueled by a curiosity, over-subtle in its
perpetual refinement and permeated with a spiritual and moral perversity. 134
Symons was quick to state what was obviously implied, that this new movement
was not concerned with being socially healthy. Indeed he saw it as a new
disease, albeit a healthy, beautiful and interesting one that was in rebellion
against the staid, hypocritical and dreary culture of society. Instead artistic
creators should find a deeper meaning than what was obvious and develop a
finer sense of what was unseen.135 The tendency to combinations of extreme
individualism, elitism, esoteric knowledge, mysticism and searching for sensual
experience are obvious in Symons’s ideas, which already existed in an inchoate
way several decades before he published them.
Aesthetes, symbolist and decadent painters also frequently created bizarre
and morbid works that Swinburne could have used to illustrate Poems and
Ballads.136 Later many would do precisely this. While the hostility of the church
and state and of conservatives to such an idea was predictable, William and
Christina Rossetti, Ruskin, Tennyson, William Morris and W.B. Yeats would
also have criticisms. It would be difficult to find six people on the planet more
concerned with artistic beauty. In 1867 William Rossetti, despite doing so much
to keep Pre-Raphaelite art viable, made criticisms of the style which would
apply to the emerging aesthetic views. He pointed out that although they wanted
to depict truth, in their quest for beauty they were being highly selective and
this was a contradiction, not everything beautiful was true and extraordinary
human beauty such as they depicted was rare.137 He also raised the point that
what was beautiful varied from one beholder to the next, but did not develop the
implication that this topples a fixed definition of beauty. Christina Rossetti came
from a different angle: she had written poems about sexual behavior in her
youth but later refused to republish them as sinful.138 In some of these works
sexuality does not function in an innocent world of sensuality separate from
what happens in the world, it can involve threats and be a weapon for instilling
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fear for some form of personal gain separate from sex.139 William Morris
damned ‘Art for art’s sake’ as an inherently elitist concept and was pensive
about what it would lead to; Tennyson knew where it was going – to hell. 140
Ruskin came to a similar conclusion, accurately saying that it degraded
aesthetics to merely an operation of the senses or a custom that would minister
to morbid sensibilities.141 While praising their quest for beauty and their dislike
for middle class values, W.B. Yeats concluded that by the 1890s the movement’s
leaders were aged and that he preferred art with more contact to life and with
more energy.142 He also stated that he believed maintaining artistic remoteness
and the strain of the pose led to the early deaths of so many of its devotees. 143
All six had valid points. Similarly to maintain the thrill given by the first taste of
alcohol and drugs, ever excessive dosages of thrills and outrageous behavior are
used and among the aesthetes, symbolists and decadents, late hours and a
disregard for healthy living were common, allowing disease to ravage them.
Among the prominent very few lived past seventy and of these Yeats and
Swinburne had renounced the Bohemian way of life. In 1879 Swinburne would
also do this, apparently just in time to save his life.
For Swinburne that change would come about two decades after he
became enthused over the ‘art for art’s sake’ movement, befriending one of it’s
main proponents, James MacNeill Whistler, and expounding its ideas and being
part of the process of making converts of people who would become among its
most prominent practitioners: Simeon Solomon, Edward Burne-Jones, Walter
Pater and Dante Gabriel Rossetti.144 Swinburne’s writings inspired Oscar Wilde
and put him onto another major influence, Baudelaire.145 Although Oscar Wilde
admired Swinburne’s literary output, publicly praised him and took up the
aesthetic ideals, eventually becoming one of their best known exponents,
Swinburne apparently only met him once and disliked him personally.146 He
may have also been alarmed at Wilde’s sometime lack of discretion about his
homosexuality. Another problem with the English aesthetes that suggested a
failure of the ideal was the endless ugly squabbles among the aesthetes. This
was particularly evident with one of its most public devotees and known
theoreticians, James McNeill Whistler. He collected and created beautiful art
and said beautiful things about artistic theory, but had many ugly things to say
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about people. His acerbic wit seems hilarious at first, especially in contrast to
Swinburne’s uncritical overdone hero-worship, but after reading several
examples of Whistler’s wit, one hungers for a constructive comment. Two of the
major writers about the aesthetes, William Gaunt in his The Aesthetic Adventure
and Grahame Hough in his The Last Romantics noticed Whistler’s callous,
supercilious elitism that dismissed others with acerbic negativity. This tendency
also emerges in others, including at times, Swinburne. Ironically Swinburne
would treat Whistler exactly this way in ‘To James McNeil Whistler.’
Wilde’s much publicized trial and subsequent disgrace in 1895 was a
blow against the whole movement, making their ideas at best suspect among the
public.147 Even before this Swinburne had already started producing his
nationalistic and jingoistic poetry, but he seems to have produced more after
Wilde’s trial in 1895.
The early deaths of so many major devotees of aesthetic, Pre-Raphaelite,
decadent and rebellious culture in the fin de siécle era was another blow.
Maupassant, Christina Rossetti, Pater, Robert Louis Stevenson, Verlaine,
Millais, Gustuve Moreau, Morris, Ruskin, Beardsley, Burne-Jones, Wilde,
Ernest Dawson, Toulouse Lautrec, Lionel Johnson, Maupassant, Gauguin,
Whistler and their frequent editor and mentor W. E. Henley, all died between
1893 and 1903. Of these contemporaries only Edward Munch, G.F. Watts,
Arthur Hughes, Ruskin, Symons, Yeats, Whistler, A.E. Russell, Millais, Morris,
Burne-Jones, Moreau and Christina Rossetti lived beyond sixty and of these
only the first six reached beyond seventy. Of those still living most were finding
different directions before the 1890s ended. While it could be argued that life
expectancy at the turn of the century was much lower, being forty-seven even in
the U.S.A. in 1900 This can be slightly misleading due to a high death rate
among births or soon after. Life expectancy went up for those surviving after the
first five years. Life expectancy could have much to do with class. None of
these previously mentioned adults were amongst the poor or the working class
where diseases and accidents were prevalent, lowering the life expectancy
average. The fate of Symons also reveals much about the self-absorption that
emerges in “art for arts sake.’ Perhaps too much absinthe combined with living
in dreams caused his delusional madness which led his doctors to believe he
would soon die. The belief that says it all about the negative side of the
decadents was that “his main duty as a lunatic was to arrange for Swinburne’s
reception in paradise, and when Swinburne died a month later the pressure of
these delusions began to ease.”148 Symons survived this complete nervous
collapse due to the ministrations of the artist Augustus John, who kindly and
wisely put him through contact with prosaic realities.149
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As with Simeon Solomon becoming a charity case, and as with Gabriel Rossetti
and his siblings and others giving life support assistance, the Symons/John case
shows that what happened with Swinburne and Watts-Dunton was not an
isolated incident. What these cases are is evidence for a tendency within the
aesthetes and their successors: to survive their way of life they needed help from
people who lived more staid lives.
In the fin de siécle decades on either side of 1900 the challenge of the
latest new artistic fashion arrived with the modernist poets and also the post
impressionists, the fauves and cubists in art and the modernists in literature.
They made the surviving remnants of the Pre-Raphaelite, aesthetic, symbolist
and decadent movements seem irrelevant and old-fashioned. In literature this
was obvious by 1895, when Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, and Crane’s The Red
Badge of Courage were published. Both were direct attacks on two of the
organizational cornerstones of the established order; Hardy on religion and
Crane on war leading to glory. Others such as Tolstoy, Hauptman, Shaw, Ibsen,
Chekov, Gorki, Upton Sinclair, Galsworthy, London and Dreiser were leading a
cultural attack to change the world, not beautify it. In the process they were
changing how the world was seen. In art their contemporaries made this
egregious after the Fry exhibit of post Impressionism in London in 1910, which
launched a new avant-garde.150 In 1914 the Great War led to a massive cultural
change which made predominantly nineteenth century cultural movements seem
archaic. Swinburne did not live to see those final two blows, but he saw the new
movements from its earliest English days until well into its waning.
Even at its height the movement’s fondness for excess and “Spitting in
the Eye of the bourgeois’ was leading Swinburne (who needed little
encouragement) into excessive behavior, including public drunkenness, problem
causing hoaxes, abuse and the mockery of conservative beliefs and people.
Gosse stated that Swinburne had an extremely low tolerance for alcohol and that
one glass was enough to wildly excite him, sending him into screaming and
dancing.151 Wilde made similar statements.152 As Swinburne’s favorite drink was
brandy, one of the strongest of alcoholic drinks, this seems likely. Gosse also
writes that at this time Swinburne was diagnosed with epilepsy by a doctor.153
Drinking alcohol is one of the worst things an epileptic can do and his
behavior was losing him more friends than just Meredith, or getting other
people to keep a wary distance. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who tried to get
Swinburne to take the temperance pledge.154 Frederick Sandys had worked with
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Swinburne after the controversy about his Poems and Ballads started, but had
little to do with Swinburne by 1868.155 Sandys himself resembled Swinburne
and his friend and future fellow tenant Rossetti in being was a heavy drinker,
bad with money, a Bohemian and a sexual libertine.156 Lord Houghton shared
some of Swinburne’s proclivities and contempt for Victorian values, but when
Swinburne who had already ignored warnings turned up drunk and shrill at a
staid gathering and ignored Tennyson he reduced contact.157 The fact that three
such men could not cope with Swinburne says much. On May 8th 1870 Whistler
was able to save him from expulsion from the Arts Club but further outrageous
behavior involving smashing up guests’ top hats led to Swinburne resigning
before being kicked out.158 Even William Rossetti once refused him entry to his
house because Swinburne was drunk. 159 At Oxford he had been a frequent
dinner guest of the Pre-Raphaelite artist and William Rossetti’s father in law
Ford Madox Brown, but he was drunk at one dinner there in May 1872 and his
contact with Brown seemed to have faded.160 In 1873 or 1874 Dante Gabriel
stated that he preferred not going to his brother William’s pre-wedding party as
“every bore and I know and don’t know would swoop down on me...”161 This
apparently included Swinburne as Dante Gabriel considered his abominable
ways were a particular disincentive.162
While others tried to stop him Simeon Solomon and Richard Burton in
their different ways encouraged his antics. Burton introduced Swinburne to both
brandy and the Cannibal Club.163 That organization relished blasphemy,
outraging conventions and generally indulging in puerile behavior.
A case of arrested development, Swinburne’s outrageous behavior was
meant to be exactly that, outrageous, and he almost certainly intended to gain
attention and like a child, he would boast of outrageous deeds he probably did
not do. Oscar Wilde's comment in an 1883 letter to Edmond de Goncourt seems
accurate.164 He sees Swinburne as:
A braggart in matters of vice, who had done everything he could to
convince his fellow citizens of his homosexuality and bestiality without
being in the slightest degree a homosexual or a bestializer.
This probably refers to the story of Swinburne keeping a youth for sexual
purposes and then a monkey in woman’s clothes, also for sexual purposes. He
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supposedly killed the monkey and then served it up for dinner for being
disobedient and jealous of the boy.165 This story has Swinburne hoax all over it.
The Russian novelist Turgenev, when touring Europe at this time heard the story
and said he could well believe it.166 He had met Swinburne and asked him what
was the most original and unrealizable thing that he would like to
experience.167Asking that of Swinburne was obviously asking for the impossibly
outrageous, which Turganev got, and not being a fool probably wanted.
Swinburne replied that he wanted to ravish Saint Geneviéve during her most
ardent ecstasy while in prayer - but with her secret consent!168
Like the above example and the monkey story another example which
suggests that Wilde saw things correctly was the way Swinburne would romp
around Tudor House with the Pre-Raphaelite artist Simeon Solomon, both of
them naked, Swinburne sliding down bannisters.169
After indulging in these actions which obviously fueled rumors of
homosexuality, after being an obvious case of arrested development and after
spending decades making a public spectacle of himself and spreading scurrilous
abuse, and being a fanatical radical, he somersaulted into his other occasional
role: the defender of conservative British values. In an 1865 letter to his friend,
Pauline Trevelyan he actually had much to say in denial and wrote that “I am
literally amazed and horrorstruck at the infamous wickedness of people who
invent in malice or repeat in levity such horrors.”170 This strongly suggests that
Swinburne would take on camouflage and conceal unacceptable behavior to
keep friends he valued. It should be borne in mind when considering his poetic
output after he began relying on his best friend Watts-Dunton.
This denial was part of a longer letter about his supposed sexual
preferences, probably started as rumors emerged about himself and Solomon.
However when Solomon was arrested in 1873 for soliciting men Swinburne not
only disassociated himself from him but warned others in writing that “the poor
unhappy little fellow” had best be avoided for doing things that if “done by a
sane man would make it impossible for anyone to keep up his acquaintance and
not be cut by the rest of the world as an accomplice?”171 Swinburne was
protecting himself, for in Fuller’s biography she quotes extensively from
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Russians who put it into print.
166
Henderson, p148.
167
Ibid
168
Ibid
169
Henderson, p74; Guant p47; Fuller has doubts about the veracity of this story which
apparently originates with Solomon, pp80-81. However others write of finding Swinburne
casually naked around the house.
170
Trevelyan, Excerpts from Swinburne’s letter of December 4th 1865 to Lady Trevelyan
pp219 are quoted. Several other documents are quoted on the matter pp217-224.
171
Swinburne letter to George Powell, 1873 excerpt reproduced by Guant in The Aesthetic
Adventure p49; Trevelyan, pp217-224 passim.
165

67

correspondence between Solomon and Swinburne that strongly suggests a
homosexual relationship and a mutual interest in flagellation with another male,
probably a boy as they use that word descriptively. She also found instructions
from Gosse to Wise to destroy correspondence between the two men so as to
save Swinburne’s reputation.172 This sounds somewhat deceitful as Gosse would
go on to write a generally admiring biography in 1917, but Swinburne was
apparently being blackmailed, expected to tolerate embezzlement of his
earnings, and forced to or at least intimidated into buying back his more
repulsive writings and he had asked for help.173 Gosse had been placed in an
invidious position and would have been wiser to abandon his admiration for
Swinburne and in fact, any contact. The documents Fuller found, while not
completely in sequence and in response to a regular exchange, were not in the
Solomon/Swinburne file but scattered among other documents. In one of these
undated letters Solomon warns Swinburne to be more careful about what he
writes: apparently he refers to one of the destroyed or missing documents.174
Considering Swinburne’s extreme exhibitionism, this seems likely, but much of
his exhibitionism was when drunk. Even sober exhibitionism, even of the most
outrageous kind, is one thing and even if law breaking, is not a major offence.
Homosexuality at the time led to imprisonment for years and to social
ostracism. Swinburne ostracized Solomon after Simeon Solomon was caught
soliciting. He was jailed and upon release became a pavement artist, sometimes
publicly reading and selling Swinburne’s letters and eventually dying in a
charity ward, many years later.

Swinburne in one of his most famous representations. Public Domain
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Swinburne’s attitude becomes more understandable when the 1873
reactions to Solomon’s disgrace are considered. Solomon was ostracized by the
artistic community that he had once been a part of: even liberals such as
William Rossetti had their limits.175
After the monkey story, indulging in actions with Solomon which would
obviously cause a scandal and jail, then indulging in drunken indecent public
embraces with his drinking pal Charles Cameron, even the limits of indulgence
for a genius had been reached. Given the reticence of his early biographers and
Swinburne's tendency to lie, boast, joke and hoax, much of the reality of his sex
life must be uncertain. However some aspects were so bizarre and distasteful,
friends concealed the information, to what extent remains more difficult to
know. As mentioned Gosse, a friend, confidant and later Swinburne’s
biographer and editor of Swinburne’s work, withheld distasteful documents and
facts and apparently destroyed others. Others followed this practice. Several
documents concerning him were destroyed, many by Burne Jones in 1890 and
others to Pauline Trevelyan were probably destroyed after her death in 1866.176
A much clearer picture of his personal life and how it has affected his
poetry then emerged. Since the 1960s biographers now mention that he
regularly frequented flagellation brothels, was involved in lesbian voyeurism
and collected pornography.177 This was from the same Swinburne who as a little
boy being read a story involving animal cruelty said “If its anything about
cruelty don’t read it.”178
Scandals were unfolding while most of the poems that were being
published in magazines in 1862 and the poems that would later be published in
Poems and Ballads (1866) were being written. Several of these works and
others by Swinburne cannot be treated separately from his personal life or the
world of Victorian pornography and vice: it was no accident that one publisher
of a later edition of Poems and Ballads had a sideline publishing sadomasochistic literature.179 Several writers have commented on how beneath strict
censorship Victorian society had a flourishing sex industry.180 Henderson has
dealt with the flourishing if little known sideline of the sado-masochistic
pornography industry involving sado-masochistic reenactments. He describes
this as “incredibly silly” and “a pantomime” catering mainly for the aristocrats
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and the upper classes.181 While it is more likely that these events were
essentially harmless, silly performances, the possibility that they were really
sadistic and harmful whippings remains.
Swinburne's poems 'Anactoria' (1862) 'Dolores' (1865) ‘Fragoletta’ and
'Sapphics' (1866) and others, while not intended to be directly part of that
underground industry, came close to it. They also give the impression that
Swinburne was indeed “spitting in the eye of the bourgeois” with a delighted
and exhibitionistic display that violated their puritanical codes. He certainly got
their attention. Among the literary magazines alone Saturday Review,
Athenaeum, London Review, and Pall Mall Gazette lambasted his work and
Swinburne himself.182 Even amongst his artistic supporters and friends several
warned Swinburne to curb his behavior: the essentially puritanical Ruskin and
the respected Pauline Trevelyan could be expected to say such things. However
even the Bohemian Gabriel Rossetti and his brother William sent similar
warnings about his drinking and their sister, Christina who liked Swinburne,
pasted paper over passages she considered offensive to religion.183 Even
Richard Burton, his friend, fellow atheistic pagan, fellow pornographer and
translator of the sensual, immoral and sexual Arabian Nights, warned that
Britain was not yet ready for such a dose of paganism as Poems and Ballads.184
Indeed, Britain was not ready. Amidst the public furor one of the most
ferocious attacks was by John Morely in the influential Saturday Review of
August 4th 1866. While decrying Swinburne’s tendency to an excessive use of
language Morely could write that Swinburne was “groveling down among the
nameless shameless abominations which inspire him to such frenzied delight”
and much more was referred to in similar language.185 While such overdone
phrases tend to discredit Morely he had some points, emphasizing Swinburne’s
schoolboy carnality, his tendency to repetition and the fact that many who
praised his work did not understand the classical allusions.
In a rejoinder Swinburne shrewdly points out that English schoolboys are
forced to translate Sappho just as he was and that rather than do another bad
translation he has composed his own similar poem. 186 He goes on to say that he
was not speaking in his own voice, but creating characters who expressed their
feelings. He also denied being any more blasphemous than Byron or Shelley.187
Even so Poems and Ballads Swinburne had gone to the edge of what was
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legally allowed and by doing so had broken down some aspects of Victorian
censorship. He was probably able to do this for several reasons. His aristocratic
background would have probably kept him out of jail even if it had not
protected him from a court appearance. There were his connections to
influential people who publicly defended him, his father, Ruskin, Benjamin
Jowlett, Lord Lytton and William and Gabriel Rossetti were among the most
prominent. With the publication of 'Atalanta in Calydon' the year before, his
fame and reputation as a serious poet was irrevocable. Another reason for not
prosecuting was that although several poems dealt with sexual sadism,
masochism, blasphemy, and lesbianism, these totaled only a fraction of those

‘Pandora’ by D.G. Rossetti. Such illustrations inspired many of the
female images in Swinburne’s poems. This illustration was eventually kept in
“The Pines’ decades later, a sign of the lifelong admiration Swinburne and his
host Watts-Dunton had for Rossetti. Public Domain
collected in Poems and Ballads. Even those same poems that brought him
notoriety also contained obvious literary merit that was sensual without being
explicit, as these lines from ‘Anactoria’ demonstrate:

But in the light and laughter, in the moan
And music; and in grasp of lip and hand
And shudder of water that makes felt on land
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The immeasurable tremor of the sea,
memories shall mix and metaphors of me
Like me shall be the shuddering calm of night
When all the winds of the world for pure delight
Close lips that quiver and fold up wings that ache;
When nightingales are louder for love's sake
And leaves tremble like lute strings or like fire:
Like me the one star swooning with desire
Even at the cold lips of the sleepless moon
As I at thine; like me the waste white noon
burnt through: with barren sunlight: and like me
The land-stream and the tide-stream in the sea.
Another poem from this collection which has not received so much attention,
perhaps because of its brevity, is ‘Love and Sleep.’ In many ways this seems a
better poem than ‘Anactoria,’ ‘’Sapphics’ ‘Fragoletta’ or ‘Dolores.’ It would
also deal with sexuality in a sensual way, but in a timeless setting, with restraint
and frankness and without the prolixity, puerile sensationalism and
exhibitionism that marred so much of his work:

Lying asleep between the strokes of night
I saw my love lean over my sad bed,
Pale as the duskiest lily’s leaf or head,
Smooth-skinned and dark, with bare throat made to
bite,
Too wan for blushing and too warm for white,
But perfect-coloured without white or red.
And her lips opened amorously, and said –
I wist not what, saving one word – Delight
And all her face was honey to my mouth,
And all her body pasture to mine eyes:
The long lithe arms and hotter hands than fire
The quivering flanks, hair smelling of the south,
The bright light feet, the splendid supple thighs
And glittering eyelids of my soul’s desire.
Another poem in this collection with similar virtues is ‘In the Orchid.’ Narrated
by a woman who has just lost her virginity and now rests in an orchid at night
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This begins with her request to her lover to let go and she gives a sensual
description of moonlight in an orchid:

Leave go my hands, let me catch breath and see;
Let the dew-fall drench either side of me;
Clear apple-leaves are soft upon that moon
Seen sidelong like a blossom in the tree;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
The grass is thick and cool, it lets us lie.
Kissed upon either cheek and either eye,
I turn to thee as some green afternoon
Turns toward sunset, and is loth to die;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
Swinburne then with great insight and a rare maturity then goes into the mind of
this woman, developing a persona who has awakened to both the sensual and
sexual worlds, which she describes. Unfortunately the refrain, so effective in the
first verse, becomes overly dramatic and after affirming life in the poem’s first
half, in the second half she suddenly becomes overly melodramatic and affirms
that she prefers death. Why this is so becomes muddled, inchoate and
melodramatic - within the poem. This development seems based in Victorian
ideas of guilt and punishment, even self-destruction for sexual involvement. It is
as if Swinburne cannot cope with the tenderness, the appeal for love that he has
created, so he retreats into Victorian morality. It may also have much to do with
Swinburne’s sado-masochistic tendencies. Like ‘The Death of Lord Franklin’
‘In the Orchid’ shows how Swinburne could mar his own poems by giving into
Victorian conventions and inserting overblown ideas. He could also flaw his
work by going to the other extreme.
Even in this collection, when he was the standard bearer for the aesthetes,
Swinburne would implicitly make the strongest and yet most subtle criticism of
the movement’s ideas in ‘Before Parting.’ In the first five lines of the first stanza
he makes the point that even the sweetest tastes become tedious without variety:

A month or twain to live on honeycomb
Is pleasant; but one tires of scented time,
Cold sweet recurrence of accepted rhyme,
And that strong purple under juice and foam
Where the wine’s heart has burst;
Nor feel the latter kisses like the first.
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In the last line he makes the point that the first experiences cannot be equaled by
subsequent ones. He does not reject the: “bitter taste ensuing on the sweet’ or
the cycle of growth and destruction that is part of life. The beauty of his love
feels familiar to him, but it does not cover the lack of love between them.
Beauty cannot be enough:

Love’s likeness there endures upon all these
But out of these one shall not gather love
He does not make it clear if this tiredness has led to his replacement by another
or if the betrayal has led to his tiredness. Her dyed hair and honey scent can
seem overdone and tacky. Love can be destroyed through endless pleasure. The
honey that he now compares to the way bees fill it to the lips with a “heavy
honey swell” becomes a sickly surfeit. Overindulgence and betrayal now makes
love not worth the patience needed for regret. Swinburne has hit upon the
weaknesses in aesthetic theory; without love, compassion or sympathy, beauty
remains hollow. Without variety or contrast even beauty becomes tedious.

The same idea works in poems from this collection. ‘April’ shows all the
beauty of springtime, but that becomes merely a backdrop for an unhappy and
unsuccessful lover. In ‘Stage Love’ the happy and effective surface performance
of beautiful lovers conceals a lack of love in reality, as if they have put too
much into the act, developing personas that are the opposite to what they feel.
Two of the few to see this aspect within Poems and Ballads when the
collection was new was William Rossetti and a reviewer in The Examiner.188
They could also see that the public would focus on the licentious aspects
and miss the point they were trying to reveal. Both men separately also pointed
188
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out the similarities between Swinburne’s work in this collection and the recent
poems of Rossetti’s sister Christina and saw Swinburne as the one copying or
being heavily influenced by Christina’s rhyming style. Christina Rossetti’s
biographer Jan Marsh sees this view as being partly true, applying to two
Swinburne poems, ‘Madonnia Mia’ and “The Garden of Proserpine.’189 In the
same pages she also makes the point that whatever their stylistic and thematic
similarities and personal affability, no writers could have had more different
meanings to their poems. Christina Rossetti became a devout Anglican with
much of her life centred on Church work, while Swinburne….
Swinburne would present other poems in this collection that show
thematic concerns he would follow throughout his career. ‘The Bloody Sun’ has
the subtitle ‘Finnish’ in the 1917 reprint, but this must be mislabeling for the
language and syntax reads as Scottish and it resembles the Scottish history
poems that Swinburne, believing himself to be a descendant of English
Jacobites, would write. This poem also resembles in structure, syntax and theme
several English and Scottish folk songs, most obviously ‘Edward my Son.’ In
both song and poem the Mother asks a warlike son what he has done and
eventually extracts the confession that he has murdered another and by doing
so, has brought great trouble on himself.
Other efforts from Poems and Ballads which resemble folk songs are
‘May Janet’ and ‘The King’s Daughter.’ ‘May Janet’ reads and resolves like a
traditional English folk song set among medieval nobility. ‘The King’s
Daughter’ starts that way, being an easy poem to sing:

We were ten maidens in the green corn,
Small red leaves in the mill-water;
Fairer maidens never were born,
Apples of gold for the king’s Daughter
Each of the subsequent thirteen quatrains ends with something “for the king’s
daughter.” All but the last two are extravagant gifts or admiration but in the last
two comes “Sorrow of Heart for the king’s Daughter” and ‘The pains of hell for
the king’s daughter.” One by one the ten maidens gain a pleasing task in life, but
the tenth “the goodliest” appeals to “the king’s young son.” The others get
presents of gold but the poem concludes with what seems a parody.
The handsome young king’s son wants that the king will “out of ten
young
maidens you’ll grant me one.” He will choose “the best” from among the
king’s ten daughters. This depersonalisation is standard behavior in a standard
resolution in the world of folk tales and songs. In that world the characters are
189
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characterless archetypes, but in this poem after the hero makes his choice
Swinburne changes the female archetype into a real character: the bride reacts
with fear and dislike towards the groom. They are heading for a short life of
misery followed by death. Swinburne has cleverly undercut the usual stylized
folk tale presentation with what must be a common reality in patriarchal
societies. There arranged marriages occur and the woman becomes an object to
be exchanged regardless of what she feels: “grant me one” preferably “the best.”
Such marriages still occur in much of the world today.

Poems which describe the world of nature and the ancient world would
also appear in this collection. Both genres usually have a sensual, almost
pantheistic atmosphere. ‘August’ is notable among the nature poems while
‘Hymn to Proserpine’ stands out among those works dealing with the ancient
world. Here Swinburne combines both pagan and pantheistic tendencies with
another tendency that would be frequent in his work – unmistakable hostility to
Christianity.
‘Hymn to Proserpine’ has Swinburne’s views put into the mouth of his
pagan narrator living in Vicisti Galilee, who commemorates the fall of the pagan
gods on the day Christianity is proclaimed the official religion of the Roman
empire. His words are one of sad surrender, a quote by Julian, the last pagan
emperor of Rome: “Thou hast conquered O pale Galilean” but the pagan
narrator expresses a contemptuous enforced acceptance of a dull world to come:
“the world has grown grey from thy breath”
The narrator also perceives of the faults in the pagan gods; Apollo was “a
bitter God to follow, a beautiful God to behold” and the pagan gods “are cruel
as love or life.” The “new Gods” which presumably means the trinity or Christ
and his disciples or the Pope, have conquered not by violence or intrigue but
because:

their flowers have broken your rods;
They are merciful, clothed with pity, the young compassionate Gods.
This observation would surely gain the Christians merit and popularity, but the
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pagan narrator knows that for him: “their new device is barren, the days are
bare.” The triumph of Christianity will dominate life and drain energy and
sensuality from it. Swinburne’s narrator makes this clear in words that
Victorians would have found blasphemous:

Wilt thou take all Galilean? But these thou shalt not take
The laurel, the palms and the paean, the breasts of the nymphs in the brake;
Breasts more soft than a dove’s, that tremble with tenderer breath;
And all the wings of the Loves, and all the joy before death;
All the feet of the hours that sound as a single lyre,
Dropped and deep in the flowers, with strings that flicker like fire
Here Swinburne chooses things that have a sensual feel and a paganistic
religious significance. The laurel, the palm and the paean were the rewards for
pagan heroes and the nymphs were sometimes humans who partook of mating
rituals and Dionysian orgies. Sometimes they were supernatural creatures who
accompanied the Gods or existed in sacred groves. All these rewards and
sensual experiences cannot be of the Christian world, so the narrator then
rhetorically questions if anything Christianity offers can compare? He concludes
that it cannot:

More than these wilt thou give, things fairer than all these things?
Nay, for a little while we live, and life hath mutable wings.
The narrator then accepts that life is short and causes grief, but sees Christianity
as pointlessly adding to that grief and wasting a lifetime’s span with restrictions
and wan sadness through submission to images of “ghastly glories of saints,
dead limbs of gibbeted Gods!”
He remains defiant and prefers the wild exuberance and danger of life
that he describes through a seascape and then compares the Virgin Mary: “pale
sister to sorrow” and a weeping “slave among slaves” to the sensual life force,
the goddess Proserpine, who “shall surely revive in the end.” She has a dual
power, both revitalizing nature and bringing death. Facing his death, he takes
comfort from knowing that just as the pagan Gods were overthrown the
Christian one will be, by the strongest force in existence, one that cannot be
denied even by Gods – death. That would make for an extremely pessimistic
poem, except that “death is a sleep.” What that implies Swinburne leaves to the
reader, for even sleep cannot be permanent in a world where nothing lasts
forever.
‘Hymn to Proserpine’ was on one level a poem and on another a
declaration of war against Christian belief and the power of the churches.
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Swinburne would follow this with similar works. ‘The Last Oracle’ (1878) and
‘The Palace of Pan.’ (1893) were the most obvious in their similarities, dealing
with the fading of paganism in the Roman Empire. Yet less explicitly Swinburne
would present the conflict between sensuality and repression through other
poems: ‘Lancelot,’ ‘Cleopatra’ ‘Adieux Ā Marie Stuart’ (1882), ‘On the Deaths
of Thomas Carlyle and George Elliot’ (1881) and ‘Tristram of Lyonesse’ are
strong examples. While glorying in the world of sensuality, he was very much
aware of both the power and appeal of repression and the inexorable nature of
death. These became frequently expressed ideas in his work.
Although Poems and Ballads gave him more enemies and critics, many
defended him and acknowledged his learning and poetic talent. William Michael
Rossetti a lifelong stalwart friend who shared Swinburne’s atheism and
frequently his radical viewpoints, managed to avoid Swinburne’s proclivity for
trouble, drink and a tacky sex life, not only defended Poems and Ballads in an
1866 small book and with Gabriel he made efforts to get the poems
published.190 He was not uncritical of Swinburne’s work but he hit the target
when he stated the obvious, in this work, that Swinburne “had a fatal
faculty …for saying the most alarming things on the unsafest subjects.”191
William and Gabriel Rossetti would then come under literary attacks for his
efforts as his brother had also defended the poems.192 At a Royal Literary Fund
dinner chaired by Lord Houghton, Anthony Trollope, Charles Kingsley and
Leslie Stephen were among those cheering a speech proclaiming Swinburne’s
greatness and Charles Kingsley also praised Swinburne.193 Other defenders
included Gosse, the Pre-Raphaelite painter Frederick Sandys, the novelist
George Meredith, Lord Lytton, the journalist Phillip Knight, Burne Jones and
his socialist wife Georginia.194 Swinburne even got ‘Itylus’ into that ultimate
residue of poetic respectability Palgrave’s Golden Treasury of Songs and Lyrics.
How much of the subtext got into the minds of the editors and readers stays a
question.195 Ruskin was more ambivalent. Swinburne had written that Ruskin
enjoyed the poems when he heard them read to him.196 Ruskin had also labelled
this collection as being among “the most splendid and wicked poems ever
written,” referred to Swinburne and his output as good fruits of human work
coming from an evil tree and advised him against publishing – and then after
publication, defended him.197
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Apart from the academics,intellectuals and cultural celebrities he also
gained less illustrious supporters watching the public furor. He became a hero to
many amongst England's rebellious student youth; many of them chanted his
more sensational verses in Oxford’s streets.198 Prosecuting a talented hero or
even ensuring that his works remained unpublished would clearly lead to more
problems than gains in upholding public standards of decency. The authorities
backed off, but then so did many of Swinburne's former admirers. One cultural
loss to the controversy was one of Swinburne’s best poems, ‘Cleopatra’ which
was only published in a small edition during the furor and then sank barely
noticed.199 It was not republished until 1904 and so still remains under-rated.
Yet how radical was Swinburne in these battles? At that time the act of
mentioning things which went against conservative values and laws was
certainly much more radical than it now appears to be. It would be the 1960s
before censorship rules eased enough for works like Swinburne's more explicit
poems to be accepted without debate. Swinburne celebrated lesbianism and
women's sexual desires at a time when few knew such things existed – and
among those who knew they did, they usually remained unmentioned openly.
He could also write of sensuality while living in a repressive world. Even so,
where sensuality exists pain and punishment also exists for the women in his
writings; he spends many words describing their pain, but this viewpoint
contains inherently ambiguous aspects.
What do we as readers make of the fourteen last lines in the quatrains of
‘The King’s Daughter’? Is there sympathy there or a sense of dislike and
schadenfreude revealed in the last two? Cleopatra with her sensuality clearly
heads towards her tragic end. These depictions and others can come from the
viewpoint of a voyeur or a sado-masochist, they just as easily be the viewpoint
of a misogynistic tyrant or someone who dislikes the exploitative process and
the way society punishes sensual women. We bring our perceptions to works
that by being brazen and explicit seem clear in their meanings, but are
ambiguous. There is nothing ambiguous in the strange, preposterous and
exhibitionistic story Turgenev recounted about Swinburne wanting to ravish
Saint Geneviéve. Turgenev was unlikely to lie, even if he provoked Swinburne
into saying something outrageous. This boasting was clearly the idea of a man
suffering from arrested development and a desire to shock, but it does contain
elements of sexual sadism. It is also not typical of Swinburne’s work or
statements, whatever the reality of whatever he did or did not do in Saint John’s
Wood in the 1860s.
Despite these undercurrents present in so much of his work, Swinburne
did not write obviously misogynistic poetry, whatever fantasies or realities were
going on in his sex life. His sado-masochistic tendencies were more about
198
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Lizzie Siddall (1833-1862) Rossetti’s portrait goes against her better
known idealized and dramatic images. Here she looks resentful, staid and
tired. Public Domain

Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882) This photograph was taken later in
his life, when illness was apparent. Courtesy Wikipedia.
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giving himself sensations than expressing hatred. He seems to have got on well
with his mother and sisters. He liked several women; his cousin Mary Gordon
whom he wanted to marry, Adah Menken with whom he had some kind of
affair, his protector and his host Pauline Trevelyan, for whom he wrote ‘Before
Sunset’ (1878) and ‘A Study from Memory’(1883).200 When William Rossetti
and his wife Lucy had their first child they sent him a baby photograph and he
responded with a celebratory poem.201 Christina Rossetti, fellow 1850s PreRaphaelite poet, also had poems dedicated to her. In the early 1860s when they
met Christina Rossetti apparently knew little of anything of Swinburne’s
scandalous behavior.202 In 1880 she did rejoice (her word) on hearing of his
renouncing strong alcohol.203 Four years later he was praising her recent poetry
and was given a collection by her.204 She was highly praised by him as a writer
and was the admired subject of his elegy ‘New Year’s Day’ (1895). Other
women with whom he had friendships or good relationships included the wives,
relatives and friends of several male friends, notably Lizzie Siddal, Pauline
Trevelyan, Georgina Burne-Jones and Clara Watts-Dunton. For nearly thirty
years Richard Burton’s wife Isabel was a friend, but this changed when she
organized a Catholic funeral for her atheist husband and burned many of his
writings.205 The sudden death of Lizzie Siddal depressed him and years later
D.G. Rossetti’s believed responses to her death would eventually lead to
Swinburne denouncing the man he had come close to idolizing.
In several poems spread over his long poetic career he would sometimes
write from the woman’s viewpoint or write admiringly or sympathetically about
women without making them sex objects. Notable examples include 'Atalanta in
Calydon,' ‘Hymn to Proserpine,’ ‘The King’s Daughter,’ ‘Madonna Mia’ (1866),
‘Stage Love,’ ‘Cleopatra,’ ‘Siena’ (1868), ’Before a Crucifix’(1871), ‘The
Complaint of Lisa’ (1878), ‘Adieux Ā Marie Stuart’ (1882), ‘On the Deaths of
Thomas Carlyle and George Elliot,’ ’Grace Darling,’ ‘On the Death of Mrs.
Lynn Linton’ (1904), and several ballads and poems found after his death; ‘Song
for Chastelard,’ ‘A Song for Margret Midhurst,’ and ‘Echo.’ Similar works
published in 1889 (which also probably also date from the late 1850s and early
1860s include ‘The Tyneside Widow,’ ‘’The Witch Mother,’ ‘The Weary
Wedding,’ ‘The Bride’s Tragedy’ and ‘Nell Gwynn.’
One ballad Gosse published in 1917 does give evidence of sadism to
women and that is ‘The White Maid’s Wooing.’ A pirate narrates this ballad
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point by point, describing the pain and humiliation he will inflict on the white
maid. One includes putting a bit between her teeth. Otherwise this short work
does not go into explicit detail, and the pirate narrator appears as a character, not
Swinburne in disguise. Even so this reads like something a sadistic, conceited
pubescent boy hot with desire would write to tease or intimidate a girl with.
‘The Weary Wedding’ is not so much a sadistic depiction of women as an
extraordinarily dreary one, as if Swinburne considered heterosexuality and
marriage to be boring, wearying and without interest, three adjectives that
certainly apply to this poem. This impression raises doubts and the quote below
also raises some doubts. Is it more of an attack on time and marriage than on
women? …

Christina Rossetti. Public Domain
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However beneath the cynicism about marriage, the sexual explicitness
and the realisation that women enjoyed sex and that there was nothing wrong
with this, the fact emerges that from his 1850s Qwenevere and Queen Yseult
onwards Swinburne's women often suffer for their independence and
unorthodoxy. In this he was not being sadistic, but following conservative
viewpoints which are still evident a hundred and fifty years after he wrote.
Female sexual involvement or being independent shows a bad girl - or at the
least, a foolish one. This leads to punishment in some form. Qwenevere and
Yseult both suffer for their actions. In 'Atalanta in Calydon.' Althea dies of
heartbreak after choosing that her son should die. Alluring Cleopatra awaits the
fall of her empire and her death. ‘Cleopatra’ provides a strong example; after
writing about Qwenevere and Yseult and other royal women he could still write:

Her great curled hair makes luminous
Her cheeks, her lifted throat and chin.
Shall she not have the hearts of us
To shatter, and the loves therein
To shred between her fingers thus?
Whatever its poetic merits, this description initially sounds like the creation of a
femme fatale archetype. This as usual will be followed by more male fantasy
created from male desire, but Swinburne avoids this trap. Here he shows the
ultimate powerlessness of sensuality embodied in Cleopatra when pitted against
the power of time. Time ultimately changes everything because it brings decay
and then death. While allowing Cleopatra her alluring beauty and power that
can control men, by locating her in a fading, insecure court which has the dead
past hovering over it in monuments, he emphasizes that even the most powerful
woman, even one literally believed to be a goddess, must still be mortal. For
Cleopatra this makes her vulnerable and means that cannot reverse the effects of
time or her own mistakes. She knows that she exists as a mortal for the “shape
and shadow of mystic things” are around her, coming from “time-forgotten
kings.” Despite putting their names on the pyramids they now have exposed
coffins and grave clothes. She can read the signs of Egypt’s approaching
collapse:

She sees the hand of death made bare,
The raveled riddle of the skies,
The faces faded that were fair,
The mouths made speechless that were wise,
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The hollowed eyes and dusty hair
Her approaching fall from power and subsequent suicide are inferred with
suddenly alliterating and jarring references to Actium, asps and Anthony. Once
again Swinburne restrains himself and successfully creates a vivid atmosphere
and a tension that hovers over the poem. His slow pacing and lilts create a
feeling of basking in an Egyptian heat that drains away all energy.
In 'Adieux a Marie Stuart' the sight of her face means:

'Ill gifts were yours for giving
Love gat strange guerdons of my queen
When Living
The way the last two words stand alone on a half line imply where her unwise
romances will lead, to failure as queen and eventually execution. The seemingly
rare exception, vampirish Anactoria, predicts that her life will be a triumph
based on other’s sacrifices:

Yea, though thou diest, I say I shall not die.
For those shall give me of their souls, shall give
Life, and the days and loves wherewith I live,
Shall quicken me with loving, fill with breath
Save me and serve me, strive for me with death
However even she faces eventual death with an 'Alas' and the realization that
“supreme sleep shall bring me bloodless ease.” By mentioning death here
Swinburne undercuts her gloating of her vampirish success and shows that she
will also ultimately fail. Similarly after making a sex goddess of Dolores in that
eponymous poem, he concludes that death still comes to those like her who are
worshiped. Ultimately this sounds the same as in all the “punish the scarlet
woman” fiction that has gone on in English culture from the early folk songs
onwards and has never really stopped. Swinburne differs in that he (or his
characters) want “the bad girl” to enjoy her punishment. This idea comes close
to what Swinburne expected Saint Geneviéve to do in the story Turgenev
recounted.
In Poems and Ballads Swinburne collected sixty-two poems: of these
only a handful are concerned with social taboos or with brazen sexuality.
Biographers focus on Swinburne’s immaturity, exhibitionism, friendships and
sexuality, but running through all these aspects of his life and work and coming
to prominence in the 1860s are a combination of a self-destructive impulse,
morbidity and a taste for living the dramatic and the melodramatic in an
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exhibitionist manner. His inability to cope with success rapidly emerged in the
1860s. 'Atalanta in Calydon' and Poems and Ballads show Swinburne at his
critical and political peak, for after these efforts he spent thirteen years
dissipating his considerable energies in literary, personal and political

An 1859 self-portrait by Simeon Solomon (1840-1905) Wikiart
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squabbles, bouts of drunkenness, intermittent work on 'Tristam of Lyonesse,'
(which he lost in 1870 and had to redo) long plays that were unstageable, and a
few poems that matched his earlier efforts.
His next collections Songs before Sunrise (1871) and A Song of Two
Nations (1875) came much later than his earlier successes and did not match
them. Both collections contain poems that differ from those that make up the
bulk of the collection, both in their themes and their quality. The theme of the
Italian nationalist struggle for unity, independence and a secular state dominates
Songs before Sunrise (1871). French and Italian politics also dominate A Song
of Two Nations. The best poems in these collections are not written about
nationalist topics. It may well be that Swinburne put together collections for
publication from assorted piles of poems in his study and unintentionally tossed
in the best to make the collections book size. Gosse’s description of his later
untidy study where poems lay scattered about and were found in unlikely places
makes this probable.

Many of the emotive poems meant to raise enthusiasm for the struggle for
a united Italy came years after the struggle ended in the 1860s and Italy had
united. In the book’s dedication to Mazzini he calls his poems feeble weapons
for the independence struggle and this is exactly what they are. He could have
added that they were useless as propaganda because they came to the war nearly
a decade after the victory had been won. These poems provide a salient example
of what happens when artists give in to appeals to do political good by using
their talents for a cause. Mazzini begged Swinburne to abandon aesthetics for
politics and briefly, he did as exhorted.206 As Swinburne noted Mazzini had an
extraordinary charisma. He supposedly had the ability to get people to get
themselves killed because he told them.207 Swinburne received no such order: he
was more useful in the propaganda department. In many of these works
206
207
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Swinburne was calling for Italians to unite into a secular republic, but the desire
of most Italians for Italian unity was based on two pillars that Swinburne hated:
Catholicism and monarchy. It would be 1946 before the Italian monarchy was
abolished and Italy became a republic. Although the power of the Catholic
Church in Italy had been reduced by the independence struggle, it still remained
and remains formidable. Similar poems concerning French politics came
months after Napoleon III had abdicated and the French Republic Swinburne
longed for had been declared. To show how little he had developed from “A
song in Times of Order' - his poem written when he was fifteen, Swinburne
included 'A Dead King' (1875) for Ferdinand II. It starts with:

Go down to hell. This end is good to see;
The breath is lightened and the sense at ease
Because thou art not;
The infective worsens, this poem has one merit, that of brevity, but lacks
uniqueness. In these two collections and some others similar infective becomes
tediously repeated, calls for tyrannicide and high flown but vague calls for
liberty become repetitive and then vexatious. These political poems had little
inherent attractiveness in the 1870s, and even less now, being full of florid
overstatement, calls to obliterating enemies, and references to Italy being a
tortured mother to heroes.
It can easily be construed as a politically correct, philistine or boorish
expectation of poetry, but after reading these tedious, adolescent and simplistic
poems, one hungers for some practical ideas on what will replace the rule of
royalty and the church if Swinburne’s vague calls for their overthrow are
followed. How will restructuring Italy’s economy and social organizations
ensure that liberty survives?
As a sure sign of obsession Swinburne makes outdated and unexplained
references to people and events who were probably obscure to English speakers
then and definitely are now. One poem in particular “The Moderates’ (1870)
reveals Swinburne’s fanaticism. Like many fanatics he assumes those he
preaches to know what he means, without explanation. Here the unidentified
moderates have supposedly betrayed Italy by not following Swinburne’s ideals
or unspecified plans. Such poems often show Swinburne's tendency to florid
overstatement and an alienating use of personification. While such devices often
work when dealing with mythic or highly dramatic themes, they can be
ridiculous when used with modern politics as 'A Counsel' (1869) shows:

When thy foot’s tread hath crushed their crowns and creeds
Care thou not then to crush the beast that bleeds,
The snake whose belly cleaveth to the sod,
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Nor let thine heel on men as on their deeds:
But let the worm Napoleon crawl untrod,
Nor grant Mastai the gallows of his God
In one appeal to liberty ‘Cor Codium’ Swinburne actually begins: “O heart of
hearts, the chalice of love’s fire.” The rest reads as equally overblown.
Swinburne’s poems here provide a classic example of how poetry and politics
should not mix.
One of these poems ‘Sienna’ does work in the first two thirds because
Swinburne saves the references to Italian nationalism for the end. He vividly
and accurately describes the setting and the historic context and until the last
stanzas avoids his usual overblown clichés. To those who do not know of Saint
Catherine or much of the city Swinburne’s references would be puzzling; to
those who know the area and the history the poem becomes vivid and accurate.
Swinburne starts with a description of a pleasing and mild English
summer day that makes him yearn for Siena and he gives a beautiful and still
accurate description of sun-drenched Siena, which:

Bathes deep in the sun-satiate air
That flows round no fair thing fairer
Her beauty bare

Siena’s scallop plaza today, little changed since Swinburne’s visits. Public
Domain
‘Siena’ describes the remarkably clear white-blue skies over the city and
captures the sense of exuberance and openness that the high plains city has in
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summer when birds fly around Siena’s many towers and its scalloped square.
There families and lovers strolled then and still do now:

There the utter sky is holier, there
More pure the intense white height of air
More clear men’s eyes that mine would meet,
And the sweet springs of things sweeter.
There for this one warm note of doves
A clamor of a thousand loves
Storms the night’s ear, the day assails,
From the tempestuous nightingales,
And fills, and fails.
Throughout this poem Swinburne captures the characteristics of old Sienna that
are still there. The city is indeed “strange-shape” and “mountain-bound.” One
can still:

Gaze from thy fair fountain seat
Up the sheer street.
At twilight Siena’s many bell towers, crowded close, do toll and it is indeed as:

In the mid-city, where the strong
Bells turn the sunset air to song
And the towers throng
The steep, often rather vertical city steps often lead to barren land or decrepit
buildings, but Swinburne might be referring to internal stairs in one of Siena’s
churches, inferring that Catholicism has become arid and disappointing. By
intermixing descriptions of the stairs with the views of the bloody “dead sun”
those stairs lead to, he suggests a dead worldview:

A raiment of flaming fire:
And the fierce fruitless mountain stairs
Climb, yet seem worth and loth to inspire,
Climb and break, and are broken down
And through their clefts and crests the town
Looks west and sees the dead sun lie
In sanguine death that stains the sky
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With angry dye.
While sounding overblown this can actually happen as sunlight turns to shades
of orange yellow and tan on the town’s walls. If Swinburne had only set out to
describe old Siena in summer he would have achieved much, but he does much
more and successfully. He goes on to show how the city stays dominated by its
past, particularly by its famous fourteenth century resident and virtual patron
saint, Saint Catherine. He credits her good works and modesty. He praises her as
“the sweetest of the saints.” Her dominance exists as both literal and spiritual,
for the chapel where her head is displayed stands on high, flat ground at one
major entrance to the town and overlooking the town. Swinburne refers to this
accurately:

Across the fiery and fatal ground
Comes tender as a hurt bird’s note
To where, a ghost with empty hands.
A woe-worn ghost her palace stands,
In the mid-city
Her head on display as one enters the town certainly made (and still makes) for
a dominant first impression that colors what comes after. Swinburne refers to it
several times; he contrasts the dreary worship of the dead and of holy relics with
the sweet joyous message of the once living saint. After referring to how the
region was devastated by wars among the Italian duchies during her adult life,
he refers to her successful attempts to achieve peace through negotiation. Up to
this point the poem sounds extremely fine. However as so often in his life and
art, he does not know when to stop.
Towards the poem’s end he replaces Saint Catherine with another mythic
figure – Italia and shows similarities:

With other face, with speech the same,
A mightier maiden’s likeness came
Late among mourning men that slept
A sacred ghost that went and wept
White as the passion-wounded lamb
Saying ‘Ah remember me, that I am
Italia
That should have been the last line, for after this the poem deteriorates into
tedious maudlin nationalist propaganda. If Italia had been the poem’s last word
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he would have made his point more succinctly and more effectively, allowing
the reader’s imagination to develop the continuity. Instead he blunts his own
point and bores as Italia talks of God and belief, sacrifice and unity in
Swinburne’s overblown style and in the last stanza this becomes naively and
outrageously utopian. In his hopes Italia’s warriors will “bring to birth a perfect
people” and eventually “the inner heart of man be one.” Then:

Time, in likeness of a guide
Lead the Republic as a bride
Up to God’s side
This sounds like the fascist idealism which started in the 1920s. Nobody could
wreck a fine poem as well as Swinburne could. The references to God and the
church, many of them favorable, puzzle and for those who know his real views,
they cause distrust about his sincerity. The fact that Mussolini ranted similar
things does not help.
‘Tiresias’ does end the way ‘Sienna’ should have, but despite many fine
things in individual verses, the poem keeps switching focus inchoately and
without connections from verse to verse. This would work if these changes in
verses could be clearly read as the changing recollections of the sear in old age,
dealing with fragments of memory, but the poem does not quite read that way.
He seems to be recounting wisdom and episodes from his life to a listener, but
this also appears as unclear. The poem becomes not so much enjoyable, but
something to be deciphered. The verses, many of them are fine in themselves as
the first two show:

Much evil, and the misery of men's hands
Who sow with fruitless wheat the stones and sands,
With fruitful thorns the fallows and warm glebes,
Bade their hands hold lest worse hap came to pass;
But which of you had heed of Tiresias?
I am as Time's self in mine own wearied mind,
Whom the strong heavy-footed years have led
From night to night and dead men unto dead,
And from the blind hope to the memory blind;
For each man's life is woven, as Time's life is,
Of blind young hopes and old blind memories.
However after this great start, the narrative fragments, going off in unclear and
different directions and does not come together in a conclusion. It does not even
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stay on the topic of Tiresias or what he witnessed but instead the last quarter
makes the same mistake made in ‘Sienna.” Instead of keeping the focus on
Tiresias, Swinburne goes off on a tangent about Italy, again. He presents more
Italian nationalism in a thin mythic disguise. Poems can be difficult, even
unclear on a first reading, but the impression here remains that despite the
frequent vividness and power in the writing, a lack of clarity comes from a lack
of editing and rewriting. He has misjudged his focus. He has also forgotten what
reworking and editing are, overwhelming those desperate needs with his
obsessive politics and overly fast writing. In poetry being prolific, frenetic,
sedulous and talented are not enough. ‘Tiresias’ reads like a first rough draft
from a very talented but muddled poet, obsessed with worthless things while
writing on another. Much the same can be said for ‘A Litany of Nations’ This
poem has its admirers who anthologise it, but the sense of being overwrought,
overblown, grandiose and kitschy which Swinburne comes so close to indulging
in elsewhere emerges full blast here as he mixes, mysticism, pantheism and
nationalism. Some guiding spirit assembles the spirits of the nations for some
grand and holy purpose. They identify themselves through their typifying
virtues…
He has more success with ‘A Marching Song.’ Like ‘A Jacobite Song’ the
persona of a soldier conveys this poem. He scorns the weak, the royal and the
uncommitted with vigor, but while the poem has vivid and realistic moments, it
lacks the full sense of veracity and succinctness that the Jacobite persona had.
Amazingly in this same collection one poem on Italian matters stands out
in strong contrast for its sense of reality and shrewd insight. Here Swinburne
has his focus and much of the power of his writing derives from the accuracy
and intensity of that focus. It shows that Swinburne’s dislike of religion and his
poetic reputation were justified. The poem is ‘Before a Crucifix.’ Here
Swinburne’s sets his scene among “dusty trees” on the: “lank edge of a haggard
wood” and he then develops his theme by giving a starkly realistic description
of the effects of years of heavy work on peasant women:

Women with labour-loosened knee,
With gaunt backs bowed by servitude,
Stop, shift their loads, and pray, and fare
Forth with souls easier for the prayer.
In the last two lines he develops his dislike of the Catholic religion with more
depth and analysis than in many of his other poems. He comes close to Marx’s
dictum that religion is the opium of the people. In describing the carved,
crucified Christ they worship he first gives phrases that link the carving’s
condition to theirs: “branded black, rain striped and shows labored bones” and a
“ghastly mouth that gapes and groans.” The two descriptions, of the women and
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the carved Christ, imply that they are worshipping a thing in their own image
and then Swinburne makes this explicit:

God of this grievous people, wrought
After the likeness of their race,
By faces like thine own besought,
Swinburne then describes and compares both the sufferings of the crucified
Christ and the sufferings of the people at the hands of Christians in a land where
Christ’s’ teachings have been dominant for hundreds of years. After lambasting
the church for hypocrisy, selfishness and cruelty, he then asks the question to the
crucifix that if the teachings are meritorious and will end suffering, why are the
people still suffering so badly in a Christian land? He describes the effects with
short, fast-flowing lines where line endings are in strong contrast to his usual
soft, unblocked assonance. The consonants ending each line make for a sharp,
cranky sound that by repetition suggests the speaker becomes angrier, as indeed
he does as the poem progresses:

It was for this that men should make
Thy name a fetter on poor men’s necks,
Poor men’s made poorer for thy sake,
And women’s withered out of sex?
It was for this, that slaves should be,
Thy word was passed to set men free?
He concludes that Christianity has had its chance, failed miserably and by doing
so proved itself useless. The crucifix (and by implication Christ, his teachings
and the church) should be thrown away.
‘Genesis’ (1871) also somehow included in this collection, shows that he
could write about great themes without tediousness, pomposity or
sanctimoniousness. Here he writes with great clarity and maturity as he goes
into the great questions of existence. The first four quatrains show his theme
here and his poetic virtues, which continue through the poem:

In the outer world that was before this earth,
That was before all shape or space was born,
Before the blind first hour of time had birth,
Before night knew the moonlight or the morn;
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Yea, before any world had any light,
Or anything called God or man drew breath,
Slowly the strong sides of the heaving night
Moved, and brought forth the strength of life and death.
And the sad shapeless horror increate
That was all things and one thing, without fruit,
Limit, or law; where love was none, nor hate,
Where no leaf came to blossom from no root;
The very darkness that time knew not of,
Nor God laid hand on, nor was man found there,
Ceased, and was cloven in several shapes; above
Light, and night under, and fire, earth, water, and air.
Sunbeams and starbeams, and all coloured things,
All forms and all similitudes began;
And death, the shadow cast by life’s wide wings,
And God, the shade cast by the soul of man.
From the same collection came two of his fine nature poems, ‘On the Downs’
and ‘Four Songs of Four Seasons.’ In ‘On the Downs’ he blends two of his
common settings, seascapes, and country landscapes and uses them as a setting
for a common theme. As in ‘Genesis’ he broods about life’s patterns. He broods
as he wanders on the downs at the cliffs edge, looking out to sea. At first his
view of what he can see depresses:

A faint sea without wind or sun
A valley like an unsealed grave
That no man cares to weep upon
Bare without boon to crave,
Or flower to save
Nature has not granted him the happy light and color he wanted as a cure for his
“untracked sands of discontent.” Instead he ponders on the shortness of life and
how so many men fail, so he feels that: “Life hopeless lies.” The poem’s second
half starts with the realization that he has interpreted the view through his
misery:

O fool, that for brute cries of wrong
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Heard not the grey glad mother’s song
Ring response from the hills and waves,
But heard harsh noises all day long
Of spirits that were slaves
And dwelt in graves.
He realizes that despite its power, nature cannot crush a soul and so he becomes
like one springing: “out of a dream’ and that nature: ’feeds itself with death and
fate.’ Sadness and death, good and evil are part of an unalterable process.
Swinburne the atheist has a pantheistic epiphany:

For all things come by fate to flower
At their unconquerable hour,
And time brings truth, and truth makes free,
And freedom fills time’s veins with power,
As brooding on that sea
My thoughts fill me.
With this realization comes good weather as dawn rises. Swinburne has been
describing the grey morning before dawn and with the rising sun, life renews
itself – the natural world has proven his view of change and transformation and
of ultimate optimism.
“Four Songs of Four Seasons’ shows the idea of ‘art for art’s sake’ at its
best. Swinburne describes the year’s seasons in different locales through
‘Winter in Northumberland,’ ‘Spring in Tuscany,’ ’Summer in Auvergne’ and
‘Autumn in Cornwall.’ Each of the sections are self-contained poems, but taken
together they contrast seasons and locales, showing a different type of balance
and beauty in each season. The variation of beauty in nature comes not only
from a change of seasons but by the change in settings. They are very much in
the aesthetic genre by this focus on beauty and are neither instructing,
moralizing nor politicking. This serves as a strong and welcome contrast to
almost all the other poems in Songs Before Sunrise.
Swinburne would reprint ‘Four Songs of Four Seasons’ in Poems and
Ballads: Second Series (1878). While this collection avoided the faults of his
other 1870s collections, it was generally a less powerful, vivid and original
collection than the first Poems and Ballads. Critics usually consider ‘Ave Atque
Vale’ among his greatest works. ‘The Last Oracle,’ ‘A Forsaken Garden,’
‘Relics,’ ‘At Parting,’ ‘Before Sunset’ and ‘Song’ are also fine works, but others
from this collection are early examples of the tendencies that emerged in his
other early 1870s collections and would become more extreme and mar later
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works. Sentimentality, morbidity, sanctimonious religious references, extreme
hero worship, repetition of earlier ideas and flowery tributes are all there.

Swinburne, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, his mistress Fanny Cornforth and
William Rossetti. Public Domain
For Swinburne the 1870s after Songs Before Sunrise were passing as the
1860s had, but with three big differences; the quality of his poetic output was
only sometimes what it had been; his body could no longer take his excessive
drinking and his virtual life support system, his father, had died in 1877. In June
1879 his mother and brother paid for and arranged for Swinburne’s friend
Theodore Watts-Dunton, a London solicitor, novelist and cultural critic with
artistic interests, to look after him and take him into his rented home called ‘The
Pines.’ This occurred in late 1879, after the two men stayed for a few months
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with Watts-Dunton’s sisters, a brother in law and his son.208
With the unfolding of this situation one Swinburne would in a sense die
and a new one eventually emerged.

*
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Chapter Three
A New Man 1879-1909
Many biographers say that after 1879 Swinburne was a virtual prisoner or
rarely left ‘The Pines’ but this seems incorrect. In his 1904 biography of WattsDunton James Douglas mentions an 1882 trip to Paris which both men went on
and so many summer holidays to various parts of the English coast and the
Channel Islands, that it seems summer holidays away from London were regular
events for them.209 Henderson mentions Swinburne staying with his mother for
two months in 1882.210 Lafourcade not only mentions these, but several others
and comments on Swinburne’s nine stays for “considerable periods” with his
mother before her death in 1896.211 He also stayed with Jowett in 1883, but after
1889 the seaside holidays which had been going on for once or twice a year
became much less frequent.212
Watts-Dunton’s non-financial reward for looking after Swinburne was to
become one of the most controversial figures in English literature. Hostiles
claim that he became Swinburne’s virtual puppet master. In The Aesthetic
Adventure William Gaunt presents Watts-Dunton as a well-meaning cultured
man who kept Swinburne as a virtual prisoner. He supposedly forbade many
liberties that any adult would enjoy, including forbidding several friends contact
– and those allowed were closely watched. He smothered Swinburne’s talent
and personality, encouraging him to write sycophantic right wing drivel.213
Guant also quotes Wilde and Whistler expressing similar opinions to his
conclusions. Biographers Edmund Gosse and Harold Nicholson also stress very
similar views, while Phillip Henderson and Georges Lafourcade give examples
of extreme control in small matters. Watts-Dunton did have some important
control over what Swinburne published. In 1876 he did unwisely discourage
Swinburne from printing earlier previously unpublished works.214
In the later 1870s and 1880s Watts-Dunton was beginning to influence
Swinburne and several friends and acquaintances would also be discarded. By
February 1882 Walt Whitman, once admired, even idolized, had begun to be
modified in Swinburne’s praise as his letter to Oscar Wilde at that time
James Douglas, Theodore Watts-Dunton: Poet Novelist Critic. London; Hodder and
Stroughton, 1904. pp268-270 www.gutenberg. Org. release date 6th January. 2013
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shows.215 Whitman was contemptuously dismissed in an 1887 essay
‘Whitmania.’216 According to both Gosse (who overheard it) and then another
writer MacKenzie Bell, to whom Watts-Dunton boasted, Swinburne broke off
his long friendship with Whistler because Watts-Dunton encouraged him to do
this.217 Whistler disliked Watts-Dunton, but then Whistler was widely disliked
for his acerbic wit and the way he liked ridiculing and exposing people’s foibles
and self-conceits.218 Watts-Dunton did claim that he tried to make peace with
between Whistler and Swinburne.

Swinburne and Watts-Dunton at their bedroom windows in ‘The Pines’
Painted by Mollie Downes. Illustration courtesy of Gutenberg
computerized reproductions
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In June 1888 Swinburne turned on Whistler in a public article in the
Fortnightly Review at Watts-Dunton’s urging and then attacked the aesthetic
ideal.219 He wrote and perhaps sent to Whistler, but did not publish the
following:

To James McNeil Whistler
Fly away, butterfly, back to Japan,
Tempt not a pinch at the hand of a man,
And strive not to sting ere you die away.
So pert and so painted, so proud and so pretty,
To brush the bright down from your wings
Were a pity Fly away, butterfly, fly away!
The reference to Japan involves Whistler’s liking for Japanese art and his then
famed collection of blue and white China. A butterfly was his monogram and
sometime non de plume. Around this time others were also lessening their
contact with Swinburne or finding that he was becoming remote. After 1890
even John Nicol was faded out.220
Another loss was Dante Gabriel Rossetti. How Watts-Dunton was
involved, if at all when Gabriel Rossetti broke off contact, remains unclear.
Rossetti became increasingly depressed, paranoid and physically ill as he came
under the influence of drugs (particularly or possibly only choral) from around
the late 1860s onwards.221 Rossetti used his brother Michael to give a polite note
that would initiate the break with Swinburne, although the estrangement had its
origins from when they moved into Cheyne Walk and Gabriel Rossetti found
Swinburne impossible to live with. Rossetti’s 1866 defence of Swinburne had
led him into an acrimonious conflict with Robert Buchanan. Gaunt states that
Swinburne was Buchanan’s real target as he had previously made contemptuous
references to Buchanan’s dead friend Gray.222 He first launched a critical attack
on Swinburne in 1866 and William Rossetti defended Swinburne by criticizing
his fellow critic and poet Buchanan as pretentious and a poetaster, who stirred
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up tempests in teapots.”223 Ironically this meant that the break was
unintentionally started off by William Rossetti, who usually did so much to
protect and promote his brother and Swinburne. Buchanan then responded with
attacks on William and then on his brother in reviews; William said later that
Gabriel was a substitute target for himself.224 Under the pseudonym ‘Thomas
Maitland’ Buchanan wrote ‘The Fleshly School of Poetry: Mr D.G. Rossetti’
which was published by the influential magazine Contemporary Review in
October 1871. As the title suggests Dante Gabriel Rossetti was the major target:
William got off with being denounced as the worst editor of Shelley and
Swinburne got a blasting very similar but briefer to that given by Morely.
Interestingly Simeon Solomon, a Pre-Raphaelite painter, was brought into the
literary fracas over poetry. This in itself reads oddly, but with Solomon included
possible innuendoes about a homosexual relationship being made seem more
likely. Buchanan wrote that Solomon and Gabriel Rossetti had much in
common. He also stated that Solomon created artistic monsters and refered to
the depraved sexuality in the work of Swinburne, Solomon and Rossetti. Had
Buchanan heard about Solomon and Swinburne romping naked around the
house? Or had he picked up other little known information about
homosexuality? Solomon had an androgynous appearance, so did Buchanan
suspect and give a hint? Was this as much as the literary criticism why
Buchanan’s attack had such an extreme effect? As Buchanan sarcastically noted
in this essay, Gabriel Rossetti was extraordinarily sensitive to criticism. His
brother said that the dispute had a disastrous effect, leaving Gabriel a changed
man for the rest of his life.225 Hall Caine also recalled the effects of Buchanan’s
attacks in similar terms.226 Perhaps Gabriel Rossetti realized that associating
with Swinburne and Solomon was unwise. Gabriel suffered a nervous
breakdown and a suicide attempt in June 1872.
Perhaps coming out of his confusion and madness and to some extent
explaining it, early in the next month Gabriel Rossetti used his brother to take
the note to Swinburne requesting no further contact “for the moment” - without
explanation.227 This may have had something to do with Swinburne causing
stress when they lived together or the way just before the note was sent that
Swinburne and Sandys discussed Rossetti’s health in a public restaurant.228 If
morbidly suspicious Rossetti heard of that… About the time of Rossetti’s
worsening condition Swinburne had unwisely also made some criticism of
Rossetti’s poems.229 The break may have had something to do with
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disassociating himself from those mentioned in Buchanan’s sexual innuendoes.
Whatever the reason or combination of reasons Swinburne graciously replied,
hoping that Rossetti would soon be in better health and that he would not visit
so as to reduce Rossetti’s strain.230 Hall Caine witnessed the combined effect of
domestic disturbances, overwork, choral and alcohol producing Gabriel’s
delusions of conspiracy against him and waves of morbid suspicion that covered
nearly everybody he knew.231 Only in the second half of 1881 when Rossetti
gave up choral did he return to psychological normality, but by then he was
dying of nephritis aggravated by alcohol.232 Realizing that Rossetti’s condition
was probably terminal, Buchanan even sent a retraction.233 Caine also recalled
that Watts-Dunton was the most intimate of Rossetti’s friends and that despite
the breaking of contact with Swinburne, he was so frequently discussed in
Rossetti’s home that the absent poet seemed a presence.234 Despite this,
Swinburne wrote a sincere and moving tributary poem “A Death on Easter Day’
(1882) upon hearing of Rossetti’s death. That attitude changed months later
when Rossetti’s secretary, the future popular novelist Hall Caine stated in an
obituary article that the 1871 controversy with the critic Buchanan was a strain
that like the death of Lizzie Siddal, was a cause of Rossetti’s death.235
Swinburne responded angrily and with justice that the controversy with
Buchanan was a minor matter compared to the death of Lizzie Siddal. Her death
should have had more of an effect on a man of character than criticism, but
Rossetti was a waste of time. For fifteen years he had lavished unselfish
affection on Rossetti and was now “ashamed through all my nature to have
loved so vile a thing.” Rossetti, he continued was “one of the meanest, poorest,
most abject objects.”236 This opinion was privately expressed in a letter to Watts
Dunton, which was fortunate as it would have caused grief amongst Rossetti’s
siblings, who remained on friendly terms with Swinburne. As this letter seems
either unknown or little known amongst biographers and writers on Swinburne,
a false or at least partially incorrect image of Swinburne’s later attitudes to D.G.
Rossetti still exists. This misconception was reinforced by the way “The Pines’
stayed heavily decorated with Rossetti’s art long after his death.237 This may
have been Watts-Dunton’s idea, not Swinburne’s.
It may be that another related matter caused or contributed to
Swinburne’s 1882 outburst against Rossetti and that Caine’s article was merely
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a pretext. After his death a blackmailer found highly indecent correspondence
between Rossetti and Swinburne which had to be purchased.238 Judging by what
happened with Solomon in the early 1870s and then with Hallowell later,
Swinburne, even more than most, hated being blackmailed, and distanced
himself from people connected with it, not by calling them blackmailers, but by
heaping up intense abuse.
Watts-Dunton had considerable control over Swinburne’s finances and
also contacts within the publishing world.239 By 1879 Swinburne was writing to
John Nicol that he not only had no money, but was in financially negative
territory.240 Soon after Watts-Dunton took over his finances as Swinburne was
grateful for the financial management as he disliked business letters.241 Mrs
Watts-Dunton also recalls his extreme, even shrill dislike of dealing with bills,
cheques and royalties and she reproduces a letter from his publishers about
this.242 He preferred clean coins to notes and left cheques uncashed, sometimes
they were left lying amidst rubbish.243 She also refers to his abhorrence for the
world of money making and how he despised those who were concerned with
their riches and how they got them. 244 Even worse were those on the rise
scheming for money: Swinburne apparently “detested all those who did this.”245
Although Mrs Watts-Dunton does not quite say it, Swinburne never seems
to have considered what it might be like for those who do not have their own
coalmines tucked away somewhere on personal estates the size of a small
kingdom, let alone what it might be like to work in a coalmine. She makes it
clear that his detestation of the rich or the wannabes did not translate into
regularly identifying with the working classes. Like the other socialists and
radicals he knew and that she met they had ‘no excessive love for their less
fortunate brothers” and despite his literary and verbal radicalism and socialistic
leanings “in practice the needs of the people troubled him no more than the
claims of the equator.”246 The ideas of sympathy with the working class or those
under imperialism is sometimes, albeit rarely expressed. Hatred of exploiters
appears in much of his poetry, but the effect of such exploitation often gets
abstracted from the reality of what the exploited must feel. Even in ‘On the
Russian Persecution of the Jews’ his focus goes to the hypocrisy and cruelty of
the persecutors, nothing is written about what the Jews must feel. ‘Before A
Crucifix’ which does describe the exploited, was certainly an exception amongst
238
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his work. Another was in “A Word for the Country’ Swinburne does make rare
and extremely shrewd and caustic references to the exploitation of England’s
workers and the justification for a class based society.
Mrs Watts-Dunton does not make the link but she does give the
information which enables others to do so. Swinburne’s blindness about money
and working class life were part of his almost complete absorption into the
world of his writing, which went so far that he was ineptitude incarnate with
anything practical; Mrs Watts-Dunton wrote that he was “hopelessly
incompetent.” 247 He could “after a fashion” light lamps and candles and stoke
firesides, but even working a syphon or adjusting a window sash was beyond
him.248 After years of house servants tending him and being absorbed in his
writing Swinburne was useless at basic practicalities. Being desperate for a life
support system and being out of money by 1879, he may have realized how
necessary Watts-Dunton was for him and modified some unacceptable
behaviors and perhaps concealed others.

Swinburne aged sixty-three.
Defenders of Watts-Dunton claim that he saved Swinburne from a rapidly
approaching death from alcoholism. He did what was necessary to protect him,
isolating him from false or foolish friends who would have led him back to
deleterious ways. Although Thomas provides an extremely odd photo where
Watts-Dunton and Swinburne sit opposite each other in such identical poses,
clothes and expressions that they look like twin bookends, most of the evidence
goes towards Watts Dutton’s favor.249
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Those biographers and critics who follow the idea that Watts-Dunton kept
Swinburne as some type of prisoner or at the least exerted a Svengali like
control, give the impression that the two men shared Watts-Dunton’s home
‘The Pines’ alone until he married in 1905. In reality ‘The Pines’ was under
either a joint lease with Swinburne or he was as sub-tenant.250
Accommodation there was for several years shared with Watts-Dunton’s
unmarried sister, his brother in law Mr. Mason, his wife and their child, his
nephew, the toddler Bertie who turned five the year they leased ‘The Pines.’251
Mason family descendants heard from Bertie, that he and his mother were still
at the Pines until Watts-Dunton married in 1905.252 Clara Watts –Dunton also
mentions Mrs. Mason in the household, so this would have meant that others
were there until well into the 1890s at least and probably until she married
Watts-Dunton in 1905.253
The close watch on and supposedly forbidding of Swinburne’s visitors
supposedly proves the poet’s takeover. Perhaps some of this control by WattsDunton went too far, but this needs to be put into the context of the Victorian
era. By Victorian manners as master of the house Watts-Dunton was supposed to
protect both the safety and good reputations of those living there, including
women and a child, his relatives. By deciding who could visit his house he did
that. Considering that Swinburne’s friends and acquaintances included
drunkards, blackmailers, pornographers, collectors and smugglers of such
things, embezzlers, sexual sadists, pimps, flagellation brothel madams,
homosexuals, drug addicts, suspected pedophiles and that some of the Irish
rebels who supported or may even have been involved in robberies,
insurrections and murders, Watts-Dunton was right by any standard to keep a
close eye on Swinburne’s visitors. This was not just for those under his care or
for Swinburne’s sake. For a lawyer to associate with such people would be to at
the least lose respectability and perhaps lead to disbarment. While he would
decide who could see Swinburne, it was Swinburne himself who on one
occasion forced a Fenian to leave and on another froze out an old drinking
companion who turned up.254 In Clara Watts-Dunton’s account respected
visitors such as his mother, sister, cousin Mary Leith (neé Gordon), and Lord
Ronald Gower were welcomed regular visitors. MacKenzie Bell and the writer
Marion Crawford were among those also welcomed.
Watts-Dunton would not have welcomed cousin Mary Leith if he had
known what was going on. Jean Fuller found two 1890s letter by her to
Clara Watts-Dunton. She believed him to be on a joint tenancy pp70-71 p 180; Thomas
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Swinburne. They are written in a basic code of the type that children might
invent and she makes an appointment to see him and then talks of his writing
about Eton and regrets that birching was not what it once was and hints about
the present more than the past.255 The way that Gosse curtly ordered these letters
to be destroyed suggests that there is more to them than childish puns.
These references are extremely ambiguous.
They may be verseceous references to Swiinburne’s fascination with
flogging, or a flirtatious indulgence or a tease. They may possibly suggest an
actual relationship. Combined with ‘Eton: Another Ode’ and ‘The Flogging
Block’ these letters suggest that while Swinburne had given up alcohol, hoaxes,
exhibitionism and radical politics, he was not the totally reformed character
many believed. If he had ever been sexually involved with his cousin, it may
have been the only heterosexual relationship in the life of a man famed for
writing of heterosexual sensuality.
Swinburne may have been facing death before his 1879 rescue and this
may have shaken him. Turning forty could have also contributed to an
awakening of his situation. These two factors could have led to a renunciation
of his old ways and contacts with Watts-Dunton having nothing to do with this.
He also had swung from wild abandon to a life lived in “almost mechanical
precision.”256 Eyewitnesses Mrs Watts- Dunton and Gosse wrote separately
about Swinburne’s extraordinarily timetabled life, followed rigidly for almost
thirty years.257 Mrs Watts-Dunton spends several pages of her recollections
going into Swinburne’s fine details of how his life should be. Visitors were only
allowed at certain times. 258
Another factor was a hearing problem. During his 1899 visit Beerbohm
Tree noticed Swinburne’s apparent deafness, which Swinburne mentioned as
marring his conversation with Victor Hugo in 1882; by 1899 this was
extreme.259 This would have led to difficulties in society which Swinburne
probably wanted to avoid and perhaps he did so by reducing face to face
contact. Clara Watts-Dunton noticed that when he was in company with those
he trusted, including Mrs. Mason, herself and her husband, he did not seem to
have hearing problems.260 She noticed that like the twitching that shook his
whole body, his deafness came on when he suspected hostility, disagreement or
even a lack of sympathy with his ideas.261
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Her account of life with Swinburne often gets treated as partisan, naïve or
overly admiring. While these early chapters are her recollections of an admiring
schoolgirl meeting a great man, her account soon becomes permeated with
references to his arrested development, hypersensitivity, obsessive behavior and
annoying eccentricities. These sections seem underused or perhaps even unread
by writers on Swinburne. His love of Dickens was a loud obsession that bored
and became “a perfect glut of Dickens.” He was so concerned with cleanliness
that he would go through complicated procedures to use new pennies rather than
grimy older ones.262
He would screech and become abusive over tiny matters and was
extraordinarily fussy and useless for practicalities. She summarizes this with her
belief that Swinburne “had a dual personality.”263 Given Swinburne’s past, she
may be saying more than she knows here, or might making inferences but
avoiding being explicit on distasteful matters she might know of. Clara WattsDunton then goes on to say that the same man who could be pleasant, good
humored and full of fun with the usual household at ‘The Pines’ could with
visitors turn vituperative over expressed opinions about things or people or
“emperors” he loved or loathed at that moment and then express opinions that
he did not really believe. She also states that he could be cruel and was an
extreme grudge holder.264 Oddly to the best of my knowledge, no writer has
drawn out the implications concerning the circumstances leading to
Swinburne’s death for what it demonstrates about the Watts-Dunton relationship
and the need for control over Swinburne. My interpretation relies principally on
facts given by eyewitness Clara Watts-Dunton. These are accepted by Donald
Thomas, Phillip Henderson and Georges Lafourcade, but they do not come to
the conclusions given here.265
Despite rainy or cold weather, which he enjoyed, Swinburne usually went
for his daily walk to the park and then the local pub, where he always limited
himself to one ale.266 Despite Mrs Watts-Dunton’s attempts, she found that
getting him to use an umbrella, an overcoat or gloves was like trying to get them
onto an antelope or a mountain goat. When he returned wet, Watts-Dunton
would always insist on Swinburne getting out of his wet clothes. This in itself is
significant: a mature adult has to be told to get out of wet clothes and even
helped? Despite being critically ill with pneumonia in 1903, Swinburne had not
learnt from that experience. In early April 1909 Watts-Dunton himself was ill
and unable to personally care for Swinburne, but was worried about him as he
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went for his walk in cold and blustery weather without an overcoat. Mrs WattsDunton recalled that her concerns were met with Swinburne’s Peter Pan smile.
He was put to bed and under medical attention the next day, but soon was more
concerned with reading Ivanhoe to the sick Watts-Dunton than with his own
health. His confinement was continued until he died from double pneumonia ten
days later. Watts-Dunton had supervised Swinburne for almost thirty years, but
then within a few days of that care stopping Swinburne died. This strongly
suggests that Swinburne lived in a state of childhood dependency and
desperately needed Watts-Dunton or someone like him: those writers who credit
Watts-Dunton with keeping Swinburne alive appear proved correct by the
circumstances of his final illness.
A separate question remains: how much influence did Watts-Dunton have
on Swinburne’s later poetic output? After Oscar Wilde’s disgrace in 1895 many
English poets and artists went to great lengths to distance themselves from
people and ideas which seemed effete, aesthetic, bohemian or unorthodox. As in
the 1950s McCarthy era when former leftists swung to conservatism for the
preservation of their careers and to avoid imprisonment or ostracism, the British
bohemians of the second half of the 1890s and the Edwardian era now
frequently `appeared as orthodox, manly, and patriotic.267 Even Aubrey
Beardsley’s behavior was a salient example: he was sacked from editing The
Yellow Book and the magazines publishing house and shop had windows broken
and vandalism inflicted by a mob angry with Wilde.268 He had never been a
contributor, but Beardsley had been Wilde’s friend and many of their mutual
friends were contributors and the magazine expressed aesthetic and decadent
ideas. Beardsley soon ended up a convert to Catholicism begging for his
drawings to be destroyed.269
Swinburne in his letters at least had already briefly behaved very much
like this after Solomon’s earlier disgrace and dangerous and reprehensible
behavior towards him. Did he do so more obviously after Wilde’s similar fate?
Or did Watts-Dunton, seeing the danger, encourage Swinburne to write poetry
that would prove his patriotism and manliness? James Douglas reproduces
Watts-Dunton’s 1897 royalist tribute to be ‘To Our Great Contemporary Writer
of Patriotic Poetry.’270 This could be taking on protective coloring after coming
close to jail over Simeon Solomon, the subsequent blackmail and the near
exposure. Seeing Wilde jailed for two years in hard labor for homosexuality
would have reinforced this. This was apart from the extraordinary public
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reactions to Wilde’s scandal before his jailing - or even his conviction. His life
and scandals were major news. Performances of his plays were cancelled, legal
costs and litigation led to bankruptcy and treasured objects (including paintings
by Solomon and signed rare editions at least one by Swinburne) were sold or
seized.271 During the scandal according to the future novelist Ford Madox Ford
his uncle William Rossetti called the boys of the family together and told them
that if any homosexual made advances to them they “were morally and legally
at liberty to kill him.”272 This was from Swinburne’s most loyal friend of several
decades, but would he have stayed that way if he had known of Swinburne’s
sexual proclivities? Swinburne himself had been taking on avoidance tactics and
protective coloring when having contact (direct or indirect) with Wilde since
1882. He described Wilde as someone he had thought of as a nobody, but who
had since become a mountebank.273 In a letter of November 14th 1882 he
responded to flowery public comments by Wilde about a young man with
descriptions of Wilde and his young friend by implying they were homosexuals
and were “these fools.”274 He concluded that with such foolishness appearing in
The Saturday Review it was enough to make him turn Wesleyan and contribute
only to The Methodist Magazine.275 He did not go quite that far.
However his patriotic outpourings came close.
Or the change could have been real. The disappointments with his utopian
adolescent expectations of French and Italian republicanism were embittering.
He seemed genuinely repelled by the alienating violence of the Fenians. Then
there was the failure of what Gaunt called ‘The Aesthetic Adventure”
Swinburne was at the heart of it. This included blackmail, betrayal, Rossetti’s
rejection of him and the warning of his early death from over indulgence.
Swinburne’s own similar near death experiences caused by his contact with the
same undisciplined, brazenly sensual world which had once also been
Rossetti’’s world, were all factors pushing him towards conservatism. WattsDunton could have worked on Swinburne and really have changed his politics.
His wife recalls that Watts- Dunton frequently talked politics with Swinburne.276
Or was Swinburne playing a double game? The comments quoted earlier
about keeping up an appearance suggest this. His lies to Pauline Trevelyan, his
warning to Solomon to be discrete, his avoidance of Oscar Wilde and his
supposedly horrified and pitying disassociation of Solomon after he was caught
and imprisoned also suggest that Swinburne knew how to protect himself, at
least when sober. There are other indications that Swinburne had only changed
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superficially. His portraits of radical heroes and contact with radicals and
liberals suggest this. Mrs Watts-Dunton only knew him after he supposedly gave
up radicalism, but she wrote of his socialist leanings.277 Among the papers found
after his death was “The Flogging Block’ and ‘Eton: Another Ode.’ These dealt
with flagellation at Eton and the very title of the latter suggests a dislike and a
sardonic attack on Eton by revealing its realities under the flowery flattery
people expected from him. Similarly ‘A Word to the Country’ (1895) also has
this bitter sardonic tone and seems a bitter parody of the right wing ultra
patriotic sentiments expressed in ‘A Word for the Nation’ and ‘A Word for the
Navy.’ Gosse admitted that when he and Wise went through Swinburne’s papers
they found pieces they believe Swinburne would have ‘suppressed’ and so did
not publish them. 278 Were these pieces ‘Eton another Ode’ and ‘The Block’ and
nothing else? Or did Gosse destroy more of Swinburne’s writings?

Theodore Watts-Dunton (1832-1914) Illustration courtesy of Gutenberg
computerized reproductions. Illustrations below are in the Public Domain
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‘The Pines’ as it is today. Note the blue National trust plaque near the entrance.
There was also the matter of his daily walk through the streets and
parkland to the pub for his one ale, which sounds innocuous and gets treated
this way in almost all biographies. This was a sign that Swinburne was tamed,
but was he? In the late 1960s Jean Overton Fuller investigated this daily routine
and found some interesting and puzzling facts. Gosse, Fuller, Henderson and
Clara Watts-Dunton mentions that he would do this four mile walk for a drink
and newspapers and sometimes books and stationary every day, regardless of
the weather.279 Fuller did the walk and found it interminable, taking hours. Why
would someone do this same daily walk, interminable even once, for almost
thirty years and frequently through rain and wind? Beer could have been
purchased and stored in a cellar and drunk with lunch at home. He avoided
company at the pub. At the pub, where after being questioned after Swinburne’s
death the landlord’s response was odd. He talked of keeping to himself what he
knew of Swinburne.280 Clara Watt-Dunton stated that if others came to his
alcove he would leave for an upstairs room.281 Was drinking the only thing he
did there? It may be that Swinburne went for long walks and stayed alone in a
room to get away from Watts-Dunton’s incessant company and control, or to
think over writings undisturbed. It may also be that he continued with his sexual
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perversions or drunkenness.
Long before meeting Watts-Dunton in the early 1870s, as early work like
‘The Triumph of Gloriana’ and ‘The Death of Lord Franklin’ demonstrate,
Swinburne churned out royalist, patriotic and sycophantic poems when it suited
him. Despite his atheism and professed dislike of Christianity he had also made
sanctimonious references to God, churches and religious beliefs when it suited.
‘Eton: An Ode’ was written at the request of Etonians, not Watts-Dunton.282
Despite his consistent republicanism until late in life, and hatred of
religious obscurantism and tyranny, currents of elitist, conservative, even
reactionary ideas continually surfaced in Swinburne’s work and utterances from
the 1850s onwards. He had supported the American Confederacy over the issue
of succession.283 Going by the lack of information on this issue in Cecil Lang’s
massive five volume collection of Swinburne’s letters this support never
amounted to much. A similar lack appears in Amanda Foreman’s A World on
Fire: An epic History of Two Nations Divided her history of almost a thousand
pages concerning British-American relations and support for both sides in
Britain suggests that Swinburne said little on the issue and did less, if anything.
This was not so in the 1871 civil war in France. In June 1871 in a letter to
William Rossetti he stated that laws should be passed so that the Parisian
Communards should be shot like dogs whenever met because they were
planning on destroying beautiful cities.284 Swinburne wrote this at a time when
it was known across the world that thousands of Communards, men, women and
children were being summarily executed.285 Even the London Times on more
than one story decried the scale and ferocity of the government purges which
killed at least 6,500, probably around 25,000 and perhaps as many as 40,000.286
Swinburne must have known what was going on if the news was prominent in
London’s prominent papers. This was the same Francophile who was a fanatical
Republican, now siding with the generals and allies of Napoleon III against
other republicans.
Equally amazingly in 1876 when almost every liberal or radical in
England was denouncing the slaughter and other atrocities committed against
the oppressed Christian Bulgars by their Ottoman rulers, Swinburne the great
radical republican and supporter of oppressed peoples who craved independence
from tyrants, backed the Ottomans! 287 Accounts of Sadick Bey, the man in
Cassidy, p32.
W.M. Rossetti, ‘Algernon Swinburne.’ This excerpt is taken from his Personal
Reminiscences. (1906) reproduced by Stanford. p8.
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charge of the repression, referred to his destruction of villages and his violation
of hundreds of women: like his first name this recalled the Marquis de Sade, so
Swinburne enthused and backed him.288 The Ottoman Empire at this time was
one of Europe’s most repressive, cruel, tyrannical and absolute monarchies.
However Swinburne wrote no exhortations to overthrow this tyrant; no great
pile of emotive poems calling for Slavic liberty appeared in response to these
massacres. It was left to Wilde to write ‘Sonnet: On the Massacre of the
Christians in Bulgaria’ (1876) a poem that should have been Swinburne’s.
Instead Swinburne wrote two puerile, sadistic and bawdy satires about the
English liberals as silly crusaders.289 These poems must be amongst the worst to
be printed by a major poet. In a letter of December 1876 he clearly stated that
his radical days were over, stating that: “Nobody could ever call me a Radical
(sic) in the English sense of the word.”290 And yet when after this he rejected
Morris’s invitation to join the socialists he did so politely reaffirming that he
was no dilettante democrat.291
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The interior of “The Pines.’ Note the Pre-Raphaelite art – decades after
Swinburne claimed to have abandoned the Pre-Raphaelite style. These
illustrations are from the Gutenberg Project

This panel is a remodeling of the work the Pre-Raphaelites did in Oxford in the
1850s. Another room also has Pre-Raphaelite furniture and art. Gutenberg
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Oscar Wilde in aesthetic costume. Public Domain
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This was more than a break with radical politics; it was a break with
radical art. He had stated a few months before in a letter to his college friend
that that he was not a Pre-Raphaelite and had only been one in his youthful
college days.292 Even this denial sounds inconsistent with his acts, for if ever a
poem was Pre-Raphaelite in style and topic matter it is his epic addition to the
Arthurian story The Tale Of Balen (1896). Although it reads as very similar to
‘Lancelot’ and ‘Queen Yseult’ both written almost forty years before,
Swinburne wrote it twenty years after his supposed break with Pre-Raphaelite
culture; Clara Watts-Dunton remembers writing it out in the 1890s. Although he
was not the cultural leader of England’s aesthetes, he had been a major figure as
a practitioner and the chief inspirer of its major early figures, having inspired
many people with the French ideas that would form the basis of the Aesthetic
movement in England. His role in aesthetic poetry was increasingly being taken
over by Wilde, who shared his devotion to liberty, his hostility to organized
Christianity and Swinburne’s interests in classical topics, sensual beauty and
Paganism. Wilde always avoided Swinburne’s poetic excesses, hero worship,
repetitiveness, prolixity, sycophancy, cruelty and right wing outlooks, but
despite being a much better playwright and wit, he only occasionally matched
Swinburne’s greatest poetic achievements.
Over the next decade Swinburne would occasionally write aesthetic
works and take inconsistent liberal viewpoints. In the 1865 debate over Edward
John Eyre’s policies that would divide England’s intellectuals, Swinburne sided
with the liberals, expressing his horror at Edward John Eyre’s use of iron tipped
whips in the flagellation of rebellious Jamaican women. 293 There was also his
opposition to the Russian pogroms of 1882.
His dislike of the Czar’s tyranny was also evident in many of his later
works. He wrote tribute poems for the liberals D.G. Rossetti and George Elliot
just after their deaths. William Rossetti a lifelong radical or liberal on most
issues stayed a friend, apparently visiting ‘The Pines.’ In his 1906 recollections
William Rossetti would list their many political differences and hen
Swinburne’s strong personal points and artistic achievements, as if these were a
factor that outweighed the negatives.294 By mail Swinburne maintained cordial
relations with the Marxists Morris and Georgina Burne –Jones and her generally
liberal husband Burne-Jones until their deaths in the 1890s.295 He dedicated one
of his last poetry collections, A Channel Passage to the two men. Two poems in
that collection ‘A Word for the Country’ and ‘Clear the Way’ were in line with
Morris’s socialism as between them they decried inherited wealth, attacked the
House of Lords and the power of money and made caustic satire on those who
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expected the working class to obey the aristocrats. In ‘A Word for the Country’
he even makes a bitter sarcastic idea that the working man could get out of
poverty and into wealth through ahead through thrift. This work is permeated
with a bitter, knowing, cynical savagery that seems to come from a man who
has strong resentments, perhaps because circumstances or his protector forced
him to pretend to be something that he was not? Whatever the poetic merits in
this work, it serves as strong evidence that Swinburne had not really changed
from his earlier hostility to authority, or at the least could swing back into his
earlier rebellious mentality on occasion. When in 1895 parliament refused to
erect a statue of Cromwell Swinburne wrote a poem praising Cromwell’s
virtues. His hero worship was kept in check but the tendency to whitewash this
new hero was obvious. What usually attracted him to such figures now
remained unmentioned. The word republican and the execution of royalty were
passed over. Instead his role in defending England and making it strong were
emphasized.
At the time of his death in 1909 the art of Morris and portraits of his
radical heroes Landor, and Mazzini decorated his room.296 In his dedicatory
epistle to the 1904 edition of his Collected Works he stated unambiguously that
he had no regrets about his youthful poems and would not recant.297 Despite
these examples and the remaining years of his wild lifestyle, from 1876
onwards, Swinburne was frequently moving into right wing views which were
often obvious in his poetry - or he was pretending to do so for reasons already
given.
What these comments and very many of his poems, those of both the
right and the left do show, is that the stereotypical image of Swinburne as a
sensual, apolitical, otherworldly figure is a fallacy. Idyllic as ‘The Pines’ looked,
beautifully bound and illustrated as his books were, politics took up much of his
time, literary efforts and his life.
The period between 1885 and 1904, when he would publish his last
collection of poems, would see this tendency worsen, with Swinburne
frequently writing ugly, reactionary, jingoistic poetry. Did Watts-Dunton
encourage or approve of this?298
Swinburne’s earlier faults, the overdone intensity, the invective,
sycophancy, forcefulness, calls to action and hero worship so evident in much of
his earlier work remained, but these faults were joined by new and nasty
playmates, jingoism, extreme nationalism, xenophobia and paranoia.
In “A Word to the Navy’ (1887) Swinburne cautions against malignant
foreign influences and appeals to the navy to stay strong for Britain’s sake.
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Enemies are plotting and must be countered with strong defenses. Even Joe
McCarthy, Margret Thatcher or Spiro Agnew would be straining to outdo this
nationalistic paranoia evident in the following lines:

Dark Muscovy reptile in Rancor
Base Germany blatant in Guile
A similar warning was in ‘A Word for the Nation’ (1884) where his readers are
given the merits of being a warrior, so that they will be inspired to do their duty:

Bind on thine armour about thee
That girts thee with power and pride
They are also encouraged to paranoid xenophobic fears, being warned that:

let German touch hands with the Gaul
And the fortress of England must fall
The longtime Francophile and republican (who lauded French culture when it
was ruled by the royalty he obsessively hated) now writes of those “French
hounds” who “crave chains” after France has become a republic. How
launching major revolutions in 1789, 1830 1848 and 1871 when England was
quiet could be craving chains remains unexplained. Russia also gets listed and
damned in this poem and other efforts as being among England’s enemies.
Georges Lafourcade in his 1932 work Swinburne: A Literary Biography
describes how Swinburne said that he lost interest in France once it became a
republic and held off criticism out of respect for Victor Hugo, but after his death
felt released to criticize. In the 1880s and 1890s Lafourcade stated that
Swinburne added France to his developing hatred for Germany and Russia. 299
Swinburne was at best forgetful; this poem was published in 1884, months
before Hugo’s death.
A similar somersault came with Irish matters. In “The Union” (1894)
‘The Jubilee’ (1887) and ‘The Commonweal: A Word for the Unionists’ (1886
republished 1904) the man who had once supported liberalism, the Fenians and
Irish Republicanism now changes sides and defends the Ulster Unionists, the
most conservative monarchist and religious grouping in the British Empire. 300
The onetime republican now praises the empire and the concept of British
royalty. He also attacks the liberal Prime Minister Gladstone and the Irish
radicals. One such Irishman, who knowing of Swinburne’s previous politics, but
299
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not his changed alliance, turned up at the Pines, expecting help with radical
poems, and after abuse was ordered out.301
Such works made for an ugly mix of doggerel, paranoid patriotism,
sycophancy and arrogance, better suited for reciting by drunks outside pubs
where recruiting sergeants lurked rather than for beautifully bound poetry
books. If that sounds exaggerated the second half of ‘The Transvaal’ (1899)
show Swinburne’s response to the early days of the Boer War:

Speech and song
Lack utterance now for loathing. Scarce we hear
Foul tongues that blacken God’s dishonoured name
With prayers turned curses and with praise found shame
Defy the truth whose witness now draws near
To scourge these dogs, agape with jaws a foam
Down out of life. Strike England, and strike home.
The last line became the type of slogan used in music halls to drum up jingoistic
support for imperialistic war; the word ‘jingo’ even comes from a similar 1880s
music hall song.302
In his poems about the Boer War Swinburne was presenting the usual
propagandistic image of the targeted people that was useful to the dominant,
conquering power. The would-be conquerors, wanted their target’s advantages
and land and were willing to take it. Takeover methods included war, genocide,
forcible displacement, financially buying up the land or giving loans that
eventually financially enslaved. The target people are usually presented as
indebted to their conquerors, being filthy, stupid, dangerous, animalistic and
either Godless, heretical or satanic. The overall impression is that they must at
the least, be displaced and controlled by those embodying goodness; usually
extermination does not get mentioned directly, but is implied. ‘The Transvaal’
with its transforming of Afrikaners into rapid dogs who must be scourged ‘out
of life’ stops just short of a call to genocide because it does not specify if ‘these’
dogs’ means just the warriors fighting Britain or the whole race.
The idea that the Boers were blasphemous goes against all evidence to the
point of being risible. Few ethnic groups in the British Empire were as religious.
Their Protestant religion was at the centre of their lives. So they should be shot
like rapid dogs for blasphemy? This from Swinburne?!!!! What makes this
allegation even more ridiculous is a brief recalling of Swinburne’s previous
efforts. What published English language writer had previously done more to
denigrate Christianity, abuse and disavow Jesus and promote paganism? Who
301
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had made more calls for Republican rule or lambasted monarchy more
ferociously? Now he wanted to destroy the Boer republics to establish Victoria’s
monarchial rule. The only virtue of ‘The Transvaal’ has to be that it does not
indulge in his sycophantic hero worship, but he makes up for that in ‘The Death
of Colonel Benson’ (1901). In his imagination Benson’s Northumberland will
supposedly:

Weep and rejoice, our mother, whom no son
More glorious than this dead and deathless one
Brought ever fame whereon no time shall prey.
This idea that a whole English county will paralyze itself in grief for some dead
officer can only be hype and kitsch. From there Swinburne goes into fakery.
Benson’s virtues include ignoring “what liars dare say” about conditions for
women and children (whom Swinburne calls “whelps and dams of murderous
foes”) in Britain’s concentration camps. As in ‘The Death of Sir John Franklin’
forty years before, Swinburne believes what he wants to, avoiding ugly realities
so as to present a pretty patriotic picture. The reality was that Boer civilians of
all ages were forcibly removed from their homes, which were often destroyed or
plundered and they were then put behind barbed wire in enclosed prisons (the
term concentration camps actually comes from this practice in this war) where
thousands died of disease and the survivors eked out miserable existences.
Swinburne deals with this by concluding that:

Each lie that falls from German boors and slaves
Falls but as filth dropt in the wandering waves.
These last lines which read like doggerel left on a toilet wall were written by a
man frequently described as one of England’s greatest poets. In his output he
was certainly England’s most erratic man of letters.
Amazingly his later work includes poems that are almost exact opposites
to his political poems; loving, sentimental, celebrations of early childhood.
Many were inspired by the presence at ‘The Pines’ of Bertie Mason, WattsDunton’s nephew. They invite a subjective response. What a reader may think of
these childhood poems depends on when they have read them: they are an initial
welcome contrast to his more right wing, hate-filled later poems. The second
subjective factor has to be how many of them the reader has read – or how
many children’s birthday card greeting poems they have read, for that is
essentially what they are.

ALL the bells of heaven may ring,
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All the birds of heaven may sing,
All the wells on earth may spring,
All the winds on earth may bring
All sweet sounds together;
Sweeter far than all things heard,
Hand of harper, tone of bird,
Sound of woods at sundawn stirred,
Welling water’s winsome word,
Wind in warm wan weather.
One thing yet there is, that none
Hearing ere its chime be done
Knows not well the sweetest one
Heard of man beneath the sun,
Hoped in heaven hereafter;
Soft and strong and loud and light,
Very sound of very light
Heard from morning’s rosiest height,
When the soul of all delight
Fills a child’s clear laughter.
Golden bells of welcome rolled
Never forth such notes, nor told
Hours so blithe in tones so bold,
As the radiant mouth of gold
Here that rings forth heaven.
If the golden-crested wren
Were a nightingale—why, then,
Something seen and heard of men
Might be half as sweet as when
Laughs a child of seven.
Most commentators on Swinburne’s poetry dismiss his poetic output
written after his 1879 move to ‘The Pines’ as worthless, sad or at best,
repetitive. Others admit that occasionally his old abilities are revealed, although
they do not say it, these works are like a diamonds in a dust heap. Certainly his
1880 collection ‘Studies in Song’ contained few redeeming works and was
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deservedly a critical and commercial failure. A Midsummer Holiday (1884) was
essentially the same and had the same fate. Poems and Ballads: Third Series
(1889), becomes more difficult to evaluate after discovering that many of these
poems were known to be typeset in 1877.303
Also problematic are the border ballads within this collection: ‘The
Tyneside Widow’, ‘The Bride’s Tragedy’, ’The Witch Mother’, ‘The Weary
Wedding’, ‘The Lake-Wake Song’ ‘A Jacobite’s Farewell’ and ‘A Jacobite’s
Exile’ and three ballads from Astrophel (1894) ‘Jacobite Song’, ’The Brothers’
and ‘’The Ballad of Dead Men’s Bay.’
All these ballads strongly resemble his eleven other unpublished border
ballads which were probably written late in the 1850s or in the first half of the
1860s - as well as the three published in 1866. To what extent Swinburne wrote
works at an earlier date or changed early poems for publication years later must
remain uncertain. Despite his erratic swings in his expressed beliefs, his poetic
style was consistent over decades and he would return decades later to topic
matter and themes: this makes dating his works difficult. There was also the
problem how his later poems were found. Swinburne was a paper hoarder:
poems, notes and scraps all were bundled together and then stacked, to be
followed by other stacks piled one on another.304 Writing in 1993 Timothy
Burnett stresses that his researchers working in the bundles after Swinburne’s
death did not do the task well, poems are still being found, and as mentioned in
the introduction to this work, he reproduced three previously unknown
poems.305 When going through his effects Wise and Gosse found enough poems
in the bundles to form the 1917 collection Posthumous Poems.
Gosse dates the final poems to 1907, but many remain undated.306 Did
Swinburne when he needed poems to form a collection, write new works or
return to his bundles? Even allowing for this possibility, enough reliably dated
later poems exist to disprove those who sweepingly denigrate all his later poetic
output.
Two of these later poems, ‘Tristram of Lyonesse’ and The Tale of Balen
are book sized poems. Like most poems of this length, they initially challenge
the reader, but after a few pages their style becomes agreeable, if it is an
acquired taste. Whatever their literary merit, how many modern readers read
poems this long?
Astrophel and A Channel Passage and Other Poems (1904) mixed many
of his worst efforts with several of his best. Many other works in these two
collections, while acceptable in themselves, repeated the themes and forms of
earlier works. He could sometimes return to an idea or an archetype and present
his topic as vivid, fresh and sensual as his youthful efforts.
Gosse, Preface to Posthumous Poems.vi.
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Swinburne apparently depicted on his daily walk by Robert. M. B.
Paxton
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Incredibly, Swinburne wrote poems about children. Enough were created
to form a book size collection entitled ‘The Springtide of Life’ Many poems
were inspired by ‘Bertie’ a resident of the Pines during the earlier part of
Swinburne’s life there. The illustration is by Arthur Rackham (1867-1939). All
six following illustrations between this page and page 127 are from the Public
Domain

.
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Watts-Dunton and Swinburne during their years at the Pines.
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Rossetti and Watts-Dunton at Cheyne Walk. Painted by Henry Treffrey Dunn.

A cover to a late Swinburne collection by Walter Crane (1845-1915)

127

William Morris organized The Kelmscott Press. Although in 1896 Morris
rejected a suggestion that Swinburne be made a Kelmscott editor, he sent
him a copy of a Kelmscott edition of Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales,
frequently acclaimed as one of the world’s most beautiful books.
The two collections where meritorious works outnumbered his failures
were Tristram of Lyonesse and Other Poems (1882) and A Century of Roundels
(1883).
Apart from the long title poem Tristram of Lyonesse the 1882 collection
would include: ‘Recollections,’ ’Love Lies Bleeding,’ ‘The Lute and the Lyre,’
‘The Death of Richard Wagner,’ ‘Tristan and Isolde,’ ‘Lohengrin,’ ‘At Sea,’ ‘In
Harbour,’ ‘A Ballad of Sark,’ and ‘Autumn and Winter.’
Even excluding those poems that appeared in Tristram of Lyonesse and
Other Poems and A Century of Roundels there are more than a few diamonds in
the dust heap collection of 1879-1909.
Enough good late Swinburne poems exist to make a substantial book.
Many of these later works would have at least some of the characteristics of
sensuality, vividness, beauty, power, and interest as in his much praised earlier
works. Such later poems would include:

‘By the North Sea’ (1880)
Tristam of Lyonesse (1882)
‘The Death of Richard Wagner’ (1883)
‘In Time of Mourning’ (1885)
‘The Interpreters’ (1885)
‘To a Seamew’ (1886)
‘March: an Ode’ (1887)
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‘In memory of John William Inchbold’ (1888)
‘A Jacobite’s Farewell’(1889)
‘A Jacobite’s Exile’(1889)
‘A Ballad of Bath’ (1889)
‘A Word to the Wind’ (1889)
‘By the Wayside’ (1889)
‘On the South Coast’ (1889)
‘The Palace of Pan’ (1893)
‘The Lake at Gaube’ (1894)
‘A Solitude’ (1894)
‘Love and Scorn’ (1894)
‘A Nympholept’ (1894)
‘Loch Torridon’ (1894/1904)
‘New Years Eve’ (1894/1895)
‘Cromwell’ (1895)
‘The High Oaks’ (1896)
The Tale Of Balen (1896)
‘The Concert of Europe’ (1897)
‘A New Century’ (c 1899-1901?)
‘Jacobites Song’(1894 1904)
‘The Promise of the Hawthorn’ (1904)
‘Hawthorn Tide’ (1904)
‘The Passing of the Hawthorn’ (1904)
Whenever they were written there were also some poems that combined
fresh ideas with his old abilities. ‘The Death of Richard Wagner’ was
remarkable in that Swinburne avoided the usual flattery and idealized portraits
that were so obvious and annoying in his obituary poems. He does use striking
descriptive language that in sections initially sounds overblown, but Swinburne
writes of what Wagner had done in music; he matches Wagner’s grand themes
and swelling, powerful orchestrations with his obituary verses. When
Swinburne says the world should mourn Wagner’s loss he was right; at the time
of his death in 1883 Wagner was one of the world’s greatest composers and
most prominent celebrities.
In the same way he focuses on two of Wagner’s operas in ‘Prelude:
Tristan and Isolde’ and ‘Prelude: Lohengrin’ Swinburne makes poetic preludes
by focusing on the underlying force that carries these narratives. In ‘Tristan and
Isolde’ fate works as the determiner; in ‘Lohengrin’ love does. In both poems
the characters are pawns of fate, but pawns battling against their destiny, trying
heroically to be victorious and controllers of their own fate.
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As ‘In Memory of John William Inchbold’ refers to Swinburne finding
out about his friend Inchbold’s death “today” and as Inchbold died in January
1888 this poem was probably written then, but was only published in Gosse’s
collection of Swinburne’s work in 1917. On a first reading, despite the poem’s
obvious sincerity, Swinburne seems to have gone overboard on extravagant
praise again:

To thee the sun spake, and the morning sang
Notes deep and clear as life or heaven: the sea
That sounds for them but wild waste music rang
Notes that were lost not when they rang for thee.
The mountains clothed with light and night and change,
The lakes alive with wind and cloud and sun,
Made answer, by constraint sublime and strange,
To the ardent hand that bade thy will be done.
However after seeing even one example of Inchbold’s extraordinary paintings
we can see that Swinburne was to put it colloquially “on to something.” As the
examples here show, Inchbold could make his art radiate with life and energy.
He could also put an intangible quality into his work that made him seem
attuned to the best that existed in the world. Gaze at Inchbold’s work and then
read ‘In memory of John William Inchbold’ again and the merits in the poem
are clear. Some of the lines still seem to go too far in his ponderings on life and
death, the nature of the soul and why we exist. Such references are an attempt to
bring out in words what thoughts Inchbold could inspire in paint: his landscapes
and seascapes do more than just depict. In much of the poem Swinburne
succeeds in revealing their more intangible qualities.
Also written towards in the late 1880s are several other fine works. ‘Eros’
works as a welcome contrast to so many of his ponderous, portentous and
sometimes interminable works about the purpose of life, why death exists and
the meaning of the universe. This militant atheist was addicted to such themes.
This unusually optimistic and light-hearted effort avoids all that and focuses on
the sensual world without guilt, drama or punishment. In only two of the nine
quatrains fear, shame and repression make brief appearances, only to be
banished by the bright, life giving, sensual vitality that is Eros. The other
quatrains celebrate the pervasiveness and vitality of Eros. Swinburne does this
again with more subtlety in ‘Love Lies Bleeding.’ Swinburne writes here
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J. W. Inchbold (1830-1888)
‘A study in March.’ (Above) ‘On the Lagoon Venice’ (below) Public
Domain images
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ambiguously. On a first reading this poem seems full of intense symbolism and
metaphor. His describes and entitles this and the next poem ‘Love in a Mist’ as
being ‘Flower Pieces” to aid the reader to accept this interpretation:
Love lies bleeding in the bed whereover
Roses lean with smiling mouths or pleading:
Earth lies laughing where the sun’s dart clove her:
Love lies bleeding
Stately shine the purple plumes, exceeding
Pride of princes: nor shall maid or lover
Find on earth a fairer sign worth heeding.
Yet may love, sore wounded scarce recover
Strength and spirit again, with life receding:
Hope and joy, wind-winged, about him hover:
Love lies bleeding
Clearly the poem is not really about flowers.
In ‘By the North Sea,’ ‘At Sea’ ‘Loch Torridon’ and ‘In Harbour’
Swinburne captures the vigorous but steady rhythms of a sea. In ‘By the North
Sea,’ he initially writes strongly of the sea’s power to shape human lives and
coasts. He writes of the relationship between wind and sea sometimes being
capricious and playful together, at other times forceful. His descriptions of the
barren coasts are vivid, powerful and almost mesmerizing. The same reads true
in this poem for his descriptions of the sea and the inevitable destruction it
causes to people, ships and coasts – at first. Swinburne however, returns to this
theme after a hiatus in the poem, merely repeating the same idea in slightly
different words. As in ‘In the Orchid’ where he goes into the psyche of a
woman’s feelings after her first sexual experience with such extraordinary
insight and empathy that he retreats from his own insight by adding drama and
overwrought phrases, here he retreats from the image of nature he has created.
In the first half he creates a sense of the immense and dangerous power of
nature, and making it clear that it is an amoral, uncontrollable merciless,
capricious force. Humans are not controllers, but can be destroyed just like
rocks, trees, sand and ships before it. After vividly giving an impression of an
anarchic world where nature exists as all powerful and controlled by no other
force, he then retreats from the powerful image he has created as he brings God
in for control which gives him self-reassurance. He uses God in a vague and
inchoate way that leaves an impression of power – a power not used or at least
not being perceived as being used. Like ‘The Death of Sir John Franklin’ and
‘In the Orchid’ ‘By the North Sea’ also comes across as another Swinburne
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poem where he flaws the poem by including Victorian beliefs and outlooks after
writing brilliant sections that challenge those beliefs. Swinburne’s depictions
frequently touch on the edge of a world where humanity seems an insecure
speck at the mercy of great and dangerous natural forces which have no
connection to their constructions. Good or evil do no exist, just random effects –
but then he reassures himself and his reader with artificial constructions,
morality and the cliché of good triumphing in the end.
Less powerful but less compromised sea poems followed. He gives an
impression of the effect and benefits of rowing in ‘At Sea’ and describes the sea
swell in ‘In Harbour.’ These rhythm patterns reinforce his message as both
poems urge an end to grief and worry, for if insecurity abounds in the seafaring
life, security, safety, and vigor are also present if searched for. The references to
being in harbor and also to a lighthouse show the sea’s dangers and griefs are
matched by security, so that in the future they will have hope greater than fear.
Similarly in ‘Loch Torridon’ he begins descriptively with his journey through
the Scottish lakes, where he admires both the loch and the surrounding
landscape, but when he reaches the coast the power, wildness and grandeur of
the sea are what he rejoices in. Permeated with a joyous, sensual, pantheistic
feel, ‘Loch Torridon’ stands as a remarkable achievement; it shows that in old
age Swinburne could celebrate the vigour and sensuality in nature and life with
an exuberance usually rare amongst the old.
In ‘A Word to the Wind’ (1889) Swinburne writes with a rare restraint
and sense of balance about the effects of wind on weather, water, sea and land and ultimately on people. He describes how the wind can bring good and how
people can hear music in the wind blowing into coastal rocks and the sea has
beauty in windswept foam. ‘A Ballad of Bath’(1889) while not a great poem,
serves as a pleasant one and it shows a change of direction, Swinburne describes
an English city rather than a landscape. Here he does this with the same sense of
balance and the positive outlook evident in ‘A Word to the Wind.’
Swinburne’s humor was not always ghastly, repulsive or vituperative. In
what can only be a very funny 1894 self-parody he mocks his own love or
tribute poems by choosing a very different hero. Let the first three of the eleven
stanzas convey the very welcome humor:
To a Cat

Stately, kindly lordly friend,
Condescend
Here to sit by me, and turn
Glorious eyes that smile and burn,
Golden eyes, love’s lustrous meed
On the golden page I read
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All your wondrous wealth of hair,
Dark and fair
Silken-shaggy, soft and bright
As the clouds and beams of night,
Pays my reverent hand’s caress
Back with friendlier gentleness
Dogs may fawn on all and some
As they come.
You, a friend of loftier mind,
Answer friends alone in kind.
Just your foot upon my hand
Softly bids it understand.
While more serious ‘The Concert of Europe’ (1897) also refreshes. This cynical
and restrained look at politics serves as a welcome balance to Swinburne’s
sanctimonious, hate-filled rhapsodies for right wing causes. This sonnet still
captures the whole futile world of conferences: he uses archaic language for
implications that are surprisingly modern. The media sometimes saturates us
with reports of international conferences like this. Then as now “Mecca backed
by Nazareth” means that Christian and Muslim enemies sit together because
events “wrought of discord shrills the tune of shame and death’ apparently
pressure them. Once gathered “powerless powers tongue-valiant breathe but
greed’s or terror’s breath.” In more colloquial language time passes, being
wasted on rhetoric and nothing happens, but Swinburne raises the possibility
that something will, when a massive event will hit like a metaphorical tidal
wave. This poet is not outdated here, not yet.
In ‘The Lake at Gaube’ (1894) Swinburne demonstrates how wise and
great he can be with his optimistic message that shears guilt, overblown drama
and self -indulgence from sensual experience. He permeates the poem with a
gentleness and a love of life that inspires: it shows him and his work at their
best. He puts into poetry his recollection of his experiences while swimming at
this extremely cold, dark glacial fed lake in the French Pyrenees in spring, 1862.
The locals believed that to swim in this lake was to cause death, so Swinburne
swam its breadth and dived deep.307 He recalls the obvious natural beauty
around the lake, and he praises both salamanders and songs as they have
something of the brightness and quickness of flames or lightning. However he
M.H. Abrams, General Editor. The Norton Anthology of English Literature. Volume 2.
Fourth Edition New York; W.W. Norton & Company,;n1570.
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needs contrast and finds it in another beauty in what others feared, the lake’s
dark, still and cold depths. He compares diving deep into this lake to the
experience of death and finds: “All sense of the soul’s rapture, a passionate
peace in its blindness blessed.’ He concludes that heaven may not exist, that his
experience in the lake’s black depths could resemble death and that it would be
well that people live in sensuality and did not give in to the lie of fear:

Whose thought has fathomed and measured
The darkness of life and of death,
The secrets within them treasured ,
The spirit that is not breath?
Whose vision has yet beholden
The splendour of death and of life?
Though sunset as dawn be golden,
Is the word of them peace, not strife?
Deep silence answers; the glory
We dream of may be but a dream,
And the sun of the soul wax hoary
As ashes that show not a gleam
But well shall it be with us ever
Who drive through the darkness here,
If the soul that we live by never,
For aught that a lie saith, fear.
In the same year he wrote ‘A Nympholet’ which also reads optimistically, but
here the viewpoint appears as very literally pantheistic, for the Greek God Pan
is worshipped, not in regret for his replacement by Christianity as in earlier
pagan poems, but as a living and powerful force. Nature here appears as both
his environment and a reflection of him. Swinburne’s power to describe nature
remains still strong and even entrancing:

The tall thin stems of the firs, and the roof sublime
That screens from the sun the floor of the steep still wood,
Deep, silent, splendid, and perfect and calm as time,
Stand fast as ever in sight of the night they stood,
When night gave all that moonlight and dewfall could.
The dense ferns deepen, the moss glows warm as the thyme:
The wild heath quivers about me: the world is good.
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‘The Interpreters’ (1885) while not his last poem, makes an appropriate end to
this study because Swinburne becomes reflective and evaluates what effect
great writing has on the world. Although he does not say it explicitly and
perhaps was not consciously intending to do so, here is his justification for his
work. He mentions Homer, Sappho and Victor Hugo and concludes that “heaven
and earth seem sweeter even than any man’s rhymes” and that Greece and
France would still have their glories without these great writers. He then goes
into what writers do achieve:

Dead air, dead fire, dead shapes and shadows telling
time naught
Man gives them sense and soul by song, and dwelling
In thought
In the remainder of the poem he develops this theme, stressing the importance
of thought were “all things have this habitation” and this becomes crucial, as
without thoughts being recorded natural events and human efforts become
forgotten when they are in the past. Writers can make whatever or whoever
exists “splendid with speech, or made sublime by song.” The artist gives the
world and its people their glory.
So if these poems are worthwhile why are they little known?
One problem must be the way technology has changed culture. Most people
would prefer to watch a film with an Authurian theme than read the many pages
of Tristram of Lyonesse, King Balen ‘Lancelot’ or ‘Queen Yseult.’
Another problem must be that despite Swinburne’s literary brilliance his writing
does create alienating problems in two ways. In many of his works he
apparently created them in a rush, so that frequently their form creates rushed
reading as the words almost topple over each other. This leads to meaning, plot
and subtleties being lost as the reading pace picks up and at times hurtles
forward. This can become vexing for a reader: they need to stop, reread consider
a concept and then go forward. Doing this occasionally is tolerable, but after a
time this distracts and detracts from Swinburne’s achievement. Another reason
is that he wrote so much that was similar in theme and quality that choosing
what to read becomes problematic. The earlier, better known poems stay
anthologized as even sifting through his work to make choices becomes
laborious. This selective process in itself can take as long as reading several
long poems.
Unfortunately Swinburne’s behavior also had much to do with many of
his works becoming undervalued. He came very close to the fates of two other
aesthetes, Wilde and Solomon, who found that exhibitionistic behavior and
outrageous statements led to scandal which led to jail, ostracism and an inability
to sell their works. By 1879 he had deteriorated from rebelliousness to a

136

disreputability that meant that few influential people took his poetic output
seriously anymore. Apart from his personal life, his long delays in publishing
and his way of embedding poetic gems into outpourings of works that were
sometimes repulsive and more often repetitive or ridiculous, meant that from the
1870s onwards he was losing both critical acclaim and public interest. How
many people want to go through a literary rubbish dump searching for what is
worthwhile, especially when so much of what is worthwhile resembles what is
already known? Whatever role Watts-Dunton did play, whatever pressures were
on him, Swinburne bears the main responsibility because ultimately he chose
what he would write. His reputation both as a poet and a person would have
been higher without his concerns with British, French and Italian nationalism,
babies, overwrought elegies and vituperative attacks. It would have been better
if ‘The Death of Sir John Franklin’ ‘Sienna’ ‘Tiresias’ and “By the North Sea’
had been edited with the concessions to Victorian values and his own
confusions removed. It would have been even better if the following works and
the many others like them were never written:
‘Gloriana’
‘The Weary Wedding’
‘A Counsel’
‘A Litany of Nations’
‘Cor Codium’
‘The Moderates’
‘A Dead King’
‘The Ballad of Bulgarie’
‘A Word for the Navy’
‘A Word for the Nation’
‘The Union’
‘The Commonweal; A word for The Unionists’
‘The Jubilee’
‘To James McNeil Whistler’
‘Eton: An Ode’
‘Eton Another Ode’
‘The Flogging Block’
‘A Reverse’
‘The Transvaal’
‘The Death of Major Benson’
Who in the English speaking world was attracted to overwrought poems
concerned with fine details about the Italian independence struggle, especially
when it was over? What would those that were attracted to his world of
sensuality make of “A Word for the Navy’ or ‘The Transvaal’? Christians would
have been repelled by the paganism and sexual references in his works. Those
attracted to those ideas and to his atheism and rebelliousness would have been
alienated by his sanctimonious religious references and his more politically
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conservative output.
Despite this, so many of his poems can be read and after over a hundred
years they still are, for at his best, who can write poetry that is more sensual,
more vivid, more beautiful?
*
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Note
Assigning dates to Swinburne’s poems is a dubious process. Even well over a
century after his after his death poems by him are still turning up. The dates for
many of his published poems could be many years after they were written.
Poetic styles and changes in topic matter are usually an indication for dating
with writers: not with Swinburne, or not much. ‘Lancelot’ written in the 1850s,
could have been written in the 1890s as the very similar The Tale of Balen from
1896 shows. Adolescent hero-worship continued as a poetic theme all his life.
He started on themes in adolescence or soon after and continued with them into
old age.
Faced with this situation, all dates can only be tentative. The poems are
reproduced in the order that they gained a mention in Part One. Several book
length poems could not be included due to their size. These include Tristram of
Lyonesse, The Tale of Balen, Mary Stuart and Erechtheus. Others mentioned in
the text are in Posthumous Poems which having been reprinted, contains poems
on renewed copyright.

Anactoria
My life is bitter with thy love; thine eyes
Blind me, thy tresses burn me, thy sharp sighs
Divide my flesh and spirit with soft sound,
And my blood strengthens, and my veins abound.
I pray thee sigh not, speak not, draw not breath;
Let life burn down, and dream it is not death.
I would the sea had hidden us, the fire
(Wilt thou fear that, and fear not my desire?)
Severed the bones that bleach, the flesh that cleaves,
And let our sifted ashes drop like leaves.
I feel thy blood against my blood: my pain
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Pains thee, and lips bruise lips, and vein stings vein.
Let fruit be crushed on fruit, let flower on flower,
Breast kindle breast, and either burn one hour.
Why wilt thou follow lesser loves? are thine
Too weak to bear these hands and lips of mine?
I charge thee for my life’s sake, O too sweet
To crush love with thy cruel faultless feet,
I charge thee keep thy lips from hers or his,
Sweetest, till theirs be sweeter than my kiss:
Lest I too lure, a swallow for a dove,
Erotion or Erinna to my love.
I would my love could kill thee; I am satiated
With seeing thee live, and fain would have thee dead.
I would earth had thy body as fruit to eat,
And no mouth but some serpent’s found thee sweet.
I would find grievous ways to have thee slain,
Intense device, and superflux of pain;
Vex thee with amorous agonies, and shake
Life at thy lips, and leave it there to ache;
Strain out thy soul with pangs too soft to kill,
Intolerable interludes, and infinite ill;
Relapse and reluctation of the breath,
Dumb tunes and shuddering semitones of death.
I am weary of all thy words and soft strange ways,
Of all love’s fiery nights and all his days,
And all the broken kisses salt as brine
That shuddering lips make moist with waterish wine,
And eyes the bluer for all those hidden hours
That pleasure fills with tears and feeds from flowers,
Fierce at the heart with fire that half comes through,
But all the flower-like white stained round with blue;
The fervent underlid, and that above
Lifted with laughter or abashed with love;
Thine amorous girdle, full of thee and fair,
And leavings of the lilies in thine hair.
Yea, all sweet words of thine and all thy ways,
And all the fruit of nights and flower of days,
And stinging lips wherein the hot sweet brine
That Love was born of burns and foams like wine,
And eyes insatiable of amorous hours,
Fervent as fire and delicate as flowers,
Coloured like night at heart, but cloven through
Like night with flame, dyed round like night with blue,
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Clothed with deep eyelids under and above,
Yea, all thy beauty sickens me with love;
Thy girdle empty of thee and now not fair,
And ruinous lilies in thy languid hair.
Ah, take no thought for Love’s sake; shall this be,
And she who loves thy lover not love thee?
Sweet soul, sweet mouth of all that laughs and lives,
Mine is she, very mine; and she forgives.
For I beheld in sleep the light that is
In her high place in Paphos, heard the kiss
Of body and soul that mix with eager tears
And laughter stinging through the eyes and ears;
Saw Love, as burning flame from crown to feet,
Imperishable, upon her storied seat;
Clear eyelids lifted toward the north and south,
A mind of many colours, and a mouth
Of many tunes and kisses; and she bowed,
With all her subtle face laughing aloud,
Bowed down upon me, saying, ‘Who doth thee wrong,
Sappho?’ but thou, thy body is the song,
Thy mouth the music; thou art more than I,
Though my voice die not till the whole world die;
Though men that hear it madden; though love weep,
Though nature change, though shame be charmed to sleep.
Ah, wilt thou slay me lest I kiss thee dead?
Yet the queen laughed from her sweet heart and said:
‘Even she that flies shall follow for thy sake,
And she shall give thee gifts that would not take,
Shall kiss that would not kiss thee’ (yea, kiss me)
‘When thou wouldst not’ when I would not kiss thee!
Ah, more to me than all men as thou art,
Shall not my songs assuage her at the heart?
Ah, sweet to me as life seems sweet to death,
Why should her wrath fill thee with fearful breath?
Nay, sweet, for is she God alone? hath she
Made earth and all the centuries of the sea,
Taught the sun ways to travel, woven most fine
The moonbeams, shed the starbeams forth as wine,
Bound with her myrtles, beaten with her rods,
The young men and the maidens and the gods?
Have we not lips to love with, eyes for tears,
And summer and flower of women and of years?
Stars for the foot of morning, and for noon
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Sunlight, and exaltation of the moon;
Waters that answer waters, fields that wear
Lilies, and languor of the Lesbian air?
Beyond those flying feet of fluttered doves,
Are there not other gods for other loves?
Yea, though she scourge thee, sweetest, for my sake,
Blossom not thorns and flowers not blood should break.
Ah that my lips were tuneless lips, but pressed
To the bruised blossom of thy scourged white breast!
Ah that my mouth for Muses’ milk were fed
On the sweet blood thy sweet small wounds had bled!
That with my tongue I felt them, and could taste
The faint flakes from thy bosom to the waist!
That I could drink thy veins as wine, and eat
Thy breasts like honey! that from face to feet
Thy body were abolished and consumed,
And in my flesh thy very flesh entombed!
Ah, ah, thy beauty! like a beast it bites,
Stings like an adder, like an arrow smites.
Ah sweet, and sweet again, and seven times sweet,
The paces and the pauses of thy feet!
Ah sweeter than all sleep or summer air
The fallen fillets fragrant from thine hair!
Yea, though their alien kisses do me wrong,
Sweeter thy lips than mine with all their song;
Thy shoulders whiter than a fleece of white,
And flower-sweet fingers, good to bruise or bite
As honeycomb of the inmost honey-cells,
With almond-shaped and roseleaf-coloured shells
And blood like purple blossom at the tips
Quivering; and pain made perfect in thy lips
For my sake when I hurt thee; O that I
Durst crush thee out of life with love, and die,
Die of thy pain and my delight, and be
Mixed with thy blood and molten into thee!
Would I not plague thee dying overmuch?
Would I not hurt thee perfectly? not touch
Thy pores of sense with torture, and make bright
Thine eyes with bloodlike tears and grievous light?
Strike pang from pang as note is struck from note,
Catch the sob’s middle music in thy throat,
Take thy limbs living, and new-mould with these
A lyre of many faultless agonies?
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Feed thee with fever and famine and fine drouth,
With perfect pangs convulse thy perfect mouth,
Make thy life shudder in thee and burn afresh,
And wring thy very spirit through the flesh?
Cruel? but love makes all that love him well
As wise as heaven and crueller than hell.
Me hath love made more bitter toward thee
Than death toward man; but were I made as he
Who hath made all things to break them one by one,
If my feet trod upon the stars and sun
And souls of men as his have alway trod,
God knows I might be crueller than God.
For who shall change with prayers or thanksgivings
The mystery of the cruelty of things?
Or say what God above all gods and years
With offering and blood-sacrifice of tears,
With lamentation from strange lands, from graves
Where the snake pastures, from scarred mouths of slaves,
From prison, and from plunging prows of ships
Through flamelike foam of the sea’s closing lips
With thwartings of strange signs, and wind-blown hair
Of comets, desolating the dim air,
When darkness is made fast with seals and bars,
And fierce reluctance of disastrous stars,
Eclipse, and sound of shaken hills, and wings
Darkening, and blind inexpiable things
With sorrow of labouring moons, and altering light
And travail of the planets of the night,
And weeping of the weary Pleiads seven,
Feeds the mute melancholy lust of heaven?
Is not his incense bitterness, his meat
Murder? his hidden face and iron feet
Hath not man known, and felt them on their way
Threaten and trample all things and every day?
Hath he not sent us hunger? who hath cursed
Spirit and flesh with longing? filled with thirst
Their lips who cried unto him? who bade exceed
The fervid will, fall short the feeble deed,
Bade sink the spirit and the flesh aspire,
Pain animate the dust of dead desire,
And life yield up her flower to violent fate?
Him would I reach, him smite, him desecrate,
Pierce the cold lips of God with human breath,
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And mix his immortality with death.
Why hath he made us? what had all we done
That we should live and loathe the sterile sun,
And with the moon wax paler as she wanes,
And pulse by pulse feel time grow through our veins?
Thee too the years shall cover; thou shalt be
As the rose born of one same blood with thee,
As a song sung, as a word said, and fall
Flower-wise, and be not any more at all,
Nor any memory of thee anywhere;
For never Muse has bound above thine hair
The high Pierian flower whose graft outgrows
All summer kinship of the mortal rose
And colour of deciduous days, nor shed
Reflex and flush of heaven about thine head,
Nor reddened brows made pale by floral grief
With splendid shadow from that lordlier leaf.
Yea, thou shalt be forgotten like spilt wine,
Except these kisses of my lips on thine
Brand them with immortality; but me
Men shall not see bright fire nor hear the sea,
Nor mix their hearts with music, nor behold
Cast forth of heaven with feet of awful gold
And plumeless wings that make the bright air blind,
Lightning, with thunder for a hound behind
Hunting through fields unfurrowed and unsown
But in the light and laughter, in the moan
And music, and in grasp of lip and hand
And shudder of water that makes felt on land
The immeasurable tremor of all the sea,
Memories shall mix and metaphors of me.
Like me shall be the shuddering calm of night,
When all the winds of the world for pure delight
Close lips that quiver and fold up wings that ache;
When nightingales are louder for love’s sake,
And leaves tremble like lute-strings or like fire;
Like me the one star swooning with desire
Even at the cold lips of the sleepless moon,
As I at thine; like me the waste white noon,
Burnt through with barren sunlight; and like me
The land-stream and the tide-stream in the sea.
I am sick with time as these with ebb and flow,
And by the yearning in my veins I know
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The yearning sound of waters; and mine eyes
Burn as that beamless fire which fills the skies
With troubled stars and travailing things of flame;
And in my heart the grief consuming them
Labours, and in my veins the thirst of these,
And all the summer travail of the trees
And all the winter sickness; and the earth,
Filled full with deadly works of death and birth,
Sore spent with hungry lusts of birth and death,
Has pain like mine in her divided breath;
Her spring of leaves is barren, and her fruit
Ashes; her boughs are burdened, and her root
Fibrous and gnarled with poison; underneath
Serpents have gnawn it through with tortuous teeth
Made sharp upon the bones of all the dead,
And wild birds rend her branches overhead.
These, woven as raiment for his word and thought,
These hath God made, and me as these, and wrought
Song, and hath lit it at my lips; and me
Earth shall not gather though she feed on thee.
As a shed tear shalt thou be shed; but I
Lo, earth may labour, men live long and die,
Years change and stars, and the high God devise
New things, and old things wane before his eyes
Who wields and wrecks them, being more strong than they
But, having made me, me he shall not slay.
Nor slay nor satiate, like those herds of his
Who laugh and live a little, and their kiss
Contents them, and their loves are swift and sweet,
And sure death grasps and gains them with slow feet,
Love they or hate they, strive or bow their knees
And all these end; he hath his will of these.
Yea, but albeit he slay me, hating me
Albeit he hide me in the deep dear sea
And cover me with cool wan foam, and ease
This soul of mine as any soul of these,
And give me water and great sweet waves, and make
The very sea’s name lordlier for my sake,
The whole sea sweeter, albeit I die indeed
And hide myself and sleep and no man heed,
Of me the high God hath not all his will.
Blossom of branches, and on each high hill
Clear air and wind, and under in clamorous vales
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Fierce noises of the fiery nightingales,
Buds burning in the sudden spring like fire,
The wan washed sand and the waves’ vain desire,
Sails seen like blown white flowers at sea, and words
That bring tears swiftest, and long notes of birds
Violently singing till the whole world sings
I Sappho shall be one with all these things,
With all high things for ever; and my face
Seen once, my songs once heard in a strange place,
Cleave to men’s lives, and waste the days thereof
With gladness and much sadness and long love.
Yea, they shall say, earth’s womb has borne in vain
New things, and never this best thing again;
Borne days and men, borne fruits and wars and wine,
Seasons and songs, but no song more like mine.
And they shall know me as ye who have known me here,
Last year when I loved Atthis, and this year
When I love thee; and they shall praise me, and say
‘She hath all time as all we have our day,
Shall she not live and have her will’, even I?
Yea, though thou diest, I say I shall not die.
For these shall give me of their souls, shall give
Life, and the days and loves wherewith I live,
Shall quicken me with loving, fill with breath,
Save me and serve me, strive for me with death.
Alas, that neither moon nor snow nor dew
Nor all cold things can purge me wholly through,
Assuage me nor allay me nor appease,
Till supreme sleep shall bring me bloodless ease;
Till time wax faint in all his periods;
Till fate undo the bondage of the gods,
And lay, to slake and satiate me all through,
Lotus and Lethe on my lips like dew,
And shed around and over and under me
Thick darkness and the insuperable sea.
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Dolores
(NOTRE-DAME DES SEPT DOULEURS.)

Cold eyelids that hide like a jewel
Hard eyes that grow soft for an hour;
The heavy white limbs, and the cruel
Red mouth like a venomous flower;
When these are gone by with their glories,
What shall rest of thee then, what remain,
O mystic and sombre Dolores,
Our Lady of Pain?
Seven sorrows the priests give their Virgin;
But thy sins, which are seventy times seven,
Seven ages would fail thee to purge in,
And then they would haunt thee in heaven:
Fierce midnights and famishing morrows,
And the loves that complete and control
All the joys of the flesh, all the sorrows
That wear out the soul.
O garment not golden but gilded,
O garden where all men may dwell,
O tower not of ivory, but builded
By hands that reach heaven from hell;
O mystical rose of the mire,
O house not of gold but of gain,
O house of unquenchable fire,
Our Lady of Pain!
O lips full of lust and of laughter,
Curled snakes that are fed from my breast,
Bite hard, lest remembrance come after
And press with new lips where you pressed.
For my heart too springs up at the pressure,
Mine eyelids too moisten and burn;
Ah, feed me and fill me with pleasure,
Ere pain come in turn.
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In yesterday’s reach and to-morrow’s,
Out of sight though they lie of to-day,
There have been and there yet shall be sorrows
That smite not and bite not in play.
The life and the love thou despisest,
These hurt us indeed, and in vain,
O wise among women, and wisest,
Our Lady of Pain.
Who gave thee thy wisdom? what stories
That stung thee, what visions that smote?
Wert thou pure and a maiden, Dolores,
When desire took thee first by the throat?
What bud was the shell of a blossom
That all men may smell to and pluck?
What milk fed thee first at what bosom?
What sins gave thee suck?
We shift and bedeck and bedrape us,
Thou art noble and nude and antique;
Libitina thy mother, Priapus
Thy father, a Tuscan and Greek.
We play with light loves in the portal,
And wince and relent and refrain;
Loves die, and we know thee immortal,
Our Lady of Pain.
Fruits fail and love dies and time ranges;
Thou art fed with perpetual breath,
And alive after infinite changes,
And fresh from the kisses of death;
Of languors rekindled and rallied,
Of barren delights and unclean,
Things monstrous and fruitless, a pallid
And poisonous queen.
Could you hurt me, sweet lips, though I hurt you?
Men touch them, and change in a trice
The lilies and languors of virtue
For the raptures and roses of vice;
Those lie where thy foot on the floor is,
These crown and caress thee and chain,
O splendid and sterile Dolores,

150

Our Lady of Pain.
There are sins it may be to discover,
There are deeds it may be to delight.
What new work wilt thou find for thy lover,
What new passions for daytime or night?
What spells that they know not a word of
Whose lives are as leaves overblown?
What tortures undreamt of, unheard of,
Unwritten, unknown?
Ah beautiful passionate body
That never has ached with a heart!
On thy mouth though the kisses are bloody,
Though they sting till it shudder and smart,
More kind than the love we adore is,
They hurt not the heart or the brain,
O bitter and tender Dolores,
Our Lady of Pain.
As our kisses relax and redouble,
From the lips and the foam and the fangs
Shall no new sin be born for men’s trouble,
No dream of impossible pangs?
With the sweet of the sins of old ages
Wilt thou satiate thy soul as of yore?
Too sweet is the rind, say the sages,
Too bitter the core.
Hast thou told all thy secrets the last time,
And bared all thy beauties to one?
Ah, where shall we go then for pastime,
If the worst that can be has been done?
But sweet as the rind was the core is;
We are fain of thee still, we are fain,
O sanguine and subtle Dolores,
Our Lady of Pain.
By the hunger of change and emotion,
By the thirst of unbearable things,
By despair, the twin-born of devotion,
By the pleasure that winces and stings,
The delight that consumes the desire,
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The desire that outruns the delight,
By the cruelty deaf as a fire
And blind as the night,
By the ravenous teeth that have smitten
Through the kisses that blossom and bud,
By the lips intertwisted and bitten
Till the foam has a savour of blood,
By the pulse as it rises and falters,
By the hands as they slacken and strain,
I adjure thee, respond from thine altars,
Our Lady of Pain.
Wilt thou smile as a woman disdaining
The light fire in the veins of a boy?
But he comes to thee sad, without feigning,
Who has wearied of sorrow and joy;
Less careful of labour and glory
Than the elders whose hair has uncurled;
And young, but with fancies as hoary
And grey as the world.
I have passed from the outermost portal
To the shrine where a sin is a prayer;
What care though the service be mortal?
O our Lady of Torture, what care?
All thine the last wine that I pour is,
The last in the chalice we drain,
O fierce and luxurious Dolores,
Our Lady of Pain.
All thine the new wine of desire,
The fruit of four lips as they clung
Till the hair and the eyelids took fire,
The foam of a serpentine tongue,
The froth of the serpents of pleasure,
More salt than the foam of the sea,
Now felt as a flame, now at leisure
As wine shed for me.
Ah thy people, thy children, thy chosen,
Marked cross from the womb and perverse!
They have found out the secret to cozen
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The gods that constrain us and curse;
They alone, they are wise, and none other;
Give me place, even me, in their train,
O my sister, my spouse, and my mother,
Our Lady of Pain.
For the crown of our life as it closes
Is darkness, the fruit thereof dust;
No thorns go as deep as a rose’s,
And love is more cruel than lust.
Time turns the old days to derision,
Our loves into corpses or wives;
And marriage and death and division
Make barren our lives.
And pale from the past we draw nigh thee,
And satiate with comfortless hours;
And we know thee, how all men belie thee,
And we gather the fruit of thy flowers;
The passion that slays and recovers,
The pangs and the kisses that rain
On the lips and the limbs of thy lovers,
Our Lady of Pain.
The desire of thy furious embraces
Is more than the wisdom of years,
On the blossom though blood lie in traces,
Though the foliage be sodden with tears.
For the lords in whose keeping the door is
That opens on all who draw breath
Gave the cypress to love, my Dolores,
The myrtle to death.
And they laughed, changing hands in the measure,
And they mixed and made peace after strife;
Pain melted in tears, and was pleasure;
Death tingled with blood, and was life.
Like lovers they melted and tingled,
In the dusk of thine innermost fane;
In the darkness they murmured and mingled,
Our Lady of Pain.
In a twilight where virtues are vices,
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In thy chapels, unknown of the sun,
To a tune that enthralls and entices,
They were wed, and the twain were as one.
For the tune from thine altar hath sounded
Since God bade the world’s work begin,
And the fume of thine incense abounded,
To sweeten the sin.
Love listens, and paler than ashes,
Through his curls as the crown on them slips,
Lifts languid wet eyelids and lashes,
And laughs with insatiable lips.
Thou shalt hush him with heavy caresses,
With music that scares the profane;
Thou shalt darken his eyes with thy tresses,
Our Lady of Pain.
Thou shalt blind his bright eyes though he wrestle,
Thou shalt chain his light limbs though he strive;
In his lips all thy serpents shall nestle,
In his hands all thy cruelties thrive.
In the daytime thy voice shall go through him,
In his dreams he shall feel thee and ache;
Thou shalt kindle by night and subdue him
Asleep and awake.
Thou shalt touch and make redder his roses
With juice not of fruit nor of bud;
When the sense in the spirit reposes,
Thou shalt quicken the soul through the blood.
Thine, thine the one grace we implore is,
Who would live and not languish or feign,
O sleepless and deadly Dolores,
Our Lady of Pain.
Dost thou dream, in a respite of slumber,
In a lull of the fires of thy life,
Of the days without name, without number,
When thy will stung the world into strife;
When, a goddess, the pulse of thy passion
Smote kings as they revelled in Rome;
And they hailed thee re-risen, O Thalassian,
Foam-white, from the foam?
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When thy lips had such lovers to flatter;
When the city lay red from thy rods,
And thine hands were as arrows to scatter
The children of change and their gods;
When the blood of thy foemen made fervent
A sand never moist from the main,
As one smote them, their lord and thy servant,
Our Lady of Pain.
On sands by the storm never shaken,
Nor wet from the washing of tides;
Nor by foam of the waves overtaken,
Nor winds that the thunder bestrides;
But red from the print of thy paces,
Made smooth for the world and its lords,
Ringed round with a flame of fair faces,
And splendid with swords.
There the gladiator, pale for thy pleasure,
Drew bitter and perilous breath;
There torments laid hold on the treasure
Of limbs too delicious for death;
When thy gardens were lit with live torches;
When the world was a steed for thy rein;
When the nations lay prone in thy porches,
Our Lady of Pain.
When, with flame all around him aspirant,
Stood flushed, as a harp-player stands,
The implacable beautiful tyrant,
Rose-crowned, having death in his hands;
And a sound as the sound of loud water
Smote far through the flight of the fires,
And mixed with the lightning of slaughter
A thunder of lyres.
Dost thou dream of what was and no more is,
The old kingdoms of earth and the kings?
Dost thou hunger for these things, Dolores,
For these, in a world of new things?
But thy bosom no fasts could emaciate,
No hunger compel to complain
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Those lips that no bloodshed could satiate,
Our Lady of Pain.
As of old when the world’s heart was lighter,
Through thy garments the grace of thee glows,
The white wealth of thy body made whiter
By the blushes of amorous blows,
And seamed with sharp lips and fierce fingers,
And branded by kisses that bruise;
When all shall be gone that now lingers,
Ah, what shall we lose?
Thou wert fair in the fearless old fashion,
And thy limbs are as melodies yet,
And move to the music of passion
With lithe and lascivious regret.
What ailed us, O gods, to desert you
For creeds that refuse and restrain?
Come down and redeem us from virtue,
Our Lady of Pain.
All shrines that were Vestal are flameless,
But the flame has not fallen from this;
Though obscure be the god, and though nameless
The eyes and the hair that we kiss;
Low fires that love sits by and forges
Fresh heads for his arrows and thine;
Hair loosened and soiled in mid orgies
With kisses and wine.
Thy skin changes country and colour,
And shrivels or swells to a snake’s.
Let it brighten and bloat and grow duller,
We know it, the flames and the flakes,
Red brands on it smitten and bitten,
Round skies where a star is a stain,
And the leaves with thy litanies written,
Our Lady of Pain.
On thy bosom though many a kiss be,
There are none such as knew it of old.
Was it Alciphron once or Arisbe,
Male ringlets or feminine gold,
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That thy lips met with under the statue,
Whence a look shot out sharp after thieves
From the eyes of the garden-god at you
Across the fig-leaves?
Then still, through dry seasons and moister,
One god had a wreath to his shrine;
Then love was the pearl of his oyster,1
And Venus rose red out of wine.
We have all done amiss, choosing rather
Such loves as the wise gods disdain;
Intercede for us thou with thy father,
Our Lady of Pain.
In spring he had crowns of his garden,
Red corn in the heat of the year,
Then hoary green olives that harden
When the grape-blossom freezes with fear;
And milk-budded myrtles with Venus
And vine-leaves with Bacchus he trod;
And ye said, “We have seen, he hath seen us,
A visible God.”
What broke off the garlands that girt you?
What sundered you spirit and clay?
Weak sins yet alive are as virtue
To the strength of the sins of that day.
For dried is the blood of thy lover,
Ipsithilla, contracted the vein;
Cry aloud, “Will he rise and recover,
Our Lady of Pain?”
Cry aloud; for the old world is broken:
Cry out; for the Phrygian is priest,
And rears not the bountiful token
And spreads not the fatherly feast.
From the midmost of Ida, from shady
Recesses that murmur at morn,
They have brought and baptized her, Our Lady,
A goddess new-born.
And the chaplets of old are above us,
And the oyster-bed teems out of reach;
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Old poets outsing and outlove us,
And Catullus makes mouths at our speech.
Who shall kiss, in thy father’s own city,
With such lips as he sang with, again?
Intercede for us all of thy pity,
Our Lady of Pain.
Out of Dindymus heavily laden
Her lions draw bound and unfed
A mother, a mortal, a maiden,
A queen over death and the dead.
She is cold, and her habit is lowly,
Her temple of branches and sods;
Most fruitful and virginal, holy,
A mother of gods.
She hath wasted with fire thine high places,
She hath hidden and marred and made sad
The fair limbs of the Loves, the fair faces
Of gods that were goodly and glad.
She slays, and her hands are not bloody;
She moves as a moon in the wane,
White-robed, and thy raiment is ruddy,
Our Lady of Pain.
They shall pass and their places be taken,
The gods and the priests that are pure.
They shall pass, and shalt thou not be shaken?
They shall perish, and shalt thou endure?
Death laughs, breathing close and relentless
In the nostrils and eyelids of lust,
With a pinch in his fingers of scentless
And delicate dust.
But the worm shall revive thee with kisses;
Thou shalt change and transmute as a god,
As the rod to a serpent that hisses,
As the serpent again to a rod.
Thy life shall not cease though thou doff it;
Thou shalt live until evil be slain,
And good shall die first, said thy prophet,
Our Lady of Pain.
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Did he lie? did he laugh? does he know it,
Now he lies out of reach, out of breath,
Thy prophet, thy preacher, thy poet,
Sin’s child by incestuous Death?
Did he find out in fire at his waking,
Or discern as his eyelids lost light,
When the bands of the body were breaking
And all came in sight?
Who has known all the evil before us,
Or the tyrannous secrets of time?
Though we match not the dead men that bore us
At a song, at a kiss, at a crime—
Though the heathen outface and outlive us,
And our lives and our longings are twain—
Ah, forgive us our virtues, forgive us,
Our Lady of Pain.
Who are we that embalm and embrace thee
With spices and savours of song?
What is time, that his children should face thee?
What am I, that my lips do thee wrong?
I could hurt thee—but pain would delight thee;
Or caress thee—but love would repel;
And the lovers whose lips would excite thee
Are serpents in hell.
Who now shall content thee as they did,
Thy lovers, when temples were built
And the hair of the sacrifice braided
And the blood of the sacrifice spilt,
In Lampsacus fervent with faces,
In Aphaca red from thy reign,
Who embraced thee with awful embraces,
Our Lady of Pain?
Where are they, Cotytto or Venus,
Astarte or Ashtaroth, where?
Do their hands as we touch come between us?
Is the breath of them hot in thy hair?
From their lips have thy lips taken fever,
With the blood of their bodies grown red?
Hast thou left upon earth a believer
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If these men are dead?
They were purple of raiment and golden,
Filled full of thee, fiery with wine,
Thy lovers, in haunts unbeholden,
In marvellous chambers of thine.
They are fled, and their footprints escape us,
Who appraise thee, adore, and abstain,
O daughter of Death and Priapus,
Our Lady of Pain.
What ails us to fear overmeasure,
To praise thee with timorous breath,
O mistress and mother of pleasure,
The one thing as certain as death?
We shall change as the things that we cherish,
Shall fade as they faded before,
As foam upon water shall perish,
As sand upon shore.
We shall know what the darkness discovers,
If the grave-pit be shallow or deep;
And our fathers of old, and our lovers,
We shall know if they sleep not or sleep.
We shall see whether hell be not heaven,
Find out whether tares be not grain,
And the joys of thee seventy times seven,
Our Lady of Pain.
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Eton: An Ode
For the four hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the Foundation of the
College
I
Four hundred summers and fifty have shone on the meadows of Thames and
died
Since Eton arose in an age that was darkness, and shone by his radiant side
As a star that the spell of a wise man's word bade live and ascend and abide.
And ever as time's flow brightened, a river more dark than the storm-clothed
sea,
And age upon age rose fairer and larger in promise of hope set free,
With England Eton her child kept pace as a fostress of men to be.
And ever as earth waxed wiser, and softer the beating of time's wide wings,
Since fate fell dark on her father, most hapless and gentlest of star-crossed
kings,
Her praise has increased as the chant of the dawn that the choir of the noon
outsings.
II
Storm and cloud in the skies were loud, and lightning mocked at the blind
sun's light;
War and woe on the land below shed heavier shadow than falls from night;
Dark was earth at her dawn of birth as here her record of praise is bright.
Clear and fair through her morning air the light first laugh of the sunlit stage
Rose and rang as a fount that sprang from depths yet dark with a spent
storm's rage,
Loud and glad as a boy's, and bade the sunrise open on Shakespeare's age.
Lords of state and of war, whom fate found strong in battle, in counsel strong,
Here, ere fate had approved them great, abode their season, and thought not
long:
Here too first was the lark's note nursed that filled and flooded the skies with
song.
III
Shelley, lyric lord of England's lordliest singers, here first heard
Ring from lips of poets crowned and dead the Promethean word
Whence his soul took fire, and power to outsoar the sunward-soaring bird.
Still the reaches of the river, still the light on field and hill,
Still the memories held aloft as lamps for hope's young fire to fill,
Shine, and while the light of England lives shall shine for England still.
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When four hundred more and fifty years have risen and shone and set,
Bright with names that men remember, loud with names that men forget,
Haply here shall Eton's record be what England finds it yet.
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A Song in Time of Order
PUSH hard across the sand,
For the salt wind gathers breath;
Shoulder and wrist and hand,
Push hard as the push of death.
The wind is as iron that rings,
The foam-heads loosen and flee;
It swells and welters and swings,
The pulse of the tide of the sea.
And up on the yellow cliff
The long corn flickers and shakes;
Push, for the wind holds stiff,
And the gunwale dips and rakes.
Good hap to the fresh fierce weather,
The quiver and beat of the sea!
While three men hold together,
The kingdoms are less by three.
Out to the sea with her there,
Out with her over the sand;
Let the kings keep the earth for their share!
We have done with the sharers of land.
They have tied the world in a tether,
They have bought over God with a fee;
While three men hold together,
The kingdoms are less by three.
We have done with the kisses that sting,
The thief’s mouth red from the feast,
The blood on the hands of the king
And the lie at the lips of the priest.
Will they tie the winds in a tether,
Put a bit in the jaws of the sea?
While three men hold together,
The kingdoms are less by three.
Let our flag run out straight in the wind!
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The old red shall be floated again
When the ranks that are thin shall be thinned,
When the names that were twenty are ten;
When the devil’s riddle is mastered
And the galley-bench creaks with a Pope,
We shall see Buonaparte the bastard
Kick heels with his throat in a rope.
While the shepherd sets wolves on his sheep
And the emperor halters his kine,
While Shame is a watchman asleep
And Faith is a keeper of swine,
Let the wind shake our flag like a feather,
Like the plumes of the foam of the sea!
While three men hold together,
The kingdoms are less by three.
All the world has its burdens to bear,
From Cayenne to the Austrian whips;
Forth, with the rain in our hair
And the salt sweet foam in our lips;
In the teeth of the hard glad weather,
In the blown wet face of the sea;
While three men hold together,
The kingdoms are less by three.
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LANCELOT
Very long and hot it was,
The dry light on the dry grass,
The set noon on lakes of glass,
All that summer time;
And the great woods burnt and brown,
With dry tendrils dropping down,
And the sky's white rampart thrown
On the bare wall of a town,
Round breadths of oak and lime.
Thro' the woods I rode and rode,
No prayer of mine clomb up to God;
Sharp leaves crackled on the road
Where my horse the heaviest trode,
Over leaves and grass.
Thro' the sad boughs rent on high
Naked burnt the great blind sky;
Yet I did not pray to die,
For no pain that was.
Here and there some colour was
Hidden in the muffled grass,
Some late flower that one might pass,
Or else a brown, smooth beech-mast was,
Or carven acorn cup.
And birds sang, and could not long,
For a trouble in their song:
All things there did suffer wrong,
All but I who rode along.
Now I grow so tired of this,
I would give much gold to kiss
One leaf of those primroses
That grow here when the green spring is
Whereof their life is made.
Under moon and under star
I have ridden fast and far
Where the deep leaves thickest are
In the huddled shade.
I cannot see what I shall do.
Now the day drops angrily,
Leaves a red stain on the sea,
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And fierce light on field and tree,
Red as any brand.
A great slumber takes me round
In this place of sleepy sound;
Surely now the gift is found
And ready to my hand.
For there is left me nothing new
And none rides with me riding through
These brown wood walks so straight and few
For many nights and days.
And men say that I shall not win,
Tho' the chosen for all my sin;
The sleepy beams crawl out and in
Under the branches rare and thin
Where thro' I ride always.
(He sleeps.)
THE ANGEL
Lo, the air begins to move
Like a heart that beats with love
All about thee and above,
For the hope it whispers of
But a little while.
A great love has healed his heart,
The shut eyelids move and start,
The shut lips are breathed apart
In a sleepy smile.
LANCELOT
Ah! dear Christ, this thing I see
Is too wonderful for me,
If I think indeed to be
In Thy very grace.
Clear flame shivers all about,
But the bright ark alters not,
Borne upright where angels doubt;
The blessed maiden looketh out
White, with barèd face and throat
Leaned into the dark.
On her hair's faint light and shade
A large aureole is laid,
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All about the tresses weighed.
THE ANGEL
This is what thou wert to find.
Lo, the thin flames blown behind
Tremble in the blowing wind
As loose hair that girls unbind
In a woody place.
LANCELOT
Ah, sweet Lord that art my Lord,
Thy light is sharp as any sword;
My heart is strainèd as a cord
That a child may break.
Evenwise each side her head
So they stand, the blessed maid,
The angels and the ark.
It were strange if I should see
Sweet new things for love of Thee;
For such hope was not to be;
Yet hast Thou had ruth on me
For my sorrow's sake.
I tremble, but I cannot weep,
I fear so much I am asleep;
Round the faces ranged and steep
A thin splendour seems to creep
Thro' the night so dear and deep,
Seems to stir as leaves that dip
In a lilied lake.
Ah, sweet Lord that died on rood,
Of old time Thy word hath stood
And we saw it very good;
Yet is this Thy happy blood
I was not to see.
THE ANGEL
Where she standeth in the night
Clasped about with solemn light,
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Clothed upon with samite bright.
The blessed maiden very white,
This is all the happy sight
That I may bring for thee.
LANCELOT
Over me the glory smites,
Sharp and level as the lights
Spear-shap'd on solemn winter nights
That strike from shade to shade;
Only all the inner place
(Ah, my Lord, is this Thy grace?)
Shineth as a happy face
In a clear and golden space
That itself hath made.
Is this love that I may win,
Love of mine for all my sin?
The straight flames flicker out and in,
Tho' they never fade.
But the light of that strange place
(Lord, I thank Thee for Thy grace!)
Thro' the lights of moving space
Trembles like a living face
Whereon some pain is laid.
THE ANGEL
Turn thine eyes against the light,
Where the spearèd splendours smite
Round the ark, most close and white;
This is given me to-night
For the love of thee.
LANCELOT
All the wonder shown above
(Lord, I praise Thee for Thy love!)
Thro' the lights that mix and move
Like blown feathers of a dove
Stirreth, strange to see;
And midway the solemn place
(As my soul were full of grace)
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Leaning hither, the clear Face
Seemeth to bless me.
THE ANGEL
Points of sharp light star the ground;
Thro' the wind is blown a sound
As of singing voices round
Over the dark land.
Christ the Lord is fair and crowned,
Whose pure blood, in bitter swound,
Droppèd from the holy wound;
Surely now the gift is found
And ready to thy hand.
LANCELOT
Lo, between me and the light
Grows a shadow on my sight,
A soft shade to left and right,
Branchèd as a tree.
Green the leaves that stir between,
And the buds are lithe and green,
And against it seems to lean
One in stature as the Queen
That I prayed to see.
Ah, what evil thing is this?
For she hath no lips to kiss,
And no brows of balm and bliss
Bended over me.
For between me and the shine
Grows a face that is not mine,
On each curve and tender line
And each tress drawn straight and fine
As it used to be.
THE ANGEL
This is Guenevere the Queen.
LANCELOT
For the face that comes between
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Is like one that I have seen
In the days that were.
Nay, this new thing shall not be.
Is it her own face I see
Thro' the smooth leaves of the tree,
Sad and very fair?
All the wonder that I see
Fades and flutters over me
Till I know not what things be
As I seemed to know.
But I see so fair she is,
I repent me not in this;
And to kiss her but one kiss
I would count it for my bliss
To be troubled so,
For she leans against it straight,
Leans against it all her weight,
All her shapeliness and state;
And the apples golden-great
Shine about her there.
Light creeps round her as she stands,
Round her face and round her hands,
Fainter light than dying brands
When day fills the eastern lands
And the moon is low.
And her eyes in some old dream
Woven thro' with shade and gleam
Stare against me till I seem
To be hidden in a dream,
To be drowned in a deep stream
Of her dropping hair.
That is Guenevere the Queen.
Now I know not what they mean,
Those close leaves that grow so green,
Those large fruits that burn between,
Each a laugh new lit.
Now I know not what they were,
The light fires that trembled there
Sharp and thin in the soft air,
Nor the faces dumb and fair,
Nor the happy singing near;
But I seem to see her hair
And the light on it.
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Day by day and hour by hour
Grew her white face like a flower,
Palest where the day grew lower
On the fiery sea.
Always sate I, watching her,
By her carven gilded chair,
Full of wonder and great fear
If one long lock of her hair
In the soft wind sink or stir,
Fallen to her knee.
All about her face and head
The flat sunset overspread
Like an aureole of red,
Stained as drops from wounds that bled
In some bitter fight.
All the tender shapen head
Dimly blurred with golden red,
And the thin face, as I said,
Drawn and white as snows wind-shed
On the green place of the dead
In a windy night.
Coloured flakes of stormy fire
Clomb the rent clouds high and higher,
And the wind like a great lyre
Sounded vague and loud.
And the sunset lines that flee
On the flats of fiery sea
Far below us, her and me,
Were as golden red to see
As the heaped hair on her knee
Or as the coloured cloud.
So we sat in love and fear,
And no faces came anear,
And no voices touched our ear
But of angels singing clear
Out of all the sunset drear
Round us and above.
And she listened; and a light
Shivered upward in my sight
Thro' her set face, sad and white;
Till I hid mine eyes for fright
And for very love.
Drear and void the sunset was
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On stained flats of fire and glass
Where she saw the angels pass
That I could not see:
For none eyes but hers might pierce
Thro' the colours vague and fierce
That a sunset weaves and wears;
Downward slipt the long thin tears
As she turned and sang this verse
That she made for me.
'Eastward under skies that dip
As to touch the water's lip,
Pass, my ship, with sails that drip
Not with dew, nor with rain.
Thro' the morning float and pass
From the shores of flower and grass,
Thro' a space of golden glass
Stained with a blood-red stain.
Evil ship on evil sea,
Bear him back again to me
Till I see what secrets be
Hidden in all this pain.'
Then she spake not, neither stirred,
But I shook for that one word
With the pain of that I heard
That she spake of me.
For the ship that seemed to pass
Thro' the sea of fiery glass,
That strange ship mine own soul was
And my life the sea.
And the sin that I had done
In the fierce time that was gone
When I slew her knight alone
Face to face with the red sun
Setting in the west.
And my soul began to see
All the ill she had of me
When I bore her to the sea
From her place of rest.
Yet I loved her long and well;
Yea, my tongue would tire to tell
All the love that her befell,
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And the slow speech faint and fail
Ere the love was told.
Now she dwelleth by me here,
In my castle builded fair;
But no crown of mine will wear
That I thought to keep for her,
And on her beloved hair
Lay the royal gold.
And her face grows grey and long
And harsh breaths come thro' her song
And her heart is worn with wrong,
As is plain to see.
Should I die, no help it were
Now men say she is not fair,
For the pain she seems to wear
In grey cheeks and waning hair;
All my love avails not her,
And she loves not me.
Vain was the prayer I prayed alway,
Where in evil case I lay,
That she might love me one day
As the manner is;
Vain the prayer that I have prayed,
That, lying between light and shade,
I that loved her as I said,
I that never kissed a maid,
I might have her kiss.
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Queen Yseult
CANTO 1
Of the birth of Sir Tristram, and how he voyaged into Ireland
In the noble days were shown
Deeds of good knights many one,
Many worthy wars were done.
It was time of scath and scorn
When at breaking of the morn
Tristram the good knight was born.
He was fair and well to see
As his mother's child might be:
Many happy wars had he;
Slew Moronde the knight alone,
Whence was all the ill begun
That on Blancheflour was done.
For long since Queen Blancheflour
Took a knight to paramour,
Who had served her well of yore.
And across the waters dim
And by many a river's rim
Went Queen Blancheflour with him.
Many a bitter path she went,
Many a stone her feet had rent,
But her heart was well content.
"Lo!" she said, "I lady free
Took this man for lord of me
Where the crowned saints might see.
"And I will not bid him go,
Not for joyance nor for woe,
Till my very love he know."
When he kissed her as they went,
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All her heart was well content,
For the love that she him meant.
Now this knight was called Roland,
And he had within his hand
Ermonie the happy land.
So five months in Ermonie
Dwelt they in their pleasure free;
For they knew not what should be.
Then came Moronde with his men,
Warring with her lord again.
All her heart was bitter then.
But she said: "If this be so,
Tho' I die, he shall not know."
And she kissed and bade him go;
And he wept and went from her.
Then was all the land astir
With a trouble in the air.
When Roland the knight was gone,
Praise of men his warriors won
Warring well before the sun.
But Moronde the evil knight
Smote him falsely in the fight,
Slew him basely out of sight.
Then was weeping long and sore:
For the great love they him bore
All men wept but Blancheflour.
But she took her golden ring
And a fair sword of the king
Wrought with many a carven thing.
With no crown about her head,
Thinking wild thoughts of the dead,
Evermore she fled and fled.
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Far within the forest fair,
A great anguish came on her
Till a strong manchild she bare.
And she fain had suckled him,
There beneath the lindens dim,
Round a fountain's weedy brim.
But too soon came death to take
All her beauty for his sake;
And ere death she moaned and spake.
"Ah, fair child," the lady said,
"For this anguish that it had
All thy mother's heart is dead.
"Sweet, I would not live to see
Any sorrow rest on thee,
Better thou hadst died with me.
"Only thou art still too fair
For that smile I cannot bear
In such eyes as Roland's were.
"Now, fair child, mine own wert thou
(And she kissed the small soft brow)
But for death that takes me now.
"And a bitter birth is thine;
But no man can stain thy line
With a shame that was not mine.
"Thou art pure and princely born;
Fairer name was never worn,
Past the touch of any scorn.
"Now thy grief has come on me,
As I prayed that it might be
Lest some woe should rest on thee."
Wept the low voice musical;
"Now that mine has given thee all,
Better love thy love befall.
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"Purer prayers be round thy sleep,
Truer tears than these that drip
On thy tender cheek and lip.
"Now, dear child, of all on earth
Thou art yet the fairest birth
For the pain thy life was worth.
"Sweetest name and sweetest heart,
Now I see thee as thou art
I have had the better part.
"For the grief my love has had,
May the sweet saints keep thee glad
Tho' thy birth were strange and sad.
"Now, dear child" (her thin voice strove
Thro' the drawn dry sobs to move),
"Leave I thee to Christ's own love."
So she died in that dark place,
With the anguish in her face;
Mary took her into grace.
On the robe was sown her name,
Where a fine thread white as flame
Thro' the coloured samite came.
For on skirt and hem between
Wrought she letters white and green
"This is Blancheflour the Queen."
There men found her as they sped,
Very beautiful and dead,
In the lilies white and red.
And beside her lying there,
Found a manchild strong and fair
Lain among the lilies bare.
And they thought it were ill fate,
If the child, for fear or hate,
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They should leave in evil state.
So they took him lying there,
Playing with the lady's hair,
For his face was very fair.
And so tenderly he played,
Half asmile and half afraid,
With her lips and hair, I said,
That the strong men for his sake
Could have wept for dear heartache
At the murmurs he did make.
And the strongest lightly stept
Forth to where the mother slept;
Stooping over her, he wept.
Lightly bowed above the child
The large face whose might was mild
With black-bearded lips that smiled.
Then he took it of his grace,
Bowed him where she lay in place,
Put to hers the little face.
Then they softly buried her
Where the greenest leaves did stir,
With some white flowers in her hair.
And for the sweet look he had,
Weeping not but very sad,
Tristram by his name they bade.
"For he looks upon her so,
Pity where he should not grow
All the piteous thing to know."
And they took the sword and ring
That were of Roland the king,
Wrought with many a carven thing.
So they bred him as they knew;
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And a noble child he grew,
Like a tree in sun and dew.
Ere he was ten summers old
All the sorrow they him told,
Showed the sword and ring of gold.
Kissed the boy both sword and ring;
"As my father was a king,
I will wreak this bitter thing."
Kissed the boy both ring and sword;
"As my mother to her lord,
Fast I cling to this my word."
So he grew in might and grace,
With her look about his face:
All men saw his royal race.
But when twenty years were done
At the rising of the sun
Tristram from his place was gone.
Forth with warriors is he bound
Over many a change of ground,
To have wreak of Sir Moronde.
When he came to Ermonie,
Bare upon the earth bowed he,
Kissed the earth with kisses three.
To the city men him bring,
Where the herald stood to sing
"Largesse of Moronde the king!"
To the king came Tristram then,
To Moronde the evil man,
Treading softly as he can.
Spake he loftily in place:
A great light was on his face:
"Listen, king, of thy free grace.
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"I am Tristram, Roland's son;
By thy might my lands were won,
All my lovers were undone.
"Died by thee Queen Blancheflour,
Mother mine in bitter hour,
That was white as any flower.
"Tho' they died not well aright,
Yet, for thou art belted knight,
King Moronde, I bid thee fight."
A great laughter laughed they all,
Drinking wine about the hall,
Standing by the outer wall.
But the pale king leapt apace,
Caught his staff that lay in place
And smote Tristram on the face.
Tristram stood back paces two,
All his face was reddened so
Round the deep mark of the blow.
Large and bright the king's eyes grew:
As knight Roland's sword he drew,
Fiercely like a pard he flew.
And above the staring eyes
Smote Moronde the king flatwise,
That men saw the dear blood rise.
At the second time he smote,
All the carven blade, I wot,
With the blood was blurred and hot.
At the third stroke that he gave,
Deep the carven steel he drave,
Thro' King Moronde's heart it clave.
Well I ween his wound was great
As he sank across the seat,
Slain for Blancheflour the sweet.

180

Then spake Tristram, praising God;
In his father's place he stood
Wiping clean the smears of blood,
That the sword, while he did pray,
At the throne's foot he might lay;
Christ save all good knights, I say.
Then spake all men in his praise,
Speaking words of the old days,
Sweeter words than sweetest lays.
Said one, "Lo the dead queen's hair
And her brows so straight and fair;
So the lips of Roland were."
For all praised him as he stood,
That such things none other could
Than the son of kingly blood.
Round he looked with quiet eyes;
"When ye saw King Moronde rise,
None beheld me on this wise."
At such words as he did say,
Bare an old man knelt to pray;
"Christ be with us all to-day.
"This is Tristram the good lord;
Knightly hath he held his word,
Warring with his father's sword."
Then one brought the diadem,
Clear and golden like pure flame;
And his thanks did grace to them.
Next in courteous wise he bade
That fair honour should be had
Of the dear queen that was dead.
So in her great sorrow's praise
A fair tomb he bade them raise
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For a wonder to the days.
And between its roof and floor
Wrote he two words and no more,
Wrote Roland and Blancheflour.
That was carven sharp in gold,
For a great praise to behold,
Where the queen lay straight and cold,
All was graven deep and fine,
In and out, and line with line,
That all men might see it shine.
So far off it sprang and shone,
Ere ten paces one had gone,
Showing all the sorrow done.
And the pillars, that upbore
The large roof for evermore,
In wrought flowers her sweet name wore:
Points of stone carved gently all,
Wrought in cusp and capital,
Climbing still to creep and fall.
And in many a tender nook,
Traced soft as running brook,
Shone her face's quiet look.
And above they wrought to lie
King Roland all white on high,
With the lady carven by.
Very patient was her face,
Stooping from its maiden place
Into strange new mother-grace.
Parted lips and closing eyes,
All the quiet of the skies
Fills her beauty where she lies.
On her hair the forest crown
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Lets the sliding tresses down,
Touched ere dark with golden brown;
Both with carven hands uplift,
Praying softly as at shrift,
So it stood a kingly gift.
And when all was graven fair
Tristram came, and standing there
Kissed his mother's tender hair.
Then he bade them take for King
His true father in each thing,
Him who saved the sword and ring.
So they hearkened to his word,
And they took to be their lord
Him who kept the ring and sword.
Then by many painful ways,
With a noble thought in chase,
Tristram journeyed many days.
Towards the Cornwall king he bore,
Since an oath of love he swore
For the name of Blancheflour,
That King Mark, her brother true,
He would honour as he knew;
This was he I tell to you.
When he stood in Cornwall there,
Mark beheld him standing bare,
And he knew his sister's hair.
All these things to Mark he told,
To the king so lean and cold,
And he showed her ring of gold.
Then wept all the valiant men,
Wept King Mark upon him then,
Thinking what a grief had been.
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Then was Tristram belted knight,
For his happy hand in fight.
Then spake Mark in all men's sight:
"For the love my sister won,
I will honour as I can
This her son, the loved man.
"And this praise I give him here:
He shall go to bring anear
My new bride with noble cheer.
"For strange things are said in place
Of the wonder of her face
And her tender woman's grace."
Spake the king so lean and cold:
"She hath name of honour old,
Yseult queen, the hair of gold.
"All her limbs are fair and strong,
And her face is straight and long,
And her talk is as a song.
"And faint lines of colour stripe
(As spilt wine that one should wipe)
All her golden hair corn-ripe;
"Drawn like red gold ears that stand
In the yellow summer land;
Arrow-straight her perfect hand,
"And her eyes like river-lakes
Where a gloomy glory shakes
Which the happy sunset makes.
"Her shall Tristram go to bring,
With a gift of some rich thing
Fit to free a prisoned king."
As Sir Mark said, it was done;
And ere set the morrow's sun,
Tristram the good knight was gone.
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Forth to Ireland bade he come,
Forth across the grey sea-foam,
All to bring Queen Yseult home.
CANTO 2
Of Queen Yseult, and of the voyage to Cornwall
Day by day and year by year
In the quiet chambers here
Grew the lady white and dear.
Day by day and week by week
Grew the glory of her cheek
Till it seemed to breathe and speak.
Day by day and night by night
Grew she in her mother's sight,
Maiden Yseult dear and white.
Ever as her face grew fair
In a light of growing hair
Grew the tresses bright and bare.
For no crown the maiden had,
But with tresses golden-glad
Was her perfect body clad.
And no gems the maiden wore
But the bright hair evermore
All her warm white limbs before.
Ah, dear saints, to see her face
Many would have died in place,
She was wonderful for grace.
Wept for love her mother fair,
Wept for utter love of her,
Kissing soft her maiden hair.
Many maidens have men seen,
But on earth has never been
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Any maiden like the queen.
So did all her love endure
In a life most sweet and sure,
Very beautiful and pure.
For her mother and the king
Sang she many a maiden thing,
Standing at their feet to sing.
Unto her came Tristram then,
Sailing straight with many men
For King Mark her love to win.
And most royal gifts he bare,
Robes for any queen to wear,
And great jewels for her hair.
And he brought a royal ring
Such as noble knight should bring,
Wedding her for Mark the king.
Very courteously he spake,
That for holy honour's sake
Maiden Yseult should him take.
So the king bade send for her;
And she came before them there,
Clothed upon with golden hair.
And Sir Tristram for her sight
Praisèd all the saints aright
As men would for happy fight.
And he would have died in place
But for love and knightly grace
That he saw that maiden face.
And he knelt with heart aflame,
Took her robe in sight of them,
Kissed the skirt and kissed the hem.
Ah, dear saints, how well it were,
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Thought he, to die knightly there
For that lady's golden hair.
And he thought it very good
He should perish where she stood
Crowned upon with maidenhood.
And his whole heart for her sake
With a large delight did ache
Till it seemed to burn and break.
And he thought it well and meet,
Lain before that lady sweet,
To be trodden by her feet.
And so loved he her least tress,
That his heart strange thoughts did bless
Of its deep unworthiness.
For no nearer would he be
Her he lovèd loyally
With a bright humility.
And he thought him, loving her,
Of sweet words he used to hear,
Lancelot and Guinevere.
And what love some men might see,
So in under-breath spake he,
"Now I know what things they be."
Then the king spake gravely all,
And his large voice in the hall
Ever seemed to grow and fall.
Then the queen spake softlier,
And it seemèd him to bear
A new trouble in the air.
Answered Yseult maidenwise;
Great hot tears grew thro' his eyes,
That he could not speak or rise.
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Knowing not what words she said
Seemed to beat upon his head
Noise that vex't him, being dead.
But he spake in courteous wise
So that all the knights did rise
With a light in their grave eyes.
And the king with straight grey hairs
Laid Sir Tristram's hand in hers
As the bridal manner bears.
And her mother that had skill
In all herbs that sain or heal
Arrow-wound or fever ill,
Gave a secret drink of might
That she bade her maiden bright
Drink upon the bridal night.
"For it is a mighty thing,
And great love to both shall bring
If thou drink with Mark the king."
So was Yseult brought to ship,
There she kissed her mother's lip
And sat softly down to weep.
Forth to Cornwall back they come,
Over all the grey salt foam
Brought they maiden Yseult home.
So came Yseult from her own;
Wept the grave king on his throne,
And her mother wept alone.
Now the days grew bright and long,
And her voice the men among
Warmed their spirits like a song.
And the men at oar that rowed,
Seeing Yseult where she trode
For her dear face praisèd God.
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For they said, "Was never man
Since the world's great hap began
Such a lady to him wan."
So they spake between their oars,
Rowing level by green shores,
Sloped about with great grey moors.
And when days were full of spring
Tristram prayed her well to sing
In their ears some happy thing.
So the lady sang to them,
And all faces grew aflame,
And on all great glory came.
So the lady sang alway,
And the men rose up to pray,
For her face shone bright as day.
So her song the lady kept,
And their souls to Godwards leapt,
And with pride the meanest wept.
When Queen Yseult's song had end,
All they bowed with head and hand,
Speaking soft in whispers bland.
But with all the summer heat
That about them burned and beat
Sore athirst was Yseult sweet.
For she sang so loud and long
To the rowers rowing strong
That she thirsted in her song.
Than bade Tristram bring her wine
In her chalice carven fine,
Rich with many a tender line.
So the chaliced wine was brought,
And the drink of power that wrought
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Change in face and change in thought.
And the wine was fierce and sweet,
But the lady, drinking it,
Shuddered to her hands and feet.
But the drink her mother gave
In the carven chalice brave
Like warm gold did float and wave.
And Sir Tristram, courteous-wise,
With a smile about his eyes
Pledged the queen in knightly guise.
As they drank in love and truth,
Lo, there grew in heart and mouth
As a hot and bitter drouth.
Then he bent towards her there,
And he knew that she was fair,
And he stooped and kissed her hair.
And Queen Yseult, painèd sore
For the love that him she bore,
As she kissed him, trembled more.
At their hearts it stirred and crept,
Round their hearts it grew and leapt,
Till they kissed again and wept.
So was their great love begun,
Sitting silent in the sun,
Such a little thing was done.
And Queen Yseult, weeping still,
Tristram had to do his will
That his list she should fulfil.
Tristram had her body fair,
And her golden corn-ripe hair,
And her golden ring to wear.
So he took the golden ring
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That was of Sir Mark the king,
As to serve her in each thing.
And his mother's Yseult had
To keep wisely as he bade;
So they sware it, low and glad.
So they slept the night long there,
And above their faces bare
Flowed and glowed the golden hair.
So to Cornwall did they come
All across the flowing foam,
So was brought Queen Yseult home.
So King Mark his bride hath got
That he little knew, I wot,
When his heart with wine was hot.
And men said, "Great pity is
He such queen should ever kiss,
Little were his need, I wis."
But they knew not what had been,
And with smiles and moans between
On Sir Tristram looked the Queen.
So they brought her by his hold
To the king so lean and cold,
Yseult queen, the hair of gold.
CANTO 3
How Sir Tristram and Queen Yseult loved each other by the space of three years
All that night and all thro' day
Many minstrels bade men play
That the king's great praise they say.
So they sang in court and hall,
But it only grieved them all
Such a bride should him befall.

191

For none wist what had been done,
Yseult's maidens all but one
Said their queen a bride were gone.
Many days this love grew old,
While abode the hair of gold
By the king so lean and cold.
And such love their love did bless
They had much of happiness
And their hope grew never less.
And at morning when she leant
From her lattice in content
Over him her face was bent.
And on kingly summer eves
When much light is in the leaves,
Had they joy of all that lives.
Sometimes in the garden place,
When much light was in her face,
Would he sing of her great grace.
So she leant to hear his song,
Heard him in the leaves among
Singing in the sweet French tongue.
"This was love that Yseult wan,
That to any maid or man
Spake she courteous as she can.
"This was praise that Yseult had,
That her happiness made glad
Man or maiden that was sad.
"Now this Yseult ever knew
That such love about her grew
As kept all men pure like dew.
"And this Yseult had but one
To love well beneath the sun
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Till her very love were done."
And he praised her as he can
For the love that him began
That she loved none other man.
And he praised her without fear,
Like a songbird singing clear,
Lady Yseult white and dear.
Singing where he saw her stand,
"Is none like her in the land,
Golden hair and arrow hand."
And such praises would he sing,
Harping high before the king,
And of many a happy thing.
And men praised him by his name,
But her brows were all aflame
That she from the banquet came.
And she walked alone and said,
"Of such knight was never read."
So that summer they were glad.
But when snows were thick about
Yseult sent for Tristram out
Soft dry leaves of melilote.
That was for a sign to stand
That he came to take her hand
In the happy garden land.
For he sent her words to see,
"Yseult, of thy courtesy,
Have now pity as of me,
"For my love is barren here."
To him came an answer clear
Of the lady white and dear.
So that when his love had got
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Those dry leaves of melilote,
He the pain remembered not.
But he saw not where to go,
Lest his feet some man should know,
For the ways were marred with snow.
So his bitter doubt he wrote,
And she sent him for his doubt
The same leaves of melilote.
And he marvelled; but he said,
"Tho' I die, her rede be read."
And for help of Love he prayed.
And it seemèd well to go
By the court where slept he now,
Right against her in the snow.
And at night she came and spake,
"Tristram, as for love's true sake,
All my pleasure bid me take."
And he sware her will to do,
And she smiled that it was so;
"I shall hear thee thro' the snow."
A great wonder took him there,
For her face was very fair
Under all her gathered hair.
And more near and soft she stept,
And both arms about him crept,
That for bitter love he wept.
All his heart was drawn in two
That he wist not what to do;
And she kissed him, thinking so.
Then she raised him tenderly,
Bore him lightly as might be,
That was wonderful to see.
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So they passed by trail and track,
Slowly, in the night all black,
And she bore him on her back.
As they twain went on along,
Such great love had made her strong,
All her heart was full of song.
Pausing, she breathed sharply there;
And about her, bowed and bare,
Flashed and fell the golden hair.
Pausing, round her body sweet
Rolled the ripe hair to her feet;
Forth she bare him as was meet.
Thro' the court all white and wide
Straight across from side to side
Bare she him in patient pride.
She was hurt with snow and stone,
Came no sob nor any moan.
That with bare feet had she gone.
And when all her pain was great,
Smiling in such evil state
Did she walk beneath his weight.
And his heart yearned sharp for her,
And he would not breathe or stir
For a pain of bitter fear.
Till she stood on the strewn floor
Right within the chamber door,
With the weight of love she bore.
When he stood beside her there
Smiling, she drew back the hair
From her throat and bosom fair.
All her neck was strained and red;
Then soft words to him she said,
Leaning on his face her head.
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And his kisses on her hair
And her throat and shoulders bare
Fierce and bitter kisses were.
Then he wept for anger sweet,
Flung him down to touch her feet
And to kiss them as was meet.
And above him while she stood,
Stains upon her red as blood;
Then she kissed him as he would.
So great love that time had they;
And would God that I could say
All their love by year and day.
Now three years this thing had been,
And no wrath was them between,
For the love he bare the queen.
Till a knight they loved of old
To Sir Mark this marvel told,
To the king so lean and cold.
A great shadow took his face,
Somewhat low he spake in place
And flushed red in little space.
Then his hands began to stir,
Plucking at his face and hair,
Shameful things he spake of her.
Sware he by his fathers dead
(Then his thin face was not red),
"She shall bear the steel," he said.
So he bade to wreak his thought
She should bear the white steel hot;
But the nobles hearkened not.
Then most shameful things he spake
That the nobles for his sake
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Seemèd not their sense to take.
And she spake where men might see,
"Thou, Sir Mark, that shamest me,
None I gave my hand but thee.
"And if other ever were
(And a great scorn made her fair)
It was he that standeth there."
Then great laughter laughèd all,
For against the outer wall
Evil-clad he stood in hall.
And the men for very shame
Spake her quit of ill defame,
And Sir Mark bade praise her name.
But for love he bare her so
Softly bade she Tristram go;
Thence to both was wail and woe.
So he went from her apace;
And she dwelt by Mark in place
With a trouble in her face.
CANTO 4
How Sir Tristram came to Brittany
So much grief for him was made,
All the land was changed and sad,
But Queen Yseult nothing said.
Then came Tristram the good knight
From his lady's noble sight,
All athirst for toil and fight.
So he went by many ways
Thro' strange lands by many days,
And in wars he won him praise.

197

Then for love of Lancelot
And the praise his love had got
Came the knight to Camelot.
There beheld he Guinevere,
All her face like light was clear,
That men shook for loving fear.
And more smooth than steel or glass
All her happy forehead was,
Thro' her eyes some dream did pass.
And he thought of Yseult now,
"For this lady's eyes and brow
She might stand with her, I trow."
But the king and Lancelot
For the great praise he had got
Did him welcome as they mote.
So long time he dwelt with them,
In his fight was found no blame
That he won a noble name.
All men for his sake were glad,
But in thought he ever had
The gold hair that Yseult clad.
And he thirsted for one tress,
Praising her in humbleness.
Men him called of Lyonesse,
For that so his birth had been.
And when many months were seen
Took he farewell of the queen.
Farewell of the king he took,
And set sail with heavy look,
For this time he could not brook.
All his heart so weary was
And so worn with love, alas!
With great love in bitter case,
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That he thirsted thence to be,
So they sailed the blowing sea
Till they came to Brittany.
He was shent in evil plight,
As one soiled with storm and fight,
Yet he stood a perfect knight.
For his face was fair and strong,
And his body straight along,
And his deep speech like a song,
And his eyes were clear and sad
As the bitter love they had,
Men for him great marvel made.
And they told him how their lord
Died in war with hand on sword,
Died and held his knightly word.
So his daughter had their land,
Yseult of the white snow-hand,
Pale and still they saw him stand.
Then as one in pain he stirred,
Speaking low some loving word
In a voice that no man heard.
And a great smile overtook
All the trouble of his look,
And he neither breathed nor spoke.
When he came by her in place,
He beheld her small sweet face
And pure eyes of patient grace.
All her face was hushed and dim
As her courcet's pearlèd rim
With a maiden fear of him.
And in courteous wise she bade
That fair honour should be had
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Of the knight so pale and sad.
So he dwelt beside her long,
In his heart he would no wrong,
But she drew it like a song;
Some dim song at waking heard
When the tender gloom is stirr'd
With the joy of some sweet bird.
So he gladly dwelt by her
In the grey great castle there,
And she grew a lady fair.
And she mused of him alone,
Musing when the day was done
By the ranges of black stone,
Till her eyes grew strange and deep,
And it seemed they could not sleep
Tho' men saw she did not weep.
And all men that saw her loved
For her quiet eyes approved
All her changes when she moved;
And each day by her he came
For the love of her sweet name
And her love who bare the same.
And as days were come and gone,
With no laughter and no moan,
Love grew up ere doubt was done.
Deep in her sweet soul she kept
All the tender pain that slept
So far down, she never wept.
But in all her heart she said,
"If such care for me he had,
Certes I were dear and glad."
And it fell one gentle day
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In the greenest week of May,
That her sorrow went away.
For the day was nearly done,
And among the woods alone
Was Sir Tristram softly gone.
All about the woods were green,
Walked he in the leaves between,
Thinking sweetly of the queen.
What great love he won of her,
And he thirsted for her here,
Arrow hand and golden hair.
Her old praises did he sing,
Hidden in the happy spring
Sang he many a bitter thing.
And the leaves about him shook,
For great weeping overtook
All his voice and quiet look.
And the snow-hand of her grace
Sought him in the garden place,
With a doubt in her sweet face.
And she heard his singing low,
Clear glad words she seemed to know,
And she loved him, singing so.
"This was praise that Yseult wan,
That to any maid or man
Spake she courteous as she can.
"This was praise that Yseult had,
That her happiness made glad
Man or maiden that was sad."
And hereat the sorrow broke
Thro' the happy words he spoke,
And the quick tears marred his look.
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But the lady whiter grew,
White as fear and pale as dew,
So his voice her spirit drew.
For she fain would comfort him,
And she shook in heart and limb,
And her eyes were hot and dim.
"Ah," she said, "our love is so
That he will not speak of woe,
And I dare not come to know.
"For I would not any change
Came to make this old life strange,
Or throw love beyond its range.
"Yet indeed he sang my name."
And a slow blush overcame
Her bowed face with maiden flame.
"And he spake sweet things of me
For pure love and courtesy
Where none else had cared to see.
"I that am but simple maid
Shall he give me love," she said,
"With men's praise to crown his head?
"Yet I ween he sang my name,"
And again the glorious shame
All her sweet face overcame.
Then he met her, grave and mild,
And the maiden lips that smiled
Trembled as a chidden child.
And his heart went up for her,
Till each thought that harboured there
Rose as pure as any prayer.
And he wist that it were well
In her quiet love to dwell;
So their marriage-time befell.
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For in love to her he spake
And was troubled for her sake,
And the grief her love might make.
And in quiet maiden wise,
While a light fled thro' her eyes
Faster than a shadow flies,
Spake she to him, very low,
Then a fear did overflow
All her heart lest he should know.
But the knight her soft love knew,
And her spirit sweet and true
Where the love lay light as dew.
And such grave pure speech he made
That to listen bowed her head
With still joy of that was said.
And the maiden love snow-pure
In her heart should well endure,
Like a fair tree planted sure.
For she loved him as the light,
And was fairest in his sight
As a lake the noon keeps bright.
So their day of love was glad,
And his face nor proud nor sad,
So his maiden bride he had.
And great joy was thro' the land
When in love the twain should stand,
Tristram and the sweet snow-hand.
Then much grief for him was made,
All the land was changed and sad,
But the cold king's heart was glad.
So came Tristram the good knight
From his lady's noble sight,
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All athirst for toil and fight.
And great praise he won him there,
So that all men spake him fair
For the wondrous name he bare.
And when Yseult heard them speak
Died the pain that kept her weak,
Died the sorrow from her cheek.
Forth to Camelot he came,
Riding silent as in shame
Thro' the noises of his fame.
When was made his welcome there,
He beheld Queen Guinevere,
All her face like light was clear.
Thro' her eyes a dream did pass,
And more smooth than steel or glass
All her happy forehead was.
So he thought, "For eyes and brow
She might stand by Yseult now,
Yet were mine as fair, I trow."
All men for his sake were glad,
But in thought he ever had
The gold hair that Yseult clad.
And he thirsted for her eyes
As a bird that bleeds and flies
For the fountain where it dies.
And he yearned to touch her hand,
As a river drawn thro' sand
Thirsts to reach the smooth green land.
And he pined to kiss her mouth,
As a rose in dewless drouth
For the warm rains of the south.
So for thirst of her sweet look
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And the hair that shone and shook,
Night or day he could not brook.
Ere a leaf had left its tree,
Sailed he all the blowing sea
Till he came to Brittany.
CANTO 5
Of the bridal night of Sir Tristram and the Lady Yseult aux Blanches Mains
So at night the maidens came;
And they called her by her name,
And she followed without shame.
And the singing-maidens there
Led the bride with tresses bare,
Singing bridal songs of her.
Purple flowers, blue and red,
On the rushes round the bed
Strewed they for her feet to tread.
But about the bed they set
Large white blossoms, white and wet,
Crowns the fairest they could get.
Her blue robe along the hem
Coloured like a lily's stem,
She put off and gave to them.
And she bade the fairest girl
All her soft hair comb and curl
With a comb of jet and pearl.
By the mirrored steel she stood,
Thinking gently as she could
Sweet new thoughts of womanhood.
In his eyes that she would please
Will she seem the queen of these,
With the hair swept round her knees?
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Then the tallest maiden came,
Called her softly by her name;
And she lay down without shame.
Then came Tristram softly in;
Long he stood without, I ween,
Thinking old thoughts of the queen.
Sweet old thoughts he could not say,
How in other times he lay
By Queen Yseult till the day.
Softly to the bed he came;
But between the taper's flame
A fair face looked out at them.
He lay down and dreamed: but she
Lay and looked towards the sea;
And a bitter dream dreamt he.
But he stood away and said:
"Lo, an evil rede were read
If I had her maidenhead.
"One that I love more than her
Dwells across the water fair,
Yseult of the golden hair.
"And for love that she has worn
Men will smite her face with scorn,
Shame that such a queen were born!
"Lo, to both much ill were done,
For this Yseult, loving one,
Loves but him below the sun.
"And great shame will overtake
All her beauty for my sake
If her maidenhood I break.
"And this thing shall never be
That for maiden love for me
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Men should shame her as they see.
"For some men will say, 'Behold,
Yseult queen, the hair of gold
Was his paramour of old.'
"And for love I loved before
Shall they call her paramour."
So he musèd long and sore.
And the maiden in his sight
Lay beside him, very bright,
Like a sleeper, straight and white.
Then he thought him, lying there,
Of Queen Yseult's golden hair
And the brows of Guinevere.
Spake the snow-hand maidenly,
"Tristram, for thy courtesy
Think thou no scorn to kiss me."
A great tremble took his heart,
Many memories made him start,
Listening as he lay apart.
Sidelong to him crept she close,
Pale as any winter rose
When the air is grey with snows.
For she heard him start and stir,
And drew ever near and near
Lest his heart were wrath with her.
But his eyes grew very dim,
And a tremble went thro' him
Shuddering over heart and limb.
For pure love of her he wept
As in fear she crept and crept
Slowly, lest perchance he slept.
Soft as lighteth bird on bough
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Thrice he kissed her, breathing low,
Kissed her mouth and maiden brow.
And in under breath said he
When his face she could not see,
"Christ look over her and me."
Low sweet words of love she said
With her face against his head
On the pillows of the bed.
Then a pleasure bright and mild
Smoothed her sweet face, and she smiled,
Sleeping as a maiden child.
And his hands for love of her
From the throat and shoulders bare
Parted off the ruffling hair.
Then he kissed her hair and head
For the sweet words she had said;
And in kissing her he prayed.
Praying in his heart he spake,
That for Mary's maiden sake
Christ would keep his faith awake.
And the sweet saints knew aright
That he bore him well in fight,
Warring ever in their sight.
And the Mother pitied him,
For he shook in heart and limb,
Lying in the chamber dim.
And he bowed his body fair
Down athwart the window there,
Weeping for the golden hair.
It was wonderful to see
That he wept so bitterly
With his face to the blown sea.
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As he turned and softly stept,
Lest perchance she had not slept,
Bitterly he wept and wept.
She lay out before him there,
All her body white and bare
Overswept with waves of hair.
There she rested, breathing low,
Purer than the naked snow,
Beautiful to see and know.
In her sleep she spake and prayed;
And for those dear words she said,
He came softly to the bed.
And in love he would not hide,
Praying between pain and pride,
Laid him softly at her side.
So from evening till the day
At her side in love he lay;
Slept no child as pure as they.
So her love had all it would,
All night sleeping as she could,
Sleeping in her maidenhood.
CANTO 6
How Queen Yseult kept her ring
Days are come and days are gone
Over Cornwall many a one,
Since her ordeal was done.
Mark was tender with his fear,
Lest some worse thing he should hear,
And bade all men honour her.
So Queen Yseult's days were fair,
And her maidens, waiting bare,
Combed and crowned the golden hair.
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But King Mark would keep apart,
Lest her eyes should make him start,
Full of envy was his heart.
And his face grew long and lean
And his lips more pale, I ween,
Hiding harsh words of the queen.
And in bitter speech he said,
When much wine had filled his head,
A bad prayer that she were dead.
So the court began to stir,
And the maidens gathered near,
Whispered secret things of her.
And most bitter pain she had,
Painèd thro' her speeches glad,
Till her heart grew faint or mad.
In the pleasure that she made
At the revels the king bade,
Wild and wandering words she said.
And at night when all the room
Spread about her black and dumb,
She lay gazing thro' the gloom.
All old comfort she forgot,
And her throat and lips grew hot,
And her large eyes moistened not.
Then she thought the grave were cold,
And spake soft her name of old,
"Yseult, queen, the hair of gold."
And she wept for that one thing,
For she looked upon the king,
And drew forth her golden ring.
Slept King Mark upon the bed,
Thick hot wine had filled his head,

210

Some fierce word in sleep he said.
She had thought long since to hear
Speech of Tristram spoken clear,
That his life was kept for her.
And when any knight came nigh
To her place for courtesy,
Saw she Tristram standing by.
And when songs of her were sung,
Heard his voice the leaves among
Singing in the sweet French tongue.
And when harpers harped anew,
Very pale and faint she grew
Like a lily dead in dew.
So she held him dead and lain
Out beyond the water-plain,
Naked under sun and rain.
In the dark she rose to weep,
"Long wet tendrils clasp and creep
Where the good knight lies asleep."
No one heard the words she said
On the pillows of the bed,
Praise and prayer for Tristram dead.
No one saw her girdle slip,
Saw her loosen it to weep,
Thinking how he touched her lip.
Heavily her robe sank white,
Heavily her hair sank bright,
Rustling down in the dead night.
And her breast was loosened so
From the hunger of its woe,
Where the samite rustled low.
Clothèd queenlike sate she there,
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Sate she in the moonlight bare,
Golden light and golden hair.
To much evil was she brought,
Very bitter things she thought
Thro' her quiet lips said naught.
And the sweet saints pitied her
As they saw the weeping hair,
And the face so very fair.
At her side no queen might stand,
Was none like her in the land,
Golden hair and arrow hand.
Then she prayed, if any heard,
And the air about her stirr'd
As the motions of a bird.
And she thought an angel came,
Poised his wings of painted flame,
And spoke bitterly her name.
For she bowed before his look,
And her heart such trembling took,
That her limbs with weeping shook.
Then she rose and did not pray,
Far off sounds she heard at play
Blown about a windy bay.
Down athwart the window bright
Leant she into the dead light,
Wept for Tristram the good knight.
The deep sky and sharp grey crag,
Black with many a jut and jag,
The pale stream where stirred the flag,
All the long white lines of sea,
All the long white slope of lea,
In the moonlight watchèd she.
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Then again she sank to weep,
In the rushes rustling deep,
Flung a white and golden heap,
And she thought, "The world is wide,
Somewhere I might flee and hide,
So the king should ease his pride.
"And thereafter will he know
All the chance of this our woe,
And repent him, hearing so.
"He will say in all men's sight
That this Yseult had not right,
Who took Tristram for her knight.
"If King Mark should weep," said she,
Thinking what a woe might be,
"Shall not all men pity me?
"For none ever," soft she said,
"Any truer woman had
Than this Tristram that is dead.
"All things had my lord of me,
Love and help and mercy free,
And my thought his thought to be."
So her heart was comforted
Of the bitter pain it had,
As she lay down on the bed.
And the saints sent sleep to her,
In the moonlight very fair,
Golden light and golden hair.
She remembered that old night
When across the courts all white
Bare she Tristram the good knight.
And she smiled with pride anon,
As came to her one by one
All the mercies she had done.
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How for very love she bore
Things no woman knew before,
And would bear for evermore.
And a dumb great smile smiled she,
And it deepened still to see,
Till she laughed low laughters three.
And she said, "This love put by
(In a holy voice and high)
Shall not perish tho' I die.
"And when men shall praise him dead
(Both her cheeks flushed royal-red)
All my story shall be said.
"For I shall not blush to know
(And she rose up, speaking so)
That men speak of this my woe.
"For that I love Tristram well
(And her voice rang like a bell)
Is no shame for them to tell.
"Since indeed no shame it were
(Said she, shaking back her hair)
That one loved him thrice as fair.
"For such knight was never seen
(Spake most loftily the Queen)
Since a noble man has been.
"For the wars he warred of old
(Straight she drew the hair of gold)
In all people will be told.
"So by Tristram the good knight
(All her face was full of light)
Shall I stand in all men's sight.
"Hair and eyes and smile and speech
(Soft she wove it, plait and pleach)
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Gave I to Sir Tristram each.
"Men would praise me oft in place
(Wondrous was her lighted face)
For my smile and spoken grace.
"Many singers sang of me
(Stately stood she, as a tree)
For pure heart and courtesy.
"Thought and grace and loving heart
(She looked up with lips apart)
All I gave to be his part.
"Now there is no more to say
(Said she softly as one may)
Tho' I die for him ere day."
And she knew the measures bland,
"Is none like her in the land,
Golden hair and arrow hand."
All day long the eager light
Was a trouble in her sight,
And the festal lamps by night.
Then the king soft speeches made,
Half in hate and half afraid,
And she loathed the words he said,
Tho' she hearkened not a whit;
And a sorrow vexed her wit,
Ever turning over it.
And her pride was made most weak,
And a shadow blind and meek
Took her brows and altered cheek.
And old thoughts about her came
When the dais was all aflame
With large lights, each day the same.
And she wist not what to say
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Could not move her lips to pray
For the heart that beat alway.
And she paused before her glass,
For so tight the girdle was
By her breast, she could not pass.
And she thought, "If he should come
Back across the grey salt foam
I were altered in his doom.
"Nay," she said, "for love were there,
And the corn-ripe golden hair,
Tho' the face should be less fair."
Then she smiled, and faintlier
Came the silken courtly stir;
But the king's eyes hated her.
And their straight cold look she knew,
And again more faint she grew
Than a lily dead in dew.
So she saw days go and come,
And at night in the old room
Lay she gazing thro' the gloom.
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Sapphic s
All the night sleep came not upon my eyelids,
Shed not dew, nor shook nor unclosed a feather,
Yet with lips shut close and with eyes of iron
Stood and beheld me.
Then to me so lying awake a vision
Came without sleep over the seas and touched me,
Softly touched mine eyelids and lips; and I too,
Full of the vision,
Saw the white implacable Aphrodite,
Saw the hair unbound and the feet unsandalled
Shine as fire of sunset on western waters;
Saw the reluctant
Feet, the straining plumes of the doves that drew her,
Looking always, looking with necks reverted,
Back to Lesbos, back to the hills whereunder
Shone Mitylene;
Heard the flying feet of the Loves behind her
Make a sudden thunder upon the waters,
As the thunder flung from the strong unclosing
Wings of a great wind.
So the goddess fled from her place, with awful
Sound of feet and thunder of wings around her;
While behind a clamour of singing women
Severed the twilight.
Ah the singing, ah the delight, the passion!
All the Loves wept, listening; sick with anguish,
Stood the crowned nine Muses about Apollo;
Fear was upon them,
While the tenth sang wonderful things they knew not.
Ah the tenth, the Lesbian! the nine were silent,
None endured the sound of her song for weeping;
Laurel by laurel,
Faded all their crowns; but about her forehead,
Round her woven tresses and ashen temples
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White as dead snow, paler than grass in summer,
Ravaged with kisses,
Shone a light of fire as a crown for ever.
Yea, almost the implacable Aphrodite
Paused, and almost wept; such a song was that song.
Yea, by her name too
Called her, saying, “Turn to me, O my Sappho;”
Yet she turned her face from the Loves, she saw not
Tears for laughter darken immortal eyelids,
Heard not about her
Fearful fitful wings of the doves departing,
Saw not how the bosom of Aphrodite
Shook with weeping, saw not her shaken raiment,
Saw not her hands wrung;
Saw the Lesbians kissing across their smitten
Lutes with lips more sweet than the sound of lute-strings,
Mouth to mouth and hand upon hand, her chosen,
Fairer than all men;
Only saw the beautiful lips and fingers,
Full of songs and kisses and little whispers,
Full of music; only beheld among them
Soar, as a bird soars
Newly fledged, her visible song, a marvel,
Made of perfect sound and exceeding passion,
Sweetly shapen, terrible, full of thunders,
Clothed with the wind’s wings.
Then rejoiced she, laughing with love, and scattered
Roses, awful roses of holy blossom;
Then the Loves thronged sadly with hidden faces
Round Aphrodite,
Then the Muses, stricken at heart, were silent;
Yea, the gods waxed pale; such a song was that song.
All reluctant, all with a fresh repulsion,
Fled from before her.
All withdrew long since, and the land was barren,
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Full of fruitless women and music only.
Now perchance, when winds are assuaged at sunset,
Lulled at the dewfall,
By the grey sea-side, unassuaged, unheard of,
Unbeloved, unseen in the ebb of twilight,
Ghosts of outcast women return lamenting,
Purged not in Lethe,
Clothed about with flame and with tears, and singing
Songs that move the heart of the shaken heaven,
Songs that break the heart of the earth with pity,
Hearing, to hear them.
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The Death Of Sir John Franklin
'The unfriendly elements
Forgot thee utterly --Where, for a monument upon thy bones,
And e'er-remaining lamps, the belching whale
And humming water must o'erwhelm thy corpse ;
Lying with simple shells.' --- PERICLES [III.I].

I
As one who having dreamed all night of death
Puts out a hand to feel the sleeping face
Next his, and wonders that the lips have breath -So we, for years not touching on their trace,
Marvelled at news of those we counted dead,
'For now the strong snows in some iron place
Have covered them; their end shall not be said
Till all the hidden parts of time be plain
And all the writing of all years be read.'
So men spake sadly and their speech was vain,
For here the end stands clear, and men at ease
May gather the sharp fruit of that past pain
Out in some barren creek of the cold seas
Where the slow shapes of the grey water-weed
Freeze midway as the languid inlets freeze.
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II
This is the end. There is no nobler word
In the large writing and scored marge of time
Than such endurance is. Ear hath not heard
Nor hath eye seen in all the world's bounded clime
The patience of their life, as the sharp years
And the slow months wrought out their rounded rhyme
No man made count of those keen hopes and fears
Which were such labour to them, it may be;
That strong sweet will whereto pain ministers
And sharpest time doth service patiently.
Wrought without praise or failed without a name,
Those gulfs and inlets of the channelled sea
Hide half the witness that should fill with fame
Our common air in England, and the breath
That speech of them should kindle to keen flame
Flags in the midway record of their death.
III
Is this the end? is praise so light a thing
As rumour unto rumour tendereth
And time wears out of care and thanks-giving?
Then praise and shame have narrow difference,
If either fly with so displumed wing
That chance and time and this imprisoned sense
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Can maim or measure the spanned flight of it
By the ruled blanks of their experience,
Then only Fortune hath the scroll and writ
Of all good deeds our memory lives upon;
And the slack judgment of her barren wit
Appoints the award of all things that are done.
IV
The perfect choice and rarest of all good
Abides not in broad air or public sun;
Being spoke of, it is not understood;
Being shown, it has no beauty to be loved;
And the slow pulse of each man's daily blood
For joy thereat is no more quickly moved;
Itself has knowledge of itself, and is
By its own witness measured and approved;
Yea, even well pleased to be otherwise;
Nor wear the raiment of a good repute
Nor have the record of large memories.
Close leaves combine above the covered fruit;
Earth, that gives much, holds back her costliest;
And in blind night sap comes into the root;
Things known are good, but hidden things are best.
Therefore, albiet we know good deeds of these,
Let no man deem he knows the worthiest.
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He who hath found the measure of the seas,
And the wind's ways have ruled and limited,
He knows the print of their wild passages,
The same may speak the praise of these men dead.
And having heard him we may surely know
There is no more to say than he hath said
And as his witness is the thing was so.
V
What praise shall England give these men her friends?
For while the bays and the large channels flow
In the broad sea between the iron ends
Of the posied world where no safe sail may be,
And for white miles the hard ice never blends
With the chill washing edges of dull sea -And while to praise her green and girdled land
Shall be the same as to praise Liberty -So long the record of these men shall stand,
Because they chose not life but rather death,
Each side being weighed with a most equal hand,
Because the gift they had of English breath
They did give back to England for her sake
Like those dead seamen of Elizabeth
And those who wrought with Nelson and with Blake
To do great England service their lives long --
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High honour shall they have; their deeds shall make
Their spoken names sound sweeter than all song.
This England hath not made a better man,
More steadfast, or more wholly pure of wrong
Since the large book of English praise began.
For out of his great heart and reverence,
And finding love too large for life to span,
He gave up life, that she might gather thence
The increase of the seasons and their praise.
Therefore his name shall be her evidence,
And wheresoever tongue or thought gainsays
Our land the witness of her ancient worth,
She may make answer to the later days
That she was chosen also for this birth,
And take all honour to herself and laud,
Because such men are made out of her earth
Yea, wheresoever her report is broad,
This new thing also shall be said of her
That hearing it, hate may not stand unawed
That Franklin was her friend and minister;
So shall the alien tongue forego its blame,
And for his love shall hold her lovelier
And for his worth more worthy; so his fame
Shall be the shield and strength of her defence,
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Since where he was can be not any shame.
VI
These things that are and shall abide from hence
It may be that he sees them now, being dead.
And it may be that when the smitten sense
Began to pause, and pain was quieted,
And labour almost kissed the lips of peace,
And sound and sight of usual things had fled
From the most patient face of his decease,
He saw them also then; we cannot say;
But surely when the pained breath found ease
And put the heaviness of life away,
Such things as these were not estranged from him;
The soul, grown too rebellious to stay
This shameful body where all things are dim,
Abode awhile in them and was made glad
In its blind pause upon the middle rim
Between the new life and the life it had,
This noble England that must hold him dear,
Always, and always in his name keep sad
Her histories, and embalm with costly fear
And with rare hope and with a royal pride
Her memories of him that honoured her,
Was this not worth the pain wherein he died?
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And in that lordly praise and large account
Was not his ample spirit satisfied?
He who slakes thirst at some uncleaner fount
Shall thirst again; but he shall win full ease
Who finds pure wells far up the painful mount.
VII
For the laborious time went hard with these
Among the thousand colours and gaunt shapes
Of the strong ice cloven with breach of seas,
Where the waste sullen shadow of steep capes
Narrows across the cloudy-coloured brine
And by strong jets the angered foam escapes,
And a sad touch of sun scores the sea-line
Right at the middle motion of the noon
And then fades sharply back, and the cliffs shine
Fierce with keen snows against a kindled moon
In the hard purple of the bitter sky,
And thro' some rift as tho' an axe had hewn
Two spars of crag athwart alternately
Flares the loose lIght of that large Boreal day
Down half the sudden heaven, and with a cry
Sick sleep is shaken from the soul away,
And men leap up to see and have delight
For the sharp flame and strength of its white ray
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From east to west burning upon the night;
And cliff and berg take fire from it, and stand
Like things distinct in customary sight,
And all the northern foam and frost,
and all The wild ice lying large to either hand;
And like the broken stones of some strange wall
Built to be girdle to the utmost earth,
Brow-bound with snows and made imperial,
Lean crags with coloured ice for crown and girth
Stand midway with those iron seas in face
Far up the straitened shallows of the firth.
VIII
So winter-bound in such disastrous place,
Doubtless the time seemed heavier and more hard
Than elsewhere in all scope and range of space;
Doubtless the backward thought and broad regard
Was bitter to their soqls, remembering
How in soft England the warm lands were starred
With gracious flowers in the green front of spring,
And all the branches' tender over-growth,
Where the quick birds took sudden heart to sing;
And how the meadows in their sweet May sloth
Grew thick with grass as soft as song or sleep;
So, looking back, their hearts grew sere and loath
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And their chafed pulses felt the blood to creep
More vexed and painfully; yea, and this too
Possessed perchance their eyes with thirst to weep
More than green fields or the May weather's blue
Mere recollection of all dearer things.
Slight words they used to say, slight work to do,
When every day was more than many springs,
And the strong April moved at heart, and made
Sweet mock at fortune and the seat of kings;
The naked sea and the bare lengths of land
And all the years that fade and grow and fade
Were pleasant years for them to live upon,
And time's gold raiment was not rent nor frayed;
But now they know not if such things be done,
Nor how the old ways and old places fare,
Nor whether there be change in the glad sun,
Defect and loss in all the fragrant air;
New feet are in the waymarks of their feet;
The bitter savour of remembered sweet
No doubt did touch their lips in some sharp guise;
No doubt the pain of thought and fever-heat
Put passion in the patience of their eyes -IX
Yet in the edge and keenest nerve of pain
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For no such comfort ever wholly dies,
And as hurt patience healed and grew again
This knowledge came, that neither land nor life
Nor all soft things whereof the will is fain
Nor love of friends not wedded faith of wife
Nor all of these nor any among these
Make a man's best, but rather loss and strife,
Failure, endurance, and high scorn of ease;
Love strong as death, and valour strong as love,
Therefore among the winter-wasted seas,
No flaw being found upon them to reprove, -These whom GOD's grace, calling them one by one,
In unknown ways did patiently remove,
To have new heaven and earth, new air and sun, -These chose the best; therefore their name shall be
Part of all noble things that shall be done,
Part of the royal record of the sea.

(1860)
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A Jacobite's Exile
1746
The weary day rins down and dies,
The weary night wears through:
And never an hour is fair wi' flower,
And never a flower wi' dew.
I would the day were night for me,
I would the night were day:
For then would I stand in my ain fair land,
As now in dreams I may.
O lordly flow the Loire and Seine,
And loud the dark Durance:
But bonnier shine the braes of Tyne
Than a' the fields of France;
And the waves of Till that speak sae still
Gleam goodlier where they glance.
O weel were they that fell fighting
On dark Drumossie's day:
They keep their hame ayont the faem,
And we die far away.
O sound they sleep, and saft, and deep,
But night and day wake we;
And ever between the sea-banks green
Sounds loud the sundering sea.
And ill we sleep, sae sair we weep,
But sweet and fast sleep they;
And the mool that haps them roun' and laps them
Is e'en their country's clay;
But the land we tread that are not dead
Is strange as night by day.
Strange as night in a strange man's sight,
Though fair as dawn it be:
For what is here that a stranger's cheer
Should yet wax blithe to see?
The hills stand steep, the dells lie deep,
The fields are green and gold:
The hill-streams sing, and the hill-sides ring,
As ours at home of old.
But hills and flowers are nane of ours,
And ours are oversea:
And the kind strange land whereon we stand,
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It wotsna what were we
Or ever we came, wi' scathe and shame,
To try what end might be.
Scathe, and shame, and a waefu' name,
And a weary time and strange,
Have they that seeing a weird for dreeing
Can die, and cannot change.
Shame and scorn may we thole that mourn,
Though sair be they to dree:
But ill may we bide the thoughts we hide,
Mair keen than wind and sea.
Ill may we thole the night's watches,
And ill the weary day:
And the dreams that keep the gates of sleep,
A waefu' gift gie they;
For the sangs they sing us, the sights they bring us,
The morn blaws all away.
On Aikenshaw the sun blinks braw,
The burn rins blithe and fain:
There's nought wi' me I wadna gie
To look thereon again.
On Keilder-side the wind blaws wide;
There sounds nae hunting-horn
That rings sae sweet as the winds that beat
Round banks where Tyne is born.
The Wansbeck sings with all her springs,
The bents and braes give ear;
But the wood that rings wi' the sang she sings
I may not see nor hear;
For far and far thae blithe burns are,
And strange is a' thing near.
The light there lightens, the day there brightens,
The loud wind there lives free:
Nae light comes nigh me or wind blaws by me
That I wad hear or see.
But O gin I were there again,
Afar ayont the faem,
Cauld and dead in the sweet saft bed
That haps my sires at hame!
We'll see nae mair the sea-banks fair,
And the sweet grey gleaming sky,
And the lordly strand of Northumberland,
And the goodly towers thereby:
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And none shall know but the winds that blow
The graves wherein we lie 1889

A Jacobite's Farewell
1716
There's nae mair lands to tyne, my dear,
And nae mair lives to gie:
Though a man think sair to live nae mair,
There's but one day to die.
For a' things come and a' days gane,
What needs ye rend your hair?
But kiss me till the morn's morrow,
Then I'll kiss ye nae mair.
O lands are lost and life's losing,
And what were they to gie?
Fu' mony a man gives all he can,
But nae man else gives ye.
Our king wons ower the sea's water,
And I in prison sair:
But I'll win out the morn's morrow,
And ye'll see me nae mair.

1889
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Jacobite Song
Now who will speak, and lie not,
And pledge not life, but give?
Slaves herd with herded cattle:
The dawn grows bright for battle,
And if we die, we die not;
And if we live, we live.
The faith our fathers fought for,
The kings our fathers knew,
We fight but as they fought for:
We seek the goal they sought for,
The chance they hailed and knew,
The praise they strove and wrought for,
To leave their blood as dew
On fields that flower anew.
Men live that serve the stranger;
Hounds live that huntsmen tame:
These life-days of our living
Are days of God's good giving
Where death smiles soft on danger
And life scowls dark on shame.
And what would you do other,
Sweet wife, if you were I?
And how should you be other,
My sister, than your brother,
If you were man as I,
Born of our sire and mother,
With choice to cower and fly,
And chance to strike and die?
No churl's our oldworld name is,
The lands we leave are fair:
But fairer far than these are,
But wide as all the seas are,
But high as heaven the fame is
That if we die we share.
Our name the night may swallow,
Our lands the churl may take:
But night nor death may swallow,
Nor hell's nor heaven's dim hollow,
The star whose height we take,
The star whose light we follow
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For faith's unfaltering sake
Till hope that sleeps awake.
Soft hope's light lure we serve not,
Nor follow, fain to find:
Dark time's last word may smite her
Dead, ere man's falsehood blight her,
But though she die, we swerve not,
Who cast not eye behind.
Faith speaks when hope dissembles:
Faith lives when hope lies dead:
If death as life dissembles,
And all that night assembles
Of stars at dawn lie dead,
Faint hope that smiles and trembles
May tell not well for dread:
But faith has heard it said.
Now who will fight, and fly not,
And grudge not life to give?
And who will strike beside us,
If life's or death's light guide us?
For if we live, we die not,
And if we die, we live.

1894-1904
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A New Year's Eve
Christina Rossetti died December 29, 1894
The stars are strong in the deeps of the lustrous night,
Cold and splendid as death if his dawn be bright;
Cold as the cast-off garb that is cold as clay,
Splendid and strong as a spirit intense as light.
A soul more sweet than the morning of new-born May
Has passed with the year that has passed from the world away.
A song more sweet than the morning's first-born song
Again will hymn not among us a new year's day.
Not here, not here shall the carol of joy grown strong
Ring rapture now, and uplift us, a spell-struck throng,
From dream to vision of life that the soul may see
By death's grace only, if death do its trust no wrong.
Scarce yet the days and the starry nights are three
Since here among us a spirit abode as we,
Girt round with life that is fettered in bonds of time,
And clasped with darkness about as is earth with sea.
And now, more high than the vision of souls may climb,
The soul whose song was as music of stars that chime,
Clothed round with life as of dawn and the mounting sun,
Sings, and we know not here of the song sublime.
No word is ours of it now that the songs are done
Whence here we drank of delight as in freedom won,
In deep deliverance given from the bonds we bore.
There is none to sing as she sang upon earth, not one.
We heard awhile: and for us who shall hear no more
The sound as of waves of light on a starry shore
Awhile bade brighten and yearn as a father's face
The face of death, divine as in days of yore.
The grey gloom quickened and quivered: the sunless place
Thrilled, and the silence deeper than time or space
Seemed now not all everlasting. Hope grew strong,
And love took comfort, given of the sweet song's grace.
Love that finds not on earth, where it finds but wrong,
Love that bears not the bondage of years in throng
Shone to show for her, higher than the years that mar,
The life she looked and longed for as love must long.
Who knows? We know not. Afar, if the dead be far,
Alive, if the dead be alive as the soul's works are,
The soul whose breath was among us a heavenward song
Sings, loves, and shines as it shines for us here a star. 1895
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Atalanta in Calcydon
CHIEF HUNTSMAN.
Maiden, and mistress of the months and stars
Now folded in the flowerless fields of heaven,
Goddess whom all gods love with threefold heart,
Being treble in thy divided deity,
A light for dead men and dark hours, a foot
Swift on the hills as morning, and a hand
To all things fierce and fleet that roar and range
Mortal, with gentler shafts than snow or sleep;
Hear now and help and lift no violent hand,
But favourable and fair as thine eye's beam
Hidden and shown in heaven, for I all night
Amid the king's hounds and the hunting men
Have wrought and worshipped toward thee; nor shall man
See goodlier hounds or deadlier edge of spears,
But for the end, that lies unreached at yet
Between the hands and on the knees of gods,
O fair-faced sun killing the stars and dews
And dreams and desolation of the night!
Rise up, shine, stretch thine hand out, with thy bow
Touch the most dimmest height of trembling heaven,
And burn and break the dark about thy ways,
Shot through and through with arrows; let thine hair
Lighten as flame above that nameless shell
Which was the moon, and thine eyes fill the world
And thy lips kindle with swift beams; let earth
Laugh, and the long sea fiery from thy feet
Through all the roar and ripple of streaming springs
And foam in reddening flakes and flying flowers
Shaken from hands and blown from lips of nymphs
Whose hair or breast divides the wandering wave
With salt close tresses cleaving lock to lock,
All gold, or shuddering and unfurrowed snow;
And all the winds about thee with their wings,
And fountain-heads of all the watered world;
Each horn of Acheloüs, and the green
Euenus, wedded with the straitening sea.
For in fair time thou comest; come also thou,
Twin-born with him, and virgin, Artemis,
And give our spears their spoil, the wild boar's hide.
Sent in thine anger against us for sin done
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And bloodless altars without wine or fire.
Him now consume thou; for thy sacrifice
With sanguine-shining steam divides the dawn,
And one, the maiden rose of all thy maids,
Arcadian Atalanta, snowy-souled,
Fair as the snow and footed as the wind,
From Ladon and well-wooded Maenalus
Over the firm hills and the fleeting sea
Hast thou drawn hither, and many an armèd king,
Heroes, the crown of men, like gods in fight.
Moreover out of all the Aetolian land,
From the full-flowered Lelantian pasturage
To what of fruitful field the son of Zeus
Won from the roaring river and labouring sea
When the wild god shrank in his horn and fled
And foamed and lessened through his wrathful fords,
Leaving clear lands that steamed with sudden sun,
These virgins with the lightening of the day
Bring thee fresh wreaths and their own sweeter hair,
Luxurious locks and flower-like mixed with flowers,
Clean offering, and chaste hymns; but me the time
Divides from these things; whom do thou not less
Help and give honour, and to mine hounds good speed,
And edge to spears, and luck to each man's hand.
CHORUS.
When the hounds of spring are on winter's traces,
The mother of months in meadow or plain
Fills the shadows and windy places
With lisp of leaves and ripple of rain;
And the brown bright nightingale amorous
Is half assuaged for Itylus,
For the Thracian ships and the foreign faces,
The tongueless vigil, and all the pain.
Come with bows bent and with emptying of quivers.
Maiden most perfect, lady of light,
With a noise of winds and many rivers,
With a clamour of waters, and with might;
Bind on thy sandals, O thou most fleet,
Over the splendour and speed of thy feet;
For the faint east quickens, the wan west shivers,
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Round the feet of the day and the feet of the night.
Where shall we find her, how shall we sing to her,
Fold our hands round her knees, and cling?
O that man's heart were as fire and could spring to her,
Fire, or the strength of the streams that spring!
For the stars and the winds are unto her
As raiment, as songs of the harp-player;
For the risen stars and the fallen cling to her,
And the southwest-wind and the west-wind sing.
For winter's rains and ruins are over,
And all the season of snows, and sins;
The days dividing lover and lover,
The light that loses, the night that wins;
And time remembered is grief forgotten,
And frosts are slain and flowers begotten,
And in green underwood and cover
Blossom by blossom the spring begins.
The full streams feed on flower of rushes,
Ripe grasses trammel a travelling foot,
The faint fresh flame of the young year flushes
From leaf to flower and flower to fruit,
And fruit and leaf are as gold and fire,
And the oat is heard above the lyre,
And the hoofèd heel of a satyr crushes
The chestnut-husk at the chestnut-root.
And Pan by noon and Bacchus by night,
Fleeter of foot than the fleet-foot kid,
Follows with dancing and fills with delight
The Maenad and the Bassarid;
And soft as lips that laugh and hide
The laughing leaves of the trees divide,
And screen from seeing and leave in sight
The god pursuing, the maiden hid.
The ivy falls with the Bacchanal's hair
Over her eyebrows hiding her eyes;
The wild vine slipping down leaves bare
Her bright breast shortening into sighs;
The wild vine slips with the weight of its leaves.
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But the berried ivy catches and cleaves
To the limbs that glitter, the feet that scare
The wolf that follows, the fawn that flies.
ALTHAEA.
What do ye singing? what is this ye sing?
CHORUS.
Flowers bring we, and pure lips that please the gods,
And raiment meet for service: lest the day
Turn sharp with all its honey in our lips.
ALTHAEA.
Night, a black hound, follows the white fawn day,
Swifter than dreams the white flown feet of sleep;
Will ye pray back the night with any prayers?
And though the spring put back a little while
Winter, and snows that plague all men for sin,
And the iron time of cursing, yet I know
Spring shall be ruined with the rain, and storm
Eat up like fire the ashen autumn days.
I marvel what men do with prayers awake
Who dream and die with dreaming; any god,
Yea the least god of all things called divine,
Is more than sleep and waking; yet we say,
Perchance by praying a man shall match his god.
For if sleep have no mercy, and man's dreams
Bite to the blood and burn into the bone,
What shall this man do waking? By the gods,
He shall not pray to dream sweet things to-night,
Having dreamt once more bitter things than death.
CHORUS.
Queen, but what is it that hath burnt thine heart?
For thy speech flickers like a brown-out flame.
ALTHAEA.
Look, ye say well, and know not what ye say,
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For all my sleep is turned into a fire,
And all my dreams to stuff that kindles it.
CHORUS.
Yet one doth well being patient of the gods.
ALTHAEA.
Yea, lest they smite us with some four-foot plague.
CHORUS.
But when time spreads find out some herb for it.
ALTHAEA.
And with their healing herbs infect our blood.
CHORUS.
What ails thee to be jealous of their ways?
ALTHAEA.
What if they give us poisonous drinks for wine?
CHORUS.
They have their will; much talking mends it not.
ALTHAEA.
And gall for milk, and cursing for a prayer?
CHORUS.
Have they not given life, and the end of life?
ALTHAEA.
Lo, where they heal, they help not; thus they do,
They mock us with a little piteousness,
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And we say prayers, and weep; but at the last,
Sparing awhile, they smite and spare no whit.
CHORUS.
Small praise man gets dispraising the high gods:
What have they done that thou dishonourest them?
ALTHAEA.
First Artemis for all this harried land
I praise not; and for wasting of the boar
That mars with tooth and tusk and fiery feet
Green pasturage and the grace of standing corn
And meadow and marsh with springs and unblown leaves,
Flocks and swift herds and all that bite sweet grass,
I praise her not, what things are these to praise?
CHORUS.
But when the king did sacrifice, and gave
Each god fair dues of wheat and blood and wine,
Her not with bloodshed nor burnt-offering
Revered he, nor with salt or cloven cake;
Wherefore being wroth she plagued the land, but now
Takes off from us fate and her heavy things.
Which deed of these twain were not good to praise?
For a just deed looks always either way
With blameless eyes, and mercy is no fault.
ALTHAEA.
Yea, but a curse she hath sent above all these
To hurt us where she healed us; and hath lit
Fire where the old fire went out, and where the wind
Slackened, hath blown on us with deadlier air.
CHORUS.
What storm is this that tightens all our sail?
ALTHAEA.
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Love, a thwart sea-wind full of rain and foam.
CHORUS.
Whence blown, and born under what stormier star?
ALTHAEA.
Southward across Euenuseue from the sea.
CHORUS.
Thy speech turns toward Arcadia like blown wind.
ALTHAEA.
Sharp as the north sets when the snows are out.
CHORUS.
Nay, for this maiden hath no touch of love.
ALTHAEA.
I would she had sought in some cold gulf of sea
Love, or in dens where strange beasts lurk, or fire,
Or snows on the extreme hills, or iron land
Where no spring is; I would she had sought therein
And found, or ever love had found her here.
CHORUS.
She is holier than all holy days or things,
The sprinkled water or fume of perfect fire;
Chaste, dedicated to pure prayers, and filled
With higher thoughts than heaven; a maiden clean,
Pure iron, fashioned for a sword, and man
She loves not; what should one such do with love?
ALTHAEA.
Look you, I speak not as one light of wit,
But as a queen speaks, being heart-vexed; for oft
I hear my brothers wrangling in mid hall,
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And am not moved; and my son chiding them,
And these things nowise move me, but I know
Foolish and wise men must be to the end,
And feed myself with patience; but this most,
This moves me, that for wise men as for fools
Love is one thing, an evil thing, and turns
Choice words and wisdom into fire and air.
And in the end shall no joy come, but grief,
Sharp words and soul's division and fresh tears
Flower-wise upon the old root of tears brought forth,
Fruit-wise upon the old flower of tears sprung up,
Pitiful sighs, and much regrafted pain.
These things are in my presage, and myself
Am part of them and know not; but in dreams
The gods are heavy on me, and all the fates
Shed fire across my eyelids mixed with night,
And burn me blind, and disilluminate
My sense of seeing, and my perspicuous soul
Darken with vision; seeing I see not, hear
And hearing am not holpen, but mine eyes
Stain many tender broideries in the bed
Drawn up about my face that I may weep
And the king wake not; and my brows and lips
Tremble and sob in sleeping, like swift flames
That tremble, or water when it sobs with heat
Kindled from under; and my tears fill my breast
And speck the fair dyed pillows round the king
With barren showers and salter than the sea,
Such dreams divide me dreaming; for long since
I dreamed that out of this my womb had sprung
Fire and a firebrand; this was ere my son,
Meleager, a goodly flower in fields of fight,
Felt the light touch him coming forth, and waited
Childlike; but yet he was not; and in time
I bare him, and my heart was great; for yet
So royally was never strong man born,
Nor queen so nobly bore as noble a thing
As this my son was: such a birth God sent
And such a grace to bear it. Then came in
Three weaving women, and span each a thread,
Saying This for strength and That for luck, and one
Saying Till the brand upon the hearth burn down,
So long shall this man see good days and live.
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And I with gathered raiment from the bed
Sprang, and drew forth the brand, and cast on it
Water, and trod the flame bare-foot, and crushed
With naked hand spark beaten out of spark
And blew against and quenched it; for I said,
These are the most high Fates that dwell with us,
And we find favour a little in their sight,
A little, and more we miss of, and much time
Foils us; howbeit they have pitied me, O son,
And thee most piteous, thee a tenderer thing
Than any flower of fleshly seed alive.
Wherefore I kissed and hid him with my hands,
And covered under arms and hair, and wept,
And feared to touch him with my tears, and laughed;
So light a thing was this man, grown so great
Men cast their heads back, seeing against the sun
Blaze the armed man carven on his shield, and hear
The laughter of little bells along the brace
Ring, as birds singing or flutes blown, and watch,
High up, the cloven shadow of either plume
Divide the bright light of the brass, and make
His helmet as a windy and wintering moon
Seen through blown cloud and plume-like drift, when ships
Drive, and men strive with all the sea, and oars
Break, and the beaks dip under, drinking death;
Yet was he then but a span long, and moaned
With inarticulate mouth inseparate words,
And with blind lips and fingers wrung my breast
Hard, and thrust out with foolish hands and feet,
Murmuring; but those grey women with bound hair
Who fright the gods frighted not him; he laughed
Seeing them, and pushed out hands to feel and haul
Distaff and thread, intangible; but they
Passed, and I hid the brand, and in my heart
Laughed likewise, having all my will of heaven.
But now I know not if to left or right
The gods have drawn us hither; for again
I dreamt, and saw the black brand burst on fire
As a branch bursts in flower, and saw the flame
Fade flower-wise, and Death came and with dry lips
Blew the charred ash into my breast; and Love
Trampled the ember and crushed it with swift feet
This I have also at heart; that not for me,
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Not for me only or son of mine, O girls,
The gods have wrought life, and desire of life,
Heart's love and heart's division; but for all
There shines one sun and one wind blows till night.
And when night comes the wind sinks and the sun,
And there is no light after, and no storm,
But sleep and much forgetfulness of things.
In such wise I gat knowledge of the gods
Years hence, and heard high sayings of one most wise,
Eurythemis my mother, who beheld
With eyes alive and spake with lips of these
As one on earth disfleshed and disallied
From breath or blood corruptible; such gifts
Time gave her, and an equal soul to these
And equal face to all things, thus she said.
But whatsoever intolerable or glad
The swift hours weave and unweave, I go hence
Full of mine own soul, perfect of myself,
Toward mine and me sufficient; and what chance
The gods cast lots for and shake out on us,
That shall we take, and that much bear withal.
And now, before these gather to the hunt,
I will go arm my son and bring him forth,
Lest love or some man's anger work him harm.
CHORUS.
Before the beginning of years
There came to the making of man
Time, with a gift of tears,
Grief, with a glass that ran;
Pleasure, with pain for leaven;
Summer, with flowers that fell;
Remembrance fallen from heaven,
And madness risen from hell;
Strength without hands to smite,
Love that endures for a breath,
Night, the shadow of light,
And life, the shadow of death.
And the high gods took in hand
Fire, and the falling of tears,
And a measure of sliding sand
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From under the feet of the years,
And froth and drift of the sea;
And dust of the labouring earth;
And bodies of things to be
In the houses of death and of birth;
And wrought with weeping and laughter,
And fashioned with loathing and love,
With life before and after
And death beneath and above,
For a day and a night and a morrow,
That his strength might endure for a span
With travail and heavy sorrow,
The holy spirit of man.
From the winds of the north and the south
They gathered as unto strife;
They breathed upon his mouth,
They filled his body with life;
Eyesight and speech they wrought
For the veils of the soul therein,
A time for labour and thought,
A time to serve and to sin;
They gave him light in his ways,
And love, and a space for delight,
And beauty and length of days,
And night, and sleep in the night.
His speech is a burning fire;
With his lips he travaileth,
In his heart is a blind desire,
In his eyes foreknowledge of death;
He weaves, and is clothed with derision;
Sows, and he shall not reap,
His life is a watch or a vision
Between a sleep and a sleep.
MELEAGER.
O sweet new heaven and air without a star,
Fair day, be fair and welcome, as to men
With deeds to do and praise to pluck from thee,
Come forth a child, born with clear sound and light,
With laughter and swift limbs and prosperous looks;
That this great hunt with heroes for the hounds
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May leave thee memorable and us well sped.
ALTHAEA.
Son, first I praise thy prayer, then bid thee speed;
But the gods hear men's hands before their lips,
And heed beyond all crying and sacrifice
Light of things done and noise of labouring men.
But thou, being armed and perfect for the deed,
Abide; for like rain-flakes in a wind they grow,
The men thy fellows, and the choice of the world,
Bound to root out the tusked plague, and leave
Thanks and safe days and peace in Calydon.
MELEAGER.
For the whole city and all the low-lying land
Flames, and the soft air sounds with them that come;
The gods give all these fruit of all their works.
ALTHAEA.
Set thine eye thither and fix thy spirit and say
Whom there thou knowest; for sharp mixed shadow and wind
Blown up between the morning and the mist,
With steam of steeds and flash of bridle or wheel,
And fire, and parcels of the broken dawn,
And dust divided by hard light, and spears
That shine and shift as the edge of wild beasts' eyes,
Smite upon mine; so fiery their blind edge
Burns, and bright points break up and baffle day.
MELEAGER.
The first, for many I know not, being far off,
Peleus the Larissaean, couched with whom
Sleeps the white sea-bred wife and silver-shod,
Fair as fled foam, a goddess; and their son
Most swift and splendid of men's children born,
Most like a god, full of the future fame.
ALTHAEA.
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Who are these shining like one sundered star?
MELEAGER.
Thy sister's sons, a double flower of men.
ALTHAEA.
O sweetest kin to me in all the world,
O twin-born blood of Leda, gracious heads
Like kindled lights in untempestuous heaven,
Fair flower-like stars on the iron foam of fight,
With what glad heart and kindliness of soul,
Even to the staining of both eyes with tears
And kindling of warm eyelids with desire,
A great way off I greet you, and rejoice
Seeing you so fair, and moulded like as gods.
Far off ye come, and least in years of these,
But lordliest, but worth love to look upon.
MELEAGER.
Even such (for sailing hither I saw far hence,
And where Eurotas hollows his moist rock
Nigh Sparta with a strenuous-hearted stream)
Even such I saw their sisters; one swan-white,
The little Helen, and less fair than she
Fair Clytaemnestra, grave as pasturing fawns
Who feed and fear some arrow; but at whiles,
As one smitten with love or wrung with joy,
She laughs and lightens with her eyes, and then
Weeps; whereat Helen, having laughed, weeps too,
And the other chides her, and she being chid speaks nought,
But cheeks and lips and eyelids kisses her,
Laughing; so fare they, as in their bloomless bud
And full of unblown life, the blood of gods.
ALTHAEA.
Sweet days befall them and good loves and lords,
And tender and temperate honours of the hearth,
Peace, and a perfect life and blameless bed.
But who shows next an eagle wrought in gold?
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That flames and beats broad wings against the sun
And with void mouth gapes after emptier prey?
MELEAGER.
Know by that sign the reign of Telamon
Between the fierce mouths of the encountering brine
On the strait reefs of twice-washed Salamis.
ALTHAEA.
For like one great of hand he bears himself,
Vine-chapleted, with savours of the sea,
Glittering as wine and moving as a wave.
But who girt round there roughly follows him?
MELEAGER.
Ancaeus, great of hand, an iron bulk,
Two-edged for fight as the axe against his arm,
Who drives against the surge of stormy spears
Full-sailed; him Cepheus follows, his twin-born,
Chief name next his of all Arcadian men.
ALTHAEA.
Praise be with men abroad; chaste lives with us,
Home-keeping days and household reverences.
MELEAGER.
Next by the left unsandalled foot know thou
The sail and oar of this Aetolian land,
Thy brethren, Toxeus and the violent-souled
Plexippus, over-swift with hand and tongue;
For hands are fruitful, but the ignorant mouth
Blows and corrupts their work with barren breath.
ALTHAEA.
Speech too bears fruit, being worthy; and air blows down
Things poisonous, and high-seated violences,
And with charmed words and songs have men put out
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Wild evil, and the fire of tyrannies.
‘’’MELEAGER.’’’
Yea, all things have they, save the gods and love.
ALTHAEA.
Love thou the law and cleave to things ordained.
MELEAGER.
Law lives upon their lips whom these applaud.
ALTHAEA.
How sayest thou these? what god applauds new things?
MELEAGER.
Zeus, who hath fear and custom under foot.
ALTHAEA.
But loves not laws thrown down and lives awry.
MELEAGER.
Yet is not less himself than his own law.
ALTHAEA.
Nor shifts and shuffles old things up and down.
MELEAGER.
But what he will remoulds and discreates.
ALTHAEA.
Much, but not this, that each thing live its life.
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MELEAGER.
Nor only live, but lighten and lift up higher.
ALTHAEA.
Pride breaks itself, and too much gained is gone.
MELEAGER.
Things gained are gone, but great things done endure.
ALTHAEA.
Child, if a man serve law through all his life
And with his whole heart worship, him all gods
Praise; but who loves it only with his lips,
And not in heart and deed desiring it
Hides a perverse will with obsequious words,
Him heaven infatuates and his twin-born fate
Tracks, and gains on him, scenting sins far off,
And the swift hounds of violent death devour.
Be man at one with equal-minded gods,
So shall he prosper; not through laws torn up,
Violated rule and a new face of things.
A woman armed makes war upon herself,
Unwomanlike, and treads down use and wont
And the sweet common honour that she hath,
Love, and the cry of children, and the hand
Trothplight and mutual mouth of marriages.
This doth she, being unloved, whom if one love,
Not fire nor iron and the wide-mouthed wars
Are deadlier than her lips or braided hair.
For of the one comes poison, and a curse
Falls from the other and burns the lives of men.
But thou, son, be not filled with evil dreams,
Nor with desire of these things; for with time
Blind love burns out; but if one feed it full
Till some discolouring stain dyes all his life,
He shall keep nothing praiseworthy, nor die
The sweet wise death of old men honourable,
Who have lived out all the length of all their years
Blameless, and seen well-pleased the face of gods,
And without shame and without fear have wrought

251

Things memorable, and while their days held out
In sight of all men and the sun's great light
Have gat them glory and given of their own praise
To the earth that bare them and the day that bred,
Home friends and far-off hospitalities,
And filled with gracious and memorial fame
Lands loved of summer or washed by violent seas,
Towns populous and many unfooted ways,
And alien lips and native with their own.
But when white age and venerable death
Mow down the strength and life within their limbs,
Drain out the blood and darken their clear eyes,
Immortal honour is on them, having past
Through splendid life and death desirable
To the clear seat and remote throne of souls,
Lands indiscoverable in the unheard-of west,
Round which the strong stream of a sacred sea
Rolls without wind for ever, and the snow
There shows not her white wings and windy feet,
Nor thunder nor swift rain saith anything,
Nor the sun burns, but all things rest and thrive;
And these, filled full of days, divine and dead,
Sages and singers fiery from the god,
And such as loved their land and all things good
And, best beloved of best men, liberty,
Free lives and lips, free hands of men free-born,
And whatsoever on earth was honourable
And whosoever of all the ephemeral seed,
Live there a life no liker to the gods
But nearer than their life of terrene days.
Love thou such life and look for such a death.
But from the light and fiery dreams of love
Spring heavy sorrows and a sleepless life,
Visions not dreams, whose lids no charm shall close
Nor song assuage them waking; and swift death
Crushes with sterile feet the unripening ear,
Treads out the timeless vintage; whom do thou
Eschewing embrace the luck of this thy life,
Not without honour; and it shall bear to thee
Such fruit as men reap from spent hours and wear,
Few men, but happy; of whom be thou, O son,
Happiest, if thou submit thy soul to fate,
And set thine eyes and heart on hopes high-born
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And divine deeds and abstinence divine.
So shalt thou be toward all men all thy days
As light and might communicable, and burn
From heaven among the stars above the hours,
And break not as a man breaks nor burn down:
For to whom other of all heroic names
Have the gods given his life in hand as thine?
And gloriously hast thou lived, and made thy life
To me that bare thee and to all men born
Thankworthy, a praise for ever; and hast won fame
When wild wars broke all round thy father's house,
And the mad people of windy mountain ways
Laid spears against us like a sea, and all
Aetolia thundered with Thessalian hoofs;
Yet these, as wind baffles the foam, and beats
Straight back the relaxed ripple, didst thou break
And loosen all their lances, till undone
And man from man they fell; for ye twain stood
God against god, Ares and Artemis,
And thou the mightier; wherefore she unleashed
A sharp-toothed curse thou too shalt overcome;
For in the greener blossom of thy life
Ere the full blade caught flower, and when time gave
Respite, thou didst not slacken soul nor sleep,
But with great hand and heart seek praise of men
Out of sharp straits and many a grievous thing,
Seeing the strange foam of undivided seas
On channels never sailed in, and by shores
Where the old winds cease not blowing, and all the night
Thunders, and day is no delight to men.
CHORUS.
Meleager, a noble wisdom and fair words
The gods have given this woman, hear thou these.
MELEAGER.
O mother, I am not fain to strive in speech
Nor set my mouth against thee, who art wise
Even as they say and full of sacred words.
But one thing I know surely, and cleave to this;
That though I be not subtle of wit as thou
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Nor womanlike to weave sweet words, and melt
Mutable minds of wise men as with fire,
I too, doing justly and reverencing the gods,
Shall not want wit to see what things be right.
For whom they love and whom reject, being gods,
There is no man but seeth, and in good time
Submits himself, refraining all his heart.
And I too as thou sayest have seen great things;
Seen otherwhere, but chiefly when the sail
First caught between stretched ropes the roaring west,
And all our oars smote eastward, and the wind
First flung round faces of seafaring men
White splendid snow-flakes of the sundering foam,
And the first furrow in virginal green sea
Followed the plunging ploughshare of hewn pine,
And closed, as when deep sleep subdues man's breath
Lips close and heart subsides; and closing, shone
Sunlike with many a Nereid's hair, and moved
Round many a trembling mouth of doubtful gods,
Risen out of sunless and sonorous gulfs
Through waning water and into shallow light,
That watched us; and when flying the dove was snared
As with men's hands, but we shot after and sped
Clear through the irremeable Symplegades;
And chiefliest when hoar beach and herbless cliff
Stood out ahead from Colchis, and we heard
Clefts hoarse with wind, and saw through narrowing reefs
The lightning of the intolerable wave
Flash, and the white wet flame of breakers burn
Far under a kindling south-wind, as a lamp
Burns and bends all its blowing flame one way;
Wild heights untravelled of the wind, and vales
Cloven seaward by their violent streams, and white
With bitter flowers and bright salt scurf of brine;
Heard sweep their sharp swift gales, and bowing bird-wise
Shriek with birds' voices, and with furious feet
Tread loose the long skirts of a storm; and saw
The whole white Euxine clash together and fall
Full-mouthed, and thunderous from a thousand throats;
Yet we drew thither and won the fleece and won
Medea, deadlier than the sea; but there
Seeing many a wonder and fearful things to men
I saw not one thing like this one seen here,
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Most fair and fearful, feminine, a god,
Faultless; whom I that love not, being unlike,
Fear, and give honour, and choose from all the gods.
OENEUS.
Lady, the daughter of Thestius, and thou, son,
Not ignorant of your strife nor light of wit,
Scared with vain dreams and fluttering like spent fire,
I come to judge between you, but a king
Full of past days and wise from years endured.
Nor thee I praise, who art fain to undo things done;
Nor thee, who art swift to esteem them overmuch.
For what the hours have given is given, and this
Changeless; howbeit these change, and in good time
Devise new things and good, not one thing still.
Us have they sent now at our need for help
Among men armed a woman, foreign born,
Virgin, not like the natural flower of things
That grows and bears and brings forth fruit and dies,
Unlovable, no light for a husband's house,
Espoused; a glory among unwedded girls,
And chosen of gods who reverence maidenhood.
These too we honour in honouring her; but thou,
Abstain thy feet from following, and thine eyes
From amorous touch; nor set toward hers thine heart,
Son, lest hate bear no deadlier fruit than love.
ALTHAEA.
O king, thou art wise, but wisdom halts, and just,
But the gods love not justice more than fate,
And smite the righteous and the violent mouth,
And mix with insolent blood the reverent man's,
And bruise the holier as the lying lips.
Enough; for wise words fail me, and my heart
Takes fire and trembles flamewise, O my son,
O child, for thine head's sake; mine eyes wax thick,
Turning toward thee, so goodly a weaponed man,
So glorious; and for love of thine own eyes
They are darkened, and tears burn them, fierce as fire,
And my lips pause and my soul sinks with love.
But by thine hand, by thy sweet life and eyes,
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By thy great heart and these clasped knees, O son,
I pray thee that thou slay me not with thee.
For there was never a mother woman-born
Loved her sons better; and never a queen of men
More perfect in her heart toward whom she loved.
For what lies light on many and they forget,
Small things and transitory as a wind o' the sea,
I forget never; I have seen thee all thine years
A man in arms, strong and a joy to men
Seeing thine head glitter and thine hand burn its way
Through a heavy and iron furrow of sundering spears;
But always also a flower of three suns old,
The small one thing that lying drew down my life
To lie with thee and feed thee; a child and weak,
Mine, a delight to no man, sweet to me.
Who then sought to thee? who gat help? who knew
If thou wert goodly? nay, no man at all.
Or what sea saw thee, or sounded with thine oar,
Child? or what strange land shone with war through thee?
But fair for me thou wert, O little life,
Fruitless, the fruit of mine own flesh, and blind,
More than much gold, ungrown, a foolish flower.
For silver nor bright snow nor feather of foam
Was whiter, and no gold yellower than thine hair,
O child, my child; and now thou art lordlier grown,
Not lovelier, nor a new thing in mine eyes,
I charge thee by thy soul and this my breast,
Fear thou the gods and me and thine own heart,
Lest all these turn against thee; for who knows
What wind upon what wave of altering time
Shall speak a storm and blow calamity?
And there is nothing stabile in the world
But the gods break it; yet not less, fair son,
If but one thing be stronger, if one endure,
Surely the bitter and the rooted love
That burns between us, going from me to thee,
Shall more endure than all things. What dost thou,
Following strange loves? why wilt thou kill mine heart?
Lo, I talk wild and windy words, and fall
From my clear wits, and seem of mine own self
Dethroned, dispraised, disseated; and my mind,
That was my crown, breaks, and mine heart is gone,
And I am naked of my soul, and stand
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Ashamed, as a mean woman; take thou thought:
Live if thou wilt, and if thou wilt not, look,
The gods have given thee life to lose or keep,
Thou shalt not die as men die, but thine end
Fallen upon thee shall break me unaware.
MELEAGER.
Queen, my whole heart is molten with thy tears,
And my limbs yearn with pity of thee, and love
Compels with grief mine eyes and labouring breath:
For what thou art I know thee, and this thy breast
And thy fair eyes I worship, and am bound
Toward thee in spirit and love thee in all my soul.
For there is nothing terribler to men
Than the sweet face of mothers, and the might
But what shall be let be; for us the day
Once only lives a little, and is not found.
Time and the fruitful hour are more than we,
And these lay hold upon us; but thou, God,
Zeus, the sole steersman of the helm of things,
Father, be swift to see us, and as thou wilt
Help: or if adverse, as thou wilt, refrain.
CHORUS.
We have seen thee, O Love, thou art fair, thou art goodly, O Love,
Thy wings make light in the air as the wings of a dove.
Thy feet are as winds that divide the stream of the sea;
Earth is thy covering to hide thee, the garment of thee.
Thou art swift and subtle and blind as a flame of fire;
Before thee the laughter, behind thee the tears of desire;
And twain go forth beside thee, a man with a maid;
Her eyes are the eyes of a bride whom delight makes afraid;
As the breath in the buds that stir is her bridal breath:
But Fate is the name of her; and his name is Death.
For an evil blossom was born
Of sea-foam and the frothing of blood,
Blood-red and bitter of fruit,
And the seed of it laughter and tears,
And the leaves of it madness and scorn;
A bitter flower from the bud,

257

Sprung of the sea without root,
Sprung without graft from the years.
The weft of the world was untorn
That is woven of the day on the night,
The hair of the hours was not white
Nor the raiment of time overworn,
When a wonder, a world's delight,
A perilous goddess was born,
And the waves of the sea as she came
Clove, and the foam at her feet,
Fawning, rejoiced to bring forth
A fleshly blossom, a flame
Filling the heavens with heat
To the cold white ends of the north.
And in air the clamorous birds,
And men upon earth that hear
Sweet articulate words
Sweetly divided apart,
And in shallow and channel and mere
The rapid and footless herds,
Rejoiced, being foolish of heart.
For all they said upon earth,
She is fair, she is white like a dove,
And the life of the world in her breath
Breathes, and is born at her birth;
For they knew thee for mother of love,
And knew thee not mother of death.
What hadst thou to do being born,
Mother, when winds were at ease,
As a flower of the springtime of corn,
A flower of the foam of the seas?
For bitter thou wast from thy birth,
Aphrodite, a mother of strife;
For before thee some rest was on earth,
A little respite from tears,
A little pleasure of life;
For life was not then as thou art,
But as one that waxeth in years
Sweet-spoken, a fruitful wife;
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Earth had no thorn, and desire
No sting, neither death any dart;
What hadst thou to do amongst these,
Thou, clothed with a burning fire,
Thou, girt with sorrow of heart,
Thou, sprung of the seed of the seas
As an ear from a seed of corn,
As a brand plucked forth of a pyre,
As a ray shed forth of the morn,
For division of soul and disease,
For a dart and a sting and a thorn?
What ailed thee then to be born?
Was there not evil enough,
Mother, and anguish on earth
Born with a man at his birth,
Wastes underfoot, and above
Storm out of heaven, and dearth
Shaken down from the shining thereof,
Wrecks from afar overseas
And peril of shallow and firth,
And tears that spring and increase
In the barren places of mirth,
That thou, having wings as a dove,
Being girt with desire for a girth,
That thou must come after these,
That thou must lay on him love?
Thou shouldst not so have been born:
But death should have risen with thee,
Mother, and visible fear,
Grief, and the wringing of hands,
And noise of many that mourn;
The smitten bosom, the knee
Bowed, and in each man's ear
A cry as of perishing lands,
A moan as of people in prison,
A tumult of infinite griefs;
And thunder of storm on the sands,
And wailing of wives on the shore;
And under thee newly arisen
Loud shoals and shipwrecking reefs,
Fierce air and violent light,

259

Sail rent and sundering oar,
Darkness; and noises of night;
Clashing of streams in the sea,
Wave against wave as a sword,
Clamour of currents, and foam,
Rains making ruin on earth,
Winds that wax ravenous and roam
As wolves in a wolfish horde;
Fruits growing faint in the tree,
And blind things dead in their birth
Famine, and blighting of corn,
When thy time was come to be born.
All these we know of; but thee
Who shall discern or declare?
In the uttermost ends of the sea
The light of thine eyelids and hair.
The light of thy bosom as fire
Between the wheel of the sun
And the flying flames of the air?
Wilt thou turn thee not yet nor have pity,
But abide with despair and desire
And the crying of armies undone,
Lamentation of one with another
And breaking of city by city;
The dividing of friend against friend,
The severing of brother and brother;
Wilt thou utterly bring to an end?
Have mercy, mother!
For against all men from of old
Thou hast set thine hand as a curse,
And cast out gods from their places.
These things are spoken of thee.
Strong kings and goodly with gold
Thou hast found out arrows to pierce,
And made their kingdoms and races
As dust and surf of the sea.
All these, overburdened with woes
And with length of their days waxen weak,
Thou slewest; and sentest moreover
Upon Tyro an evil thing,
Rent hair and a fetter and blows
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Making bloody the flower of the cheek,
Though she lay by a god as a lover,
Though fair, and the seed of a king.
For of old, being full of thy fire,
She endured not longer to wear
On her bosom a saffron vest,
On her shoulder an ashwood quiver;
Being mixed and made one through desire
With Enipeus, and all her hair
Made moist with his mouth, and her breast
Filled full of the foam of the river.
ATALANTA.
Sun, and clear light among green hills, and day
Late risen and long sought after, and you just gods
Whose hands divide anguish and recompense,
But first the sun's white sister, a maid in heaven,
On earth of all maids worshipped--hail, and hear,
And witness with me if not without sign sent,
Not without rule and reverence, I a maid
Hallowed, and huntress holy as whom I serve,
Here in your sight and eyeshot of these men
Stand, girt as they toward hunting, and my shafts
Drawn; wherefore all ye stand up on my side,
If I be pure and all ye righteous gods,
Lest one revile me, a woman, yet no wife,
That bear a spear for spindle, and this bow strung
For a web woven; and with pure lips salute
Heaven, and the face of all the gods, and dawn
Filling with maiden flames and maiden flowers
The starless fold o' the stars, and making sweet
The warm wan heights of the air, moon-trodden ways
And breathless gates and extreme hills of heaven.
Whom, having offered water and bloodless gifts,
Flowers, and a golden circlet of pure hair,
Next Artemis I bid be favourable
And make this day all golden, hers and ours,
Gracious and good and white to the unblamed end.
But thou, O well-beloved, of all my days
Bid it be fruitful, and a crown for all,
To bring forth leaves and bind round all my hair
With perfect chaplets woven for thine of thee.
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For not without the word of thy chaste mouth,
For not without law given and clean command,
Across the white straits of the running sea
From Elis even to the Acheloïan horn,
I with clear winds came hither and gentle gods,
Far off my father's house, and left uncheered
Iasius, and uncheered the Arcadian hills
And all their green-haired waters, and all woods
Disconsolate, to hear no horn of mine
Blown, and behold no flash of swift white feet.
MELEAGER.
For thy name's sake and awe toward thy chaste head,
O holiest Atalanta, no man dares
Praise thee, though fairer than whom all men praise,
And godlike for thy grace of hallowed hair
And holy habit of thine eyes, and feet
That make the blown foam neither swift nor white
Though the wind winnow and whirl it; yet we praise
Gods, found because of thee adorable
And for thy sake praiseworthiest from all men:
Thee therefore we praise also, thee as these,
Pure, and a light lit at the hands of gods.
TOXEUS.
How long will ye whet spears with eloquence,
Fight, and kill beasts dry-handed with sweet words?
Cease, or talk still and slay thy boars at home.
PLEXIPPUS.
Why, if she ride among us for a man,
Sit thou for her and spin; a man grown girl
Is worth a woman weaponed; sit thou here.
MELEAGER.
Peace, and be wise; no gods love idle speech.
PLEXIPPUS.
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Nor any man a man's mouth woman-tongued.
MELEAGER.
For my lips bite not sharper than mine hands.
PLEXIPPUS.
Nay, both bite soft, but no whit softly mine.
MELEAGER.
Keep thine hands clean; they have time enough to stain.
PLEXIPPUS.
For thine shall rest and wax not red to-day.
MELEAGER.
Have all thy will of words; talk out thine heart.
ALTHAEA.
Refrain your lips, O brethren, and my son,
Lest words turn snakes and bite you uttering them.
TOXEUS.
Except she give her blood before the gods,
What profit shall a maid be among men?
PLEXIPPUS.
Let her come crowned and stretch her throat for a knife,
Bleat out her spirit and die, and so shall men
Through her too prosper and through prosperous gods;
But nowise through her living; shall she live
A flower-bud of the flower-bed, or sweet fruit
For kisses and the honey-making mouth,
And play the shield for strong men and the spear?
Then shall the heifer and her mate lock horns,
And the bride overbear the groom, and men
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Gods, for no less division sunders these;
Since all things made are seasonable in time,
But if one alter unseasonable are all.
But thou, O Zeus, hear me that I may slay
This beast before thee and no man halve with me
Nor woman, lest these mock thee, though a god,
Who hast made men strong, and thou being wise be held
Foolish; for wise is that thing which endures.
ATALANTA.
Men, and the chosen of all this people, and thou,
King, I beseech you a little bear with me.
For if my life be shameful that I live,
Let the gods witness and their wrath; but these
Cast no such word against me. Thou, O mine,
O holy, O happy goddess, if I sin
Changing the words of women and the works
For spears and strange men's faces, hast not thou
One shaft of all thy sudden seven that pierced
Seven through the bosom or shining throat or side,
All couched about one mother's loosening knees,
All holy born, engrafted of Tantalus?
But if toward any of you I am overbold
That take thus much upon me, let him think
How I, for all my forest holiness,
Fame, and this armed and iron maidenhood,
Pay thus much also; I shall have no man's love
For ever, and no face of children born
Or feeding lips upon me or fastening eyes
For ever, nor being dead shall kings my sons
Mourn me and bury, and tears on daughters' cheeks
Burn, but a cold and sacred life, but strange,
But far from dances and the back-blowing torch,
Far off from flowers or any bed of man,
Shall my life be for ever: me the snows
That face the first o' the morning, and cold hills
Full of the land-wind and sea-travelling storms
And many a wandering wing of noisy nights
That know the thunder and hear the thickening wolves-Me the utmost pine and footless frost of woods
That talk with many winds and gods, the hours
Re-risen, and white divisions of the dawn,
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Springs thousand-tongued with the intermitting reed
And streams that murmur of the mother snow-Me these allure, and know me; but no man
Knows, and my goddess only. Lo now, see
If one of all you these things vex at all.
Would God that any of you had all the praise
And I no manner of memory when I die,
So might I show before her perfect eyes
Pure, whom I follow, a maiden to my death.
But for the rest let all have all they will;
For is it a grief to you that I have part,
Being woman merely, in your male might and deeds
Done by main strength? yet in my body is throned
As great a heart, and in my spirit, O men,
I have not less of godlike. Evil it were
That one a coward should mix with you, one hand
Fearful, one eye abase itself; and these
Well might ye hate and well revile, not me.
For not the difference of the several flesh
Being vile or noble or beautiful or base
Makes praiseworthy, but purer spirit and heart
Higher than these meaner mouths and limbs, that feed,
Rise, rest, and are and are not; and for me,
What should I say? but by the gods of the world
And this my maiden body, by all oaths
That bind the tongue of men and the evil will,
I am not mighty-minded, nor desire
Crowns, nor the spoil of slain things nor the fame;
Feed ye on these, eat and wax fat, cry out,
Laugh, having eaten, and leap without a lyre,
Sing, mix the wind with clamour, smite and shake
Sonorous timbrels and tumultuous hair,
And fill the dance up with tempestuous feet,
For I will none; but having prayed my prayers
And made thank-offering for prosperities,
I shall go hence and no man see me more.
What thing is this for you to shout me down,
What, for a man to grudge me this my life
As it were envious of all yours, and I
A thief of reputations? nay, for now,
If there be any highest in heaven, a god
Above all thrones and thunders of the gods
Throned, and the wheel of the world roll under him,
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Judge he between me and all of you, and see
It I transgress at all: but ye, refrain
Transgressing hands and reinless mouths, and keep
Silence, lest by much foam of violent words
And proper poison of your lips ye die.
OENEUS.
O flower of Tegea, maiden, fleetest foot
And holiest head of women, have good cheer
Of thy good words: but ye, depart with her
In peace and reverence, each with blameless eye
Following his fate; exalt your hands and hearts,
Strike, cease not, arrow on arrow and wound on wound,
And go with gods and with the gods return.
CHORUS.
Who hath given man speech? or who hath set therein
A thorn for peril and a snare for sin?
For in the word his life is and his breath,
And in the word his death,
That madness and the infatuate heart may breed
From the word's womb the deed
And life bring one thing forth ere all pass by,
Even one thing which is ours yet cannot die-Death. Hast thou seen him ever anywhere,
Time's twin-born brother, imperishable as he
Is perishable and plaintive, clothed with care
And mutable as sand,
But death is strong and full of blood and fair
And perdurable and like a lord of land?
Nay, time thou seest not, death thou wilt not see
Till life's right hand be loosened from thine hand
And thy life-days from thee.
For the gods very subtly fashion
Madness with sadness upon earth:
Not knowing in any wise compassion,
Nor holding pity of any worth;
And many things they have given and taken,
And wrought and ruined many things;
The firm land have they loosed and shaken,
And sealed the sea with all her springs;
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They have wearied time with heavy burdens
And vexed the lips of life with breath:
Set men to labour and given them guerdons,
Death, and great darkness after death:
Put moans into the bridal measure
And on the bridal wools a stain,
And circled pain about with pleasure,
And girdled pleasure about with pain;
And strewed one marriage-bed with tears and fire
For extreme loathing and supreme desire.
What shall be done with all these tears of ours?
Shall they make watersprings in the fair heaven
To bathe the brows of morning? or like flowers
Be shed and shine before the starriest hours,
Or made the raiment of the weeping Seven?
Or rather, O our masters, shall they be
Food for the famine of the grievous sea,
A great well-head of lamentation
Satiating the sad gods? or fall and flow
Among the years and seasons to and fro,
And wash their feet with tribulation
And fill them full with grieving ere they go?
Alas, our lords, and yet alas again,
Seeing all your iron heaven is gilt as gold
But all we smite thereat in vain,
Smite the gates barred with groanings manifold,
But all the floors are paven with our pain.
Yea, and with weariness of lips and eyes,
With breaking of the bosom, and with sighs,
We labour, and are clad and fed with grief
And filled with days we would not fain behold
And nights we would not hear of, we wax old,
All we wax old and wither like a leaf.
We are outcast, strayed between bright sun and moon;
Our light and darkness are as leaves of flowers,
Black flowers and white, that perish; and the noon-As midnight, and the night as daylight hours.
A little fruit a little while is ours,
And the worm finds it soon.
But up in heaven the high gods one by one
Lay hands upon the draught that quickeneth,
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Fulfilled with all tears shed and all things done,
And stir with soft imperishable breath
The bubbling bitterness of life and death,
And hold it to our lips and laugh; but they
Preserve their lips from tasting night or day,
Lest they too change and sleep, the fates that spun,
The lips that made us and the hands that slay;
Lest all these change, and heaven bow down to none,
Change and be subject to the secular sway
And terrene revolution of the sun.
Therefore they thrust it from them, putting time away.
I would the wine of time, made sharp and sweet
With multitudinous days and nights and tears
And many mixing savours of strange years,
Were no more trodden of them under feet,
Cast out and spilt about their holy places:
That life were given them as a fruit to eat
And death to drink as water; that the light
Might ebb, drawn backward from their eyes, and night
Hide for one hour the imperishable faces.
That they might rise up sad in heaven, and know
Sorrow and sleep, one paler than young snow,
One cold as blight of dew and ruinous rain,
Rise up and rest and suffer a little, and be
Awhile as all things born with us and we,
And grieve as men, and like slain men be slain.
For now we know not of them; but one saith
The gods are gracious, praising God; and one,
When hast thou seen? or hast thou felt his breath
Touch, nor consume thine eyelids as the sun,
Nor fill thee to the lips with fiery death?
None hath beheld him, none
Seen above other gods and shapes of things,
Swift without feet and flying without wings,
Intolerable, not clad with death or life,
Insatiable, not known of night or day,
The lord of love and loathing and of strife
Who gives a star and takes a sun away;
Who shapes the soul, and makes her a barren wife
To the earthly body and grievous growth of clay;
Who turns the large limbs to a little flame
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And binds the great sea with a little sand;
Who makes desire, and slays desire with shame;
Who shakes the heaven as ashes in his hand;
Who, seeing the light and shadow for the same,
Bids day waste night as fire devours a brand,
Smites without sword, and scourges without rod;
The supreme evil, God.
Yea, with thine hate, O God, thou hast covered us,
One saith, and hidden our eyes away from sight,
And made us transitory and hazardous,
Light things and slight;
Yet have men praised thee, saying, He hath made man thus,
And he doeth right.
Thou hast kissed us, and hast smitten; thou hast laid
Upon us with thy left hand life, and said,
Live: and again thou hast said, Yield up your breath,
And with thy right hand laid upon us death.
Thou hast sent us sleep, and stricken sleep with dreams,
Saying, Joy is not, but love of joy shall be,
Thou hast made sweet springs for all the pleasant streams,
In the end thou hast made them bitter with the sea.
Thou hast fed one rose with dust of many men;
Thou hast marred one face with fire of many tears;
Thou hast taken love, and given us sorrow again;
With pain thou hast filled us full to the eyes and ears.
Therefore because thou art strong, our father, and we
Feeble; and thou art against us, and thine hand
Constrains us in the shallows of the sea
And breaks us at the limits of the land;
Because thou hast bent thy lightnings as a bow,
And loosed the hours like arrows; and let fall
Sins and wild words and many a winged woe
And wars among us, and one end of all;
Because thou hast made the thunder, and thy feet
Are as a rushing water when the skies
Break, but thy face as an exceeding heat
And flames of fire the eyelids of thine eyes;
Because thou art over all who are over us;
Because thy name is life and our name death;
Because thou art cruel and men are piteous,
And our hands labour and thine hand scattereth;
Lo, with hearts rent and knees made tremulous,
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Lo, with ephemeral lips and casual breath,
At least we witness of thee ere we die
That these things are not otherwise, but thus;
That each man in his heart sigheth, and saith,
That all men even as I,
All we are against thee, against thee, O God most high,
But ye, keep ye on earth
Your lips from over-speech,
Loud words and longing are so little worth;
And the end is hard to reach.
For silence after grievous things is good,
And reverence, and the fear that makes men whole,
And shame, and righteous governance of blood,
And lordship of the soul.
But from sharp words and wits men pluck no fruit,
And gathering thorns they shake the tree at root;
For words divide and rend;
But silence is most noble till the end.
ALTHAEA.
I heard within the house a cry of news
And came forth eastward hither, where the dawn,
Cheers first these warder gods that face the sun
And next our eyes unrisen; for unaware
Came clashes of swift hoofs and trampling feet
And through the windy pillared corridor
Light sharper than the frequent flames of day
That daily fill it from the fiery dawn;
Gleams, and a thunder of people that cried out,
And dust and hurrying horsemen; lo their chief,
That rode with Oeneus rein by rein, returned.
What cheer, O herald of my lord the king?
HERALD.
Lady, good cheer and great; the boar is slain.
CHORUS.
Praised be all gods that look toward Calydon.
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ALTHAEA.
Good news and brief; but by whose happier hand?
HERALD.
A maiden's and a prophet's and thy son's.
ALTHAEA.
Well fare the spear that severed him and life.
HERALD.
Thine own, and not an alien, hast thou blest
ALTHAEA.
Twice be thou too for my sake blest and his.
HERALD.
At the king's word I rode afoam for thine.
ALTHAEA.
Thou sayest he tarrieth till they bring the spoil?
HERALD.
Hard by the quarry, where they breathe, O queen.
ALTHAEA.
Speak thou their chance; but some bring flowers and crown
These gods and all the lintel, and shed wine,
Fetch sacrifice and slay, for heaven is good.
HERALD.
Some furlongs northward where the brakes begin
West of that narrowing range of warrior hills
Whose brooks have bled with battle when thy son
Smote Acarnania, there all they made halt,
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And with keen eye took note of spear and hound,
Royally ranked; Laertes island-born,
The young Gerenian Nestor, Panopeus,
And Cepheus and Ancaeus, mightiest thewed,
Arcadians; next, and evil-eyed of these,
Arcadian Atalanta, with twain hounds
Lengthening the leash, and under nose and brow
Glittering with lipless tooth and fire-swift eye;
But from her white braced shoulder the plumed shafts
Rang, and the bow shone from her side; next her
Meleager, like a sun in spring that strikes
Branch into leaf and bloom into the world,
A glory among men meaner; Iphicles,
And following him that slew the biform bull
Pirithous, and divine Eurytion,
And, bride-bound to the gods, Aeacides.
Then Telamon his brother, and Argive-born
The seer and sayer of visions and of truth,
Amphiaraus; and a four-fold strength,
Thine, even thy mother's and thy sister's sons.
And recent from the roar of foreign foam
Jason, and Dryas twin-begot with war,
A blossom of bright battle, sword and man
Shining; and Idas, and the keenest eye
Of Lynceus, and Admetus twice-espoused,
And Hippasus and Hyleus, great in heart.
These having halted bade blow horns, and rode
Through woods and waste lands cleft by stormy streams,
Past yew-trees and the heavy hair of pines,
And where the dew is thickest under oaks,
This way and that; but questing up and down
They saw no trail nor scented; and one said,
Plexippus, Help, or help not, Artemis,
And we will flay thy boarskin with male hands;
But saying, he ceased and said not that he would,
Seeing where the green ooze of a sun-struck marsh
Shook with a thousand reeds untunable,
And in their moist and multitudinous flower
Slept no soft sleep, with violent visions fed,
The blind bulk of the immeasurable beast.
And seeing, he shuddered with sharp lust of praise
Through all his limbs, and launched a double dart,
And missed; for much desire divided him,
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Too hot of spirit and feebler than his will,
That his hand failed, though fervent; and the shaft,
Sundering the rushes, in a tamarisk stem
Shook, and stuck fast; then all abode save one,
The Arcadian Atalanta; from her side
Sprang her hounds, labouring at the leash, and slipped,
And plashed ear-deep with plunging feet; but she
Saying, Speed it as I send it for thy sake,
Goddess, drew bow and loosed, the sudden string
Rang, and sprang inward, and the waterish air
Hissed, and the moist plumes of the songless reeds
Moved as a wave which the wind moves no more.
But the boar heaved half out of ooze and slime
His tense flank trembling round the barbed wound,
Hateful, and fiery with invasive eyes
And bristling with intolerable hair
Plunged, and the hounds clung, and green flowers and white
Reddened and broke all round them where they came.
And charging with sheer tusk he drove, and smote
Hyleus; and sharp death caught his sudden soul,
And violent sleep shed night upon his eyes.
Then Peleus, with strong strain of hand and heart,
Shot; but the sidelong arrow slid, and slew
His comrade born and loving countryman,
Under the left arm smitten, as he no less
Poised a like arrow; and bright blood brake afoam,
And falling, and weighed back by clamorous arms,
Sharp rang the dead limbs of Eurytion.
Then one shot happier; the Cadmean seer,
Amphiaraus; for his sacred shaft
Pierced the red circlet of one ravening eye
Beneath the brute brows of the sanguine boar,
Now bloodier from one slain; but he so galled
Sprang straight, and rearing cried no lesser cry
Than thunder and the roar of wintering streams
That mix their own foam with the yellower sea;
And as a tower that falls by fire in fight
With ruin of walls and all its archery,
And breaks the iron flower of war beneath,
Crushing charred limbs and molten arms of men;
So through crushed branches and the reddening brake
Clamoured and crashed the fervour of his feet,
And trampled, springing sideways from the tusk,
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Too tardy a moving mould of heavy strength,
Ancaeus; and as flakes of weak-winged snow
Break, all the hard thews of his heaving limbs
Broke, and rent flesh fell every way, and blood
Flew, and fierce fragments of no more a man.
Then all the heroes drew sharp breath, and gazed,
And smote not; but Meleager, but thy son,
Right in the wild way of the coming curse
Rock-rooted, fair with fierce and fastened lips,
Clear eyes, and springing muscle and shortening limb-With chin aslant indrawn to a tightening throat,
Grave, and with gathered sinews, like a god,-Aimed on the left side his well-handled spear
Grasped where the ash was knottiest hewn, and smote,
And with no missile wound, the monstrous boar
Right in the hairiest hollow of his hide
Under the last rib, sheer through bulk and bone,
Peep in; and deeply smitten, and to death,
The heavy horror with his hanging shafts
Leapt, and fell furiously, and from raging lips
Foamed out the latest wrath of all his life.
And all they praised the gods with mightier heart,
Zeus and all gods, but chiefliest Artemis,
Seeing; but Meleager bade whet knives and flay,
Strip and stretch out the splendour of the spoil;
And hot and horrid from the work all these
Sat, and drew breath and drank and made great cheer
And washed the hard sweat off their calmer brows.
For much sweet grass grew higher than grew the reed,
And good for slumber, and every holier herb,
Narcissus, and the low-lying melilote,
And all of goodliest blade and bloom that springs
Where, hid by heavier hyacinth, violet buds
Blossom and burn; and fire of yellower flowers
And light of crescent lilies, and such leaves
As fear the Faun's and know the Dryad's foot;
Olive and ivy and poplar dedicate,
And many a well-spring overwatched of these.
There now they rest; but me the king bade bear
Good tidings to rejoice this town and thee.
Wherefore be glad, and all ye give much thanks,
For fallen is all the trouble of Calydon.
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ALTHAEA.
Laud ye the gods; for this they have given is good,
And what shall be they hide until their time.
Much good and somewhat grievous hast thou said,
And either well; but let all sad things be,
Till all have made before the prosperous gods
Burnt-offering, and poured out the floral wine.
Look fair, O gods, and favourable; for we
Praise you with no false heart or flattering mouth,
Being merciful, but with pure souls and prayer.
HERALD.
Thou hast prayed well; for whoso fears not these,
But once being prosperous waxes huge of heart,
Him shall some new thing unaware destroy.
CHORUS.
O that I now, I too were
By deep wells and water-floods,
Streams of ancient hills; and where
All the wan green places bear
Blossoms cleaving to the sod,
Fruitless fruit, and grasses fair,
Or such darkest ivy-buds
As divide thy yellow hair,
Bacchus, and their leaves that nod
Round thy fawnskin brush the bare
Snow-soft shoulders of a god;
There the year is sweet, and there
Earth is full of secret springs,
And the fervent rose-cheeked hours,
Those that marry dawn and noon,
There are sunless, there look pale
In dim leaves and hidden air,
Pale as grass or latter flowers
Or the wild vine's wan wet rings
Full of dew beneath the moon,
And all day the nightingale
Sleeps, and all night sings;
There in cold remote recesses
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That nor alien eyes assail,
Feet, nor imminence of wings,
Nor a wind nor any tune,
Thou, O queen and holiest,
Flower the whitest of all things,
With reluctant lengthening tresses
And with sudden splendid breast
Save of maidens unbeholden,
There art wont to enter, there
Thy divine swift limbs and golden.
Maiden growth of unbound hair,
Bathed in waters white,
Shine, and many a maid's by thee
In moist woodland or the hilly
Flowerless brakes where wells abound
Out of all men's sight;
Or in lower pools that see
All their marges clothed all round
With the innumerable lily,
Whence the golden-girdled bee
Flits through flowering rush to fret
White or duskier violet,
Fair as those that in far years
With their buds left luminous
And their little leaves made wet
From the warmer dew of tears,
Mother's tears in extreme need,
Hid the limbs of Iamus,
Of thy brother's seed;
For his heart was piteous
Toward him, even as thine heart now
Pitiful toward us;
Thine, O goddess, turning hither
A benignant blameless brow;
Seeing enough of evil done
And lives withered as leaves wither
In the blasting of the sun;
Seeing enough of hunters dead,
Ruin enough of all our year,
Herds and harvests slain and shed,
Herdsmen stricken many an one,
Fruits and flocks consumed together,
And great length of deadly days.
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Yet with reverent lips and fear
Turn we toward thee, turn and praise
For this lightening of clear weather
And prosperities begun.
For not seldom, when all air
As bright water without breath
Shines, and when men fear not, fate
Without thunder unaware
Breaks, and brings down death.
Joy with grief ye great gods give,
Good with bad, and overbear
All the pride of us that live,
All the high estate,
As ye long since overbore,
As in old time long before,
Many a strong man and a great,
All that were.
But do thou, sweet, otherwise,
Having heed of all our prayer,
Taking note of all our sighs;
We beseech thee by thy light,
By thy bow, and thy sweet eyes,
And the kingdom of the night,
Be thou favourable and fair;
By thine arrows and thy might
And Orion overthrown;
By the maiden thy delight,
By the indissoluble zone
And the sacred hair.
MESSENGER.
Maidens, if ye will sing now, shift your song,
Bow down, cry, wail for pity; is this a time
For singing? nay, for strewing of dust and ash,
Rent raiment, and for bruising of the breast.
CHORUS.
What new thing wolf-like lurks behind thy words?
What snake's tongue in thy lips? what fire in the eyes?

277

MESSENGER.
Bring me before the queen and I will speak.
CHORUS.
Lo, she comes forth as from thank-offering made.
MESSENGER.
A barren offering for a bitter gift.
ALTHAEA.
What are these borne on branches, and the face
Covered? no mean men living, but now slain
Such honour have they, if any dwell with death.
MESSENGER.
Queen, thy twain brethren and thy mother's sons.
ALTHAEA.
Lay down your dead till I behold their blood
If it be mine indeed, and I will weep.
MESSENGER.
Weep if thou wilt, for these men shall no more.
ALTHAEA.
O brethren, O my father's sons, of me
Well loved and well reputed, I should weep
Tears dearer than the dear blood drawn from you
But that I know you not uncomforted,
Sleeping no shameful sleep, however slain,
For my son surely hath avenged you dead.
MESSENGER.
Nay, should thine own seed slay himself, O queen?
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ALTHAEA.
Thy double word brings forth a double death.
MESSENGER.
Know this then singly, by one hand they fell.
ALTHAEA.
What mutterest thou with thine ambiguous mouth?
MESSENGER.
Slain by thy son's hand; is that saying so hard?
ALTHAEA.
Our time is come upon us: it is here.
CHORUS.
O miserable, and spoiled at thine own hand.
ALTHAEA.
Wert thou not called Meleager from this womb?
CHORUS.
A grievous huntsman hath it bred to thee.
ALTHAEA.
Wert thou born fire, and shalt thou not devour?
CHORUS.
The fire thou madest, will it consume even thee?
ALTHAEA.
My dreams are fallen upon me; burn thou too.
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CHORUS.
Not without God are visions born and die.
ALTHAEA.
The gods are many about me; I am one.
CHORUS.
She groans as men wrestling with heavier gods.
ALTHAEA.
They rend me, they divide me, they destroy.
CHORUS.
Or one labouring in travail of strange births.
ALTHAEA.
They are strong, they are strong; I am broken, and these prevail.
CHORUS.
The god is great against her; she will die.
ALTHAEA.
Yea, but not now; for my heart too is great.
I would I were not here in sight of the sun.
But thou, speak all thou sawest, and I will die.
I would I were not here in sight of the sun.
MESSENGER.
O queen, for queenlike hast thou borne thyself,
A little word may hold so great mischance.
For in division of the sanguine spoil
These men thy brethren wrangling bade yield up
The boar's head and the horror of the hide
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That this might stand a wonder in Calydon,
Hallowed; and some drew toward them; but thy son
With great hands grasping all that weight of hair
Cast down the dead heap clanging and collapsed
At female feet, saying This thy spoil not mine,
Maiden, thine own hand for thyself hath reaped,
And all this praise God gives thee: she thereat
Laughed, as when dawn touches the sacred night
The sky sees laugh and redden and divide
Dim lips and eyelids virgin of the sun,
Hers, and the warm slow breasts of morning heave,
Fruitful, and flushed with flame from lamp-lit hours,
And maiden undulation of clear hair
Colour the clouds; so laughed she from pure heart
Lit with a low blush to the braided hair,
And rose-coloured and cold like very dawn,
Golden and godlike, chastely with chaste lips,
A faint grave laugh; and all they held their peace,
And she passed by them. Then one cried Lo now,
Shall not the Arcadian shoot out lips at us,
Saying all we were despoiled by this one girl?
And all they rode against her violently
And cast the fresh crown from her hair, and now
They had rent her spoil away, dishonouring her,
Save that Meleager, as a tame lion chafed,
Bore on them, broke them, and as fire cleaves wood
So clove and drove them, smitten in twain; but she
Smote not nor heaved up hand; and this man first,
Plexippus, crying out This for love's sake, sweet,
Drove at Meleager, who with spear straightening
Pierced his cheek through; then Toxeus made for him,
Dumb, but his spear spake; vain and violent words,
Fruitless; for him too stricken through both sides
The earth felt falling, and his horse's foam
Blanched thy son's face, his slayer; and these being slain,
None moved nor spake; but Oeneus bade bear hence
These made of heaven infatuate in their deaths,
Foolish; for these would baffle fate, and fell.
And they passed on, and all men honoured her,
Being honourable, as one revered of heaven.
ALTHAEA.
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What say you, women? is all this not well done?
CHORUS.
No man doth well but God hath part in him.
ALTHAEA.
But no part here; for these my brethren born
Ye have no part in, these ye know not of
As I that was their sister, a sacrifice
Slain in their slaying. I would I had died for these,
For this man dead walked with me, child by child,
And made a weak staff for my feebler feet
With his own tender wrist and hand, and held
And led me softly and shewed me gold and steel
And shining shapes of mirror and bright crown
And all things fair; and threw light spears, and brought
Young hounds to huddle at my feet and thrust
Tame heads against my little maiden breasts
And please me with great eyes; and those days went
And these are bitter and I a barren queen
And sister miserable, a grievous thing
And mother of many curses; and she too,
My sister Leda, sitting overseas
With fair fruits round her, and her faultless lord,
Shall curse me, saying A sorrow and not a son,
Sister, thou barest, even a burning fire,
A brand consuming thine own soul and me.
But ye now, sons of Thestius, make good cheer,
For ye shall have such wood to funeral fire
As no king hath; and flame that once burnt down
Oil shall not quicken or breath relume or wine
Refresh again; much costlier than fine gold,
And more than many lives of wandering men.
CHORUS.
O queen, thou hast yet with thee love-worthy things,
Thine husband, and the great strength of thy son.
ALTHAEA.
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Who shall get brothers for me while I live?
Who bear them? who bring forth in lieu of these?
Are not our fathers and our brethren one,
And no man like them? are not mine here slain?
Have we not hung together, he and I,
Flowerwise feeding as the feeding bees,
With mother-milk for honey? and this man too,
Dead, with my son's spear thrust between his sides,
Hath he not seen us, later born than he,
Laugh with lips filled, and laughed again for love?
There were no sons then in the world, nor spears,
Nor deadly births of women; but the gods
Allowed us, and our days were clear of these.
I would I had died unwedded, and brought forth
No swords to vex the world; for these that spake
Sweet words long since and loved me will not speak
Nor love nor look upon me; and all my life
I shall not hear nor see them living men.
But I too living, how shall I now live?
What life shall this be with my son, to know
What hath been and desire what will not be,
Look for dead eyes and listen for dead lips,
And kill mine own heart with remembering them,
And with those eyes that see their slayer alive
Weep, and wring hands that clasp him by the hand?
How shall I bear my dreams of them, to hear
False voices, feel the kisses of false mouths
And footless sound of perished feet, and then
Wake and hear only it may be their own hounds
Whine masterless in miserable sleep,
And see their boar-spears and their beds and seats
And all the gear and housings of their lives
And not the men? shall hounds and horses mourn,
Pine with strange eyes, and prick up hungry ears,
Famish and fail at heart for their dear lords,
And I not heed at all? and those blind things
Fall off from life for love's sake, and I live?
Surely some death is better than some life,
Better one death for him and these and me
For if the gods had slain them it may be
I had endured it; if they had fallen by war
Or by the nets and knives of privy death
And by hired hands while sleeping, this thing too
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I had set my soul to suffer; or this hunt,
Had this dispatched them, under tusk or tooth
Torn, sanguine, trodden, broken; for all deaths
Or honourable or with facile feet avenged
And hands of swift gods following, all save this,
Are bearable; but not for their sweet land
Fighting, but not a sacrifice, lo these
Dead, for I had not then shed all mine heart
Out at mine eyes: then either with good speed,
Being just, I had slain their slayer atoningly,
Or strewn with flowers their fire and on their tombs
Hung crowns, and over them a song, and seen
Their praise outflame their ashes: for all men,
All maidens, had come thither, and from pure lips
Shed songs upon them, from heroic eyes
Tears; and their death had been a deathless life;
But now, by no man hired nor alien sword,
By their own kindred are they fallen, in peace,
After much peril, friendless among friends,
By hateful hands they loved; and how shall mine
Touch these returning red and not from war,
These fatal from the vintage of men's veins,
Dead men my brethren? how shall these wash off
No festal stains of undelightful wine,
How mix the blood, my blood on them, with me,
Holding mine hand? or how shall I say, son,
That am no sister? but by night and day
Shall we not sit and hate each other, and think
Things hate-worthy? not live with shamefast eyes,
Brow-beaten, treading soft with fearful feet,
Each unupbraided, each without rebuke
Convicted, and without a word reviled
Each of another? and I shall let thee live
And see thee strong and hear men for thy sake
Praise me, but these thou wouldest not let live
No man shall praise for ever? these shall lie
Dead, unbeloved, unholpen, all through thee?
Sweet were they toward me living, and mine heart
Desired them, but was then well satisfied,
That now is as men hungered; and these dead
I shall want always to the day I die.
For all things else and all men may renew;
Yea, son for son the gods may give and take,
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But never a brother or sister any more.
CHORUS.
Nay, for the son lies close about thine heart,
Full of thy milk, warm from thy womb, and drains
Life and the blood of life and all thy fruit,
Eats thee and drinks thee as who breaks bread and eats,
Treads wine and drinks, thyself, a sect of thee;
And if he feed not, shall not thy flesh faint?
Or drink not, are not thy lips dead for thirst?
This thing moves more than all things, even thy son,
That thou cleave to him; and he shall honour thee,
Thy womb that bare him and the breasts he knew,
Reverencing most for thy sake all his gods.
ALTHAEA.
But these the gods too gave me, and these my son,
Not reverencing his gods nor mine own heart
Nor the old sweet years nor all venerable things,
But cruel, and in his ravin like a beast,
Hath taken away to slay them: yea, and she,
She the strange woman, she the flower, the sword,
Red from spilt blood, a mortal flower to men,
Adorable, detestable--even she
Saw with strange eyes and with strange lips rejoiced,
Seeing these mine own slain of mine own, and me
Made miserable above all miseries made,
A grief among all women in the world,
A name to be washed out with all men's tears.
CHORUS.
Strengthen thy spirit; is this not also a god,
Chance, and the wheel of all necessities?
Hard things have fallen upon us from harsh gods,
Whom lest worse hap rebuke we not for these.
ALTHAEA.
My spirit is strong against itself, and I
For these things' sake cry out on mine own soul
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That it endures outrage, and dolorous days,
And life, and this inexpiable impotence.
Weak am I, weak and shameful; my breath drawn
Shames me, and monstrous things and violent gods.
What shall atone? what heal me? what bring back
Strength to the foot, light to the face? what herb
Assuage me? what restore me? what release?
What strange thing eaten or drunken, O great gods.
Make me as you or as the beasts that feed,
Slay and divide and cherish their own hearts?
For these ye show us; and we less than these
Have not wherewith to live as all these things
Which all their lives fare after their own kind
As who doth well rejoicing; but we ill,
Weeping or laughing, we whom eyesight fails,
Knowledge and light efface and perfect heart,
And hands we lack, and wit; and all our days
Sin, and have hunger, and die infatuated.
For madness have ye given us and not health,
And sins whereof we know not; and for these
Death, and sudden destruction unaware.
What shall we say now? what thing comes of us?
CHORUS.
Alas, for all this all men undergo.
ALTHAEA.
Wherefore I will not that these twain, O gods,
Die as a dog dies, eaten of creeping things,
Abominable, a loathing; but though dead
Shall they have honour and such funereal flame
As strews men's ashes in their enemies' face
And blinds their eyes who hate them: lest men say,
'Lo how they lie, and living had great kin,
And none of these hath pity of them, and none
Regards them lying, and none is wrung at heart,
None moved in spirit for them, naked and slain,
Abhorred, abased, and no tears comfort them:'
And in the dark this grieve Eurythemis,
Hearing how these her sons come down to her
Unburied, unavenged, as kinless men,
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And had a queen their sister. That were shame
Worse than this grief. Yet how to atone at all
I know not, seeing the love of my born son,
A new-made mother's new-born love, that grows
From the soft child to the strong man, now soft
Now strong as either, and still one sole same love,
Strives with me, no light thing to strive withal;
This love is deep, and natural to man's blood,
And ineffaceable with many tears.
Yet shall not these rebuke me though I die,
Nor she in that waste world with all her dead,
My mother, among the pale flocks fallen as leaves,
Folds of dead people, and alien from the sun;
Nor lack some bitter comfort, some poor praise,
Being queen, to have borne her daughter like a queen,
Righteous; and though mine own fire burn me too,
She shall have honour and these her sons, though dead.
But all the gods will, all they do, and we
Not all we would, yet somewhat, and one choice
We have, to live and do just deeds and die.
CHORUS.
Terrible words she communes with, and turns
Swift fiery eyes in doubt against herself,
And murmurs as who talks in dreams with death.
ALTHAEA.
For the unjust also dieth, and him all men
Hate, and himself abhors the unrighteousness,
And seeth his own dishonour intolerable.
But I being just, doing right upon myself,
Slay mine own soul, and no man born shames me.
For none constrains nor shall rebuke, being done,
What none compelled me doing, thus these things fare.
Ah, ah, that such things should so fare, ah me,
That I am found to do them and endure,
Chosen and constrained to choose, and bear myself
Mine own wound through mine own flesh to the heart
Violently stricken, a spoiler and a spoil,
A ruin ruinous, fallen on mine own son.
Ah, ah, for me too as for these; alas,
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For that is done that shall be, and mine hand
Full of the deed, and full of blood mine eyes,
That shall see never nor touch anything
Save blood unstanched and fire unquenchable.
CHORUS.
What wilt thou do? what ails thee? for the house
Shakes ruinously; wilt thou bring fire for it?
ALTHAEA.
Fire in the roofs, and on the lintels fire.
Lo ye, who stand and weave, between the doors,
There; and blood drips from hand and thread, and stains
Threshold and raiment and me passing in
Flecked with the sudden sanguine drops of death.
CHORUS.
Alas that time is stronger than strong men,
Fate than all gods: and these are fallen on us.
ALTHAEA.
A little since and I was glad; and now
I never shall be glad or sad again.
CHORUS.
Between two joys a grief grows unaware.
ALTHAEA.
A little while and I shall laugh; and then
I shall weep never and laugh not any more.
CHORUS.
What shall be said? for words are thorns to grief.
Withhold thyself a little and fear the gods.
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ALTHAEA.
Fear died when these were slain; and I am as dead,
And fear is of the living; these fear none.
CHORUS.
Have pity upon all people for their sake.
ALTHAEA.
It is done now, shall I put back my day?
CHORUS.
An end is come, an end; this is of God.
ALTHAEA.
I am fire, and burn myself, keep clear of fire.
CHORUS.
The house is broken, is broken; it shall not stand.
ALTHAEA.
Woe, woe for him that breaketh; and a rod
Smote it of old, and now the axe is here.
CHORUS.
Not as with sundering of the earth
Nor as with cleaving of the sea
Nor fierce foreshadowings of a birth
Nor flying dreams of death to be
Nor loosening of the large world's girth
And quickening of the body of night,
And sound of thunder in men's ears
And fire of lightning in men's sight,
Fate, mother of desires and fears,
Bore unto men the law of tears;
But sudden, an unfathered flame,
And broken out of night, she shone,
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She, without body, without name,
In days forgotten and foregone;
And heaven rang round her as she came
Like smitten cymbals, and lay bare,
Clouds and great stars, thunders and snows,
The blue sad fields and folds of air,
The life that breathes, the life that grows,
All wind, all fire, that burns or blows,
Even all these knew her: for she is great;
The daughter of doom, the mother of death,
The sister of sorrow; a lifelong weight
That no man's finger lighteneth,
Nor any god can lighten fate,
A landmark seen across the way
Where one race treads as the other trod;
An evil sceptre, an evil stay,
Wrought for a staff, wrought for a rod,
The bitter jealousy of God.
For death is deep as the sea,
And fate as the waves thereof.
Shall the waves take pity on thee
Or the southwind offer thee love?
Wilt thou take the night for thy day
Or the darkness for light on thy way,
Till thou say in thine heart Enough?
Behold, thou art over fair, thou art over wise;
The sweetness of spring in thine hair, and the light in thine eyes.
The light of the spring in thine eyes, and the sound in thine ears;
Yet thine heart shall wax heavy with sighs and thine eyelids with tears.
Wilt thou cover thine hair with gold, and with silver thy feet?
Hast thou taken the purple to fold thee, and made thy mouth sweet?
Behold, when thy face is made bare, he that loved thee shall hate;
Thy face shall be no more fair at the fall of thy fate.
For thy life shall fall as a leaf and be shed as the rain;
And the veil of thine head shall be grief: and the crown shall be pain.
ALTHAEA.
Ho, ye that wail, and ye that sing, make way
Till I be come among you. Hide your tears,
Ye little weepers, and your laughing lips,
Ye laughers for a little; lo mine eyes
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That outweep heaven at rainiest, and my mouth
That laughs as gods laugh at us. Fate's are we,
Yet fate is ours a breathing-space; yea, mine,
Fate is made mine for ever; he is my son,
My bedfellow, my brother. You strong gods,
Give place unto me; I am as any of you,
To give life and to take life. Thou, old earth,
That hast made man and unmade; thou whose mouth
Looks red from the eaten fruits of thine own womb;
Behold me with what lips upon what food
I feed and fill my body; even with flesh
Made of my body. Lo, the fire I lit
I burn with fire to quench it; yea, with flame
I burn up even the dust and ash thereof.
CHORUS.
Woman, what fire is this thou burnest with?
ALTHAEA.
Yea to the bone, yea to the blood and all.
CHORUS.
For this thy face and hair are as one fire.
ALTHAEA.
A tongue that licks and beats upon the dust.
CHORUS.
And in thine eyes are hollow light and heat.
ALTHAEA.
Of flame not fed with hand or frankincense.
CHORUS.
I fear thee for the trembling of thine eyes.
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ALTHAEA.
Neither with love they tremble nor for fear.
CHORUS.
And thy mouth shuddering like a shot bird.
ALTHAEA.
Not as the bride's mouth when man kisses it.
CHORUS.
Nay, but what thing is this thing thou hast done?
ALTHAEA.
Look, I am silent, speak your eyes for me.
CHORUS.
I see a faint fire lightening from the hall.
ALTHAEA.
Gaze, stretch your eyes, strain till the lids drop off.
CHORUS.
Flushed pillars down the flickering vestibule.
ALTHAEA.
Stretch with your necks like birds: cry, chirp as they.
CHORUS.
And a long brand that blackens: and white dust
ALTHAEA.
O children, what is this ye see? your eyes
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Are blinder than night's face at fall of moon.
That is my son, my flesh, my fruit of life,
My travail, and the year's weight of my womb,
Meleager, a fire enkindled of mine hands
And of mine hands extinguished, this is he.
CHORUS.
O gods, what word has flown out at thy mouth?
ALTHAEA.
I did this and I say this and I die.
CHORUS.
Death stands upon the doorway of thy lips,
And in thy mouth has death set up his house.
ALTHAEA.
O death, a little, a little while, sweet death,
Until I see the brand burnt down and die.
CHORUS.
She reels as any reed under the wind,
And cleaves unto the ground with staggering feet.
ALTHAEA.
Girls, one thing will I say and hold my peace.
I that did this will weep not nor cry out,
Cry ye and weep: I will not call on gods,
Call ye on them; I will not pity man,
Shew ye your pity. I know not if I live;
Save that I feel the fire upon my face
And on my cheek the burning of a brand.
Yea the smoke bites me, yea I drink the steam
With nostril and with eyelid and with lip
Insatiate and intolerant; and mine hands
Burn, and fire feeds upon mine eyes; I reel
As one made drunk with living, whence he draws
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Drunken delight; yet I, though mad for joy,
Loathe my long living and am waxen red
As with the shadow of shed blood; behold,
I am kindled with the flames that fade in him,
I am swollen with subsiding of his veins,
I am flooded with his ebbing; my lit eyes
Flame with the falling fire that leaves his lids
Bloodless, my cheek is luminous with blood
Because his face is ashen. Yet, O child,
Son, first-born, fairest--O sweet mouth, sweet eyes,
That drew my life out through my suckling breast,
That shone and clove mine heart through--O soft knees
Clinging, O tender treadings of soft feet,
Cheeks warm with little kissings--O child, child,
What have we made each other? Lo, I felt
Thy weight cleave to me, a burden of beauty, O son,
Thy cradled brows and loveliest loving lips,
The floral hair, the little lightening eyes,
And all thy goodly glory; with mine hands
Delicately I fed thee, with my tongue
Tenderly spake, saying, Verily in God's time,
For all the little likeness of thy limbs,
Son, I shall make thee a kingly man to fight,
A lordly leader; and hear before I die,
'She bore the goodliest sword of all the world.'
Oh! oh! For all my life turns round on me;
I am severed from myself, my name is gone,
My name that was a healing, it is changed,
My name is a consuming. From this time,
Though mine eyes reach to the end of all these things,
My lips shall not unfasten till I die.
SEMICHORUS.
She has filled with sighing the city,
And the ways thereof with tears;
She arose, she girdled her sides,
She set her face as a bride's;
She wept, and she had no pity,
Trembled, and felt no fears.
SEMICHORUS.
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Her eyes were clear as the sun,
Her brows were fresh as the day;
She girdled herself with gold,
Her robes were manifold;
But the days of her worship are done,
Her praise is taken away.
SEMICHORUS.
For she set her hand to the fire,
With her mouth she kindled the same,
As the mouth of a flute-player,
So was the mouth of her;
With the might of her strong desire
She blew the breath of the flame.
SEMICHORUS.
She set her hand to the wood,
She took the fire in her hand;
As one who is nigh to death,
She panted with strange breath;
She opened her lips unto blood,
She breathed and kindled the brand.
SEMICHORUS.
As a wood-dove newly shot,
She sobbed and lifted her breast;
She sighed and covered her eyes,
Filling her lips with sighs;
She sighed, she withdrew herself not,
She refrained not, taking not rest;
SEMICHORUS.
But as the wind which is drouth,
And as the air which is death,
As storm that severeth ships,
Her breath severing her lips,
The breath came forth of her mouth
And the fire came forth of her breath.
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SECOND MESSENGER.
Queen, and you maidens, there is come on us
A thing more deadly than the face of death;
Meleager the good lord is as one slain.
SEMICHORUS.
Without sword, without sword is he stricken;
Slain, and slain without hand.
SECOND MESSENGER.
For as keen ice divided of the sun
His limbs divide, and as thawed snow the flesh
Thaws from off all his body to the hair.
SEMICHORUS.
He wastes as the embers quicken;
With the brand he fades as a brand
SECOND MESSENGER.
Even while they sang and all drew hither and he
Lifted both hands to crown the Arcadian's hair
And fix the looser leaves, both hands fell down.
SEMICHORUS.
With rending of cheek and of hair
Lament ye, mourn for him, weep.
SECOND MESSENGER.
Straightway the crown slid off and smote on earth,
First fallen; and he, grasping his own hair, groaned
And cast his raiment round his face and fell.
SEMICHORUS.
Alas for visions that were,
And soothsayings spoken in sleep.
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SECOND MESSENGER.
But the king twitched his reins in and leapt down
And caught him, crying out twice 'O child' and thrice,
So that men's eyelids thickened with their tears.
SEMICHORUS.
Lament with a long lamentation,
Cry, for an end is at hand.
SECOND MESSENGER.
O son, he said, son, lift thine eyes, draw breath,
Pity me; but Meleager with sharp lips
Gasped, and his face waxed like as sunburnt grass.
SEMICHORUS.
Cry aloud, O thou kingdom, O nation,
O stricken, a ruinous land.
SECOND MESSENGER.
Whereat king Oeneus, straightening feeble knees,
With feeble hands heaved up a lessening weight,
And laid him sadly in strange hands, and wept.
SEMICHORUS.
Thou art smitten, her lord, her desire,
Thy dear blood wasted as rain.
SECOND MESSENGER.
And they with tears and rendings of the beard
Bear hither a breathing body, wept upon
And lightening at each footfall, sick to death.
SEMICHORUS.
Thou madest thy sword as a fire,
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With fire for a sword thou art slain.
SECOND MESSENGER.
And lo, the feast turned funeral, and the crowns
Fallen; and the huntress and the hunter trapped;
And weeping and changed faces and veiled hair.
MELEAGER.
Let your hands meet
Round the weight of my head,
Lift ye my feet
As the feet of the dead;
For the flesh of my body is molten,
the limbs of it molten as lead.
CHORUS.
O thy luminous face,
Thine imperious eyes!
O the grief, O the grace,
As of day when it dies!
Who is this bending over thee, lord,
with tears and suppression of sighs?
MELEAGER.
Is a bride so fair?
Is a maid so meek?
With unchapleted hair,
With unfilleted cheek,
Atalanta, the pure among women,
whose name is as blessing to speak.
ATALANTA.
I would that with feet
Unsandaled, unshod,
Overbold, overfleet,
I had swum not nor trod
From Arcadia to Calydon northward,
a blast of the envy of God.
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MELEAGER.
Unto each man his fate;
Unto each as he saith
In whose fingers the weight
Of the world is as breath;
Yet I would that in clamour of battle mine hands
had laid hold upon death.
CHORUS.
Not with cleaving of shields
And their clash in thine ear,
When the lord of fought fields
Breaketh spearshaft from spear,
Thou art broken, our lord, thou art broken;
with travail and labour and fear,
MELEAGER.
Would God he had found me
Beneath fresh boughs
Would God he had bound me
Unawares in mine house,
With light in mine eyes, and songs in my lips,
and a crown on my brows!
CHORUS.
Whence art thou sent from us?
Whither thy goal?
How art thou rent from us,
Thou that wert whole,
As with severing of eyelids and eyes,
as with sundering of body and soul!
MELEAGER.
My heart is within me
As an ash in the fire;
Whosoever hath seen me,
Without lute, without lyre,
Shall sing of me grievous things,
even things that were ill to desire.
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CHORUS.
Who shall raise thee
From the house of the dead?
Or what man praise thee
That thy praise may be said?
Alas thy beauty! alas thy body! alas thine head!
MELEAGER.
But thou, O mother,
The dreamer of dreams,
Wilt thou bring forth another
To feel the sun's beams
When I move among shadows a shadow,
and wail by impassable streams?
OENEUS.
What thing wilt thou leave me
Now this thing is done?
A man wilt thou give me,
A son for my son,
For the light of mine eyes, the desire of my life,
the desirable one?
CHORUS.
Thou wert glad above others,
Yea, fair beyond word,
Thou wert glad among mothers;
For each man that heard
Of thee, praise there was added unto thee, as wings
to the feet of a bird.
OENEUS.
Who shall give back
Thy face of old years,
With travail made black,
Grown grey among fears,
Mother of sorrow, mother of cursing, mother of tears?
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MELEAGER.
Though thou art as fire
Fed with fuel in vain,
My delight, my desire,
Is more chaste than the rain,
More pure than the dewfall, more holy than stars
are that live without stain.
ATALANTA.
I would that as water
My life's blood had thawn,
Or as winter's wan daughter
Leaves lowland and lawn
Spring-stricken, or ever mine eyes had beheld thee
made dark in thy dawn.
CHORUS.
When thou dravest the men
Of the chosen of Thrace,
None turned him again
Nor endured he thy face
Clothed round with the blush of the battle,
with light from a terrible place.
OENEUS.
Thou shouldst die as he dies
For whom none sheddeth tears;
Filling thine eyes
And fulfilling thine ears
With the brilliance of battle, the bloom and the beauty,
the splendour of spears.
CHORUS.
In the ears of the world
It is sung, it is told,
And the light thereof hurled
And the noise thereof rolled
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From the Acroceraunian snow to the ford
of the fleece of gold.
MELEAGER.
Would God ye could carry me
Forth of all these;
Heap sand and bury me
By the Chersonese
Where the thundering Bosphorus answers
the thunder of Pontic seas.
OENEUS.
Dost thou mock at our praise
And the singing begun
And the men of strange days
Praising my son
In the folds of the hills of home,
high places of Calydon?
MELEAGER.
For the dead man no home is;
Ah, better to be
What the flower of the foam is
In fields of the sea,
That the sea-waves might be as my raiment,
the gulf-stream a garment for me.
CHORUS.
Who shall seek thee and bring
And restore thee thy day,
When the dove dipt her wing
And the oars won their way
Where the narrowing Symplegades whitened the straits
of Propontis with spray?
MELEAGER.
Will ye crown me my tomb
Or exalt me my name,
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Now my spirits consume,
Now my flesh is a flame?
Let the sea slake it once, and men speak of me sleeping
to praise me or shame,
CHORUS.
Turn back now, turn thee,
As who turns him to wake;
Though the life in thee burn thee,
Couldst thou bathe it and slake
Where the sea-ridge of Helle hangs heavier,
and east upon west waters break?
MELEAGER.
Would the winds blow me back
Or the waves hurl me home?
Ah, to touch in the track
Where the pine learnt to roam
Cold girdles and crowns of the sea-gods,
cool blossoms of water and foam!
CHORUS.
The gods may release
That they made fast;
Thy soul shall have ease
In thy limbs at the last;
But what shall they give thee for life,
sweet life that is overpast?
MELEAGER.
Not the life of men's veins,
Not of flesh that conceives;
But the grace that remains,
The fair beauty that cleaves
To the life of the rains in the grasses,
the life of the dews on the leaves.
CHORUS.
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Thou wert helmsman and chief,
Wilt thou turn in an hour,
Thy limbs to the leaf,
Thy face to the flower,
Thy blood to the water, thy soul to the gods
who divide and devour?
MELEAGER.
The years are hungry,
They wail all their days;
The gods wax angry
And weary of praise;
And who shall bridle their lips?
and who shall straiten their ways?
CHORUS.
The gods guard over us
With sword and with rod;
Weaving shadow to cover us,
Heaping the sod,
That law may fulfil herself wholly,
to darken man's face before God.
MELEAGER.
O holy head of Oeneus, lo thy son
Guiltless, yet red from alien guilt, yet foul
With kinship of contaminated lives,
Lo, for their blood I die; and mine own blood
For bloodshedding of mine is mixed therewith,
That death may not discern me from my kin.
Yet with clean heart I die and faultless hand,
Not shamefully; thou therefore of thy love
Salute me, and bid fare among the dead
Well, as the dead fare; for the best man dead
Fares sadly; nathless I now faring well
Pass without fear where nothing is to fear
Having thy love about me and thy goodwill,
O father, among dark places and men dead.
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OENEUS.
Child, I salute thee with sad heart and tears,
And bid thee comfort, being a perfect man
In fight, and honourable in the house of peace.
The gods give thee fair wage and dues of death,
And me brief days and ways to come at thee.
MELEAGER.
Pray thou thy days be long before thy death,
And full of ease and kingdom; seeing in death
There is no comfort and none aftergrowth,
Nor shall one thence look up and see day's dawn
Nor light upon the land whither I go.
Live thou and take thy fill of days and die
When thy day comes; and make not much of death
Lest ere thy day thou reap an evil thing.
Thou too, the bitter mother and mother-plague
Of this my weary body--thou too, queen,
The source and end, the sower and the scythe,
The rain that ripens and the drought that slays,
The sand that swallows and the spring that feeds,
To make me and unmake me--thou, I say,
Althaea, since my father's ploughshare, drawn
Through fatal seedland of a female field,
Furrowed thy body, whence a wheaten ear
Strong from the sun and fragrant from the rains
I sprang and cleft the closure of thy womb,
Mother, I dying with unforgetful tongue
Hail thee as holy and worship thee as just
Who art unjust and unholy; and with my knees
Would worship, but thy fire and subtlety,
Dissundering them, devour me; for these limbs
Are as light dust and crumblings from mine urn
Before the fire has touched them; and my face
As a dead leaf or dead foot's mark on snow,
And all this body a broken barren tree
That was so strong, and all this flower of life
Disbranched and desecrated miserably,
And minished all that god-like muscle and might
And lesser than a man's: for all my veins
Fail me, and all mine ashen life burns down.
I would thou hadst let me live; but gods averse,
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But fortune, and the fiery feet of change,
And time, these would not, these tread out my life,
These and not thou; me too thou hast loved, and I
Thee; but this death was mixed with all my life,
Mine end with my beginning: and this law,
This only, slays me, and not my mother at all.
And let no brother or sister grieve too sore,
Nor melt their hearts out on me with their tears,
Since extreme love and sorrowing overmuch
Vex the great gods, and overloving men
Slay and are slain for love's sake; and this house
Shall bear much better children; why should these
Weep? but in patience let them live their lives
And mine pass by forgotten: thou alone,
Mother, thou sole and only, thou not these,
Keep me in mind a little when I die
Because I was thy first-born; let thy soul
Pity me, pity even me gone hence and dead,
Though thou wert wroth, and though thou bear again
Much happier sons, and all men later born
Exceedingly excel me; yet do thou
Forget not, nor think shame; I was thy son.
Time was I did not shame thee, and time was
I thought to live and make thee honourable
With deeds as great as these men's; but they live,
These, and I die; and what thing should have been
Surely I know not; yet I charge thee, seeing
I am dead already, love me not the less,
Me, O my mother; I charge thee by these gods,
My father's, and that holier breast of thine,
By these that see me dying, and that which nursed,
Love me not less, thy first-born: though grief come,
Grief only, of me, and of all these great joy,
And shall come always to thee; for thou knowest,
O mother, O breasts that bare me, for ye know,
O sweet head of my mother, sacred eyes,
Ye know my soul albeit I sinned, ye know
Albeit I kneel not neither touch thy knees,
But with my lips I kneel, and with my heart
I fall about thy feet and worship thee.
And ye farewell now, all my friends; and ye,
Kinsmen, much younger and glorious more than I,
Sons of my mother's sister; and all farewell
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That were in Colchis with me, and bare down
The waves and wars that met us: and though times
Change, and though now I be not anything,
Forget not me among you, what I did
In my good time; for even by all those days,
Those days and this, and your own living souls,
And by the light and luck of you that live,
And by this miserable spoil, and me
Dying, I beseech you, let my name not die.
But thou, dear, touch me with thy rose-like hands,
And fasten up mine eyelids with thy mouth,
A bitter kiss; and grasp me with thine arms,
Printing with heavy lips my light waste flesh,
Made light and thin by heavy-handed fate,
And with thine holy maiden eyes drop dew,
Drop tears for dew upon me who am dead,
Me who have loved thee; seeing without sin done
I am gone down to the empty weary house
Where no flesh is nor beauty nor swift eyes
Nor sound of mouth nor might of hands and feet,
But thou, dear, hide my body with thy veil,
And with thy raiment cover foot and head,
And stretch thyself upon me and touch hands
With hands and lips with lips: be pitiful
As thou art maiden perfect; let no man
Defile me to despise me, saying, This man
Died woman-wise, a woman's offering, slain
Through female fingers in his woof of life,
Dishonourable; for thou hast honoured me.
And now for God's sake kiss me once and twice
And let me go; for the night gathers me,
And in the night shall no man gather fruit.
ATALANTA.
Hail thou: but I with heavy face and feet
Turn homeward and am gone out of thine eyes.
CHORUS.
Who shall contend with his lords
Or cross them or do them wrong?
Who shall bind them as with cords?
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Who shall tame them as with song?
Who shall smite them as with swords?
For the hands of their kingdom are strong.
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In the Orchard
(PROVENCAL BURDEN.)
Leave go my hands, let me catch breath and see;
Let the dew-fall drench either side of me;
Clear apple-leaves are soft upon that moon
Seen sidelong like a blossom in the tree;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
The grass is thick and cool, it lets us lie.
Kissed upon either cheek and either eye,
I turn to thee as some green afternoon
Turns toward sunset, and is loth to die;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
Lie closer, lean your face upon my side,
Feel where the dew fell that has hardly dried,
Hear how the blood beats that went nigh to swoon;
The pleasure lives there when the sense has died;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
O my fair lord, I charge you leave me this:
Is it not sweeter than a foolish kiss?
Nay take it then, my flower, my first in June,
My rose, so like a tender mouth it is:
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
Love, till dawn sunder night from day with fire,
Dividing my delight and my desire,
The crescent life and love the plenilune,
Love me though dusk begin and dark retire;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
Ah, my heart fails, my blood draws back; I know,
When life runs over, life is near to go;
And with the slain of love love’s ways are strewn,
And with their blood, if love will have it so;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
Ah, do thy will now; slay me if thou wilt;
There is no building now the walls are built,
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No quarrying now the corner-stone is hewn,
No drinking now the vine’s whole blood is spilt;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
Nay, slay me now; nay, for I will be slain;
Pluck thy red pleasure from the teeth of pain,
Break down thy vine ere yet grape-gatherers prune,
Slay me ere day can slay desire again;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
Yea, with thy sweet lips, with thy sweet sword; yea,
Take life and all, for I will die, I say;
Love, I gave love, is life a better boon?
For sweet night’s sake I will not live till day;
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
Nay, I will sleep then only; nay, but go.
Ah sweet, too sweet to me, my sweet, I know
Love, sleep, and death go to the sweet same tune;
Hold my hair fast, and kiss me through it so.
Ah God, ah God, that day should be so soon.
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Love And Sleep
Lying asleep between the strokes of night
I saw my love lean over my sad bed,
Pale as the duskiest lily's leaf or head,
Smooth-skinned and dark, with bare throat made to bite,
Too wan for blushing and too warm for white,
But perfect-coloured without white or red
.And her lips opened amorously, and said—I wist not what, saving one word—
Delight.And all her face was honey to my mouth,
And all her body pasture to mine eyes;
The long lithe arms and hotter hands than fire,
The quivering flanks, hair smelling of the south,
The bright light feet, the splendid supple thighs
And glittering eyelids of my soul's desire.
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May Janet
“Stand up, stand up, thou May Janet,
And go to the wars with me.”
He’s drawn her by both hands
With her face against the sea.
“He that strews red shall gather white,
He that sows white reap red,
Before your face and my daughter’s
Meet in a marriage-bed.
“Gold coin shall grow in the yellow field,
Green corn in the green sea-water,
And red fruit grow of the rose’s red,
Ere your fruit grow in her.”
“But I shall have her by land,” he said,
“Or I shall have her by sea,
Or I shall have her by strong treason
And no grace go with me.”
Her father’s drawn her by both hands,
He’s rent her gown from her,
He’s ta’en the smock round her body,
Cast in the sea-water.
The captain’s drawn her by both sides
Out of the fair green sea;
“Stand up, stand up, thou May Janet,
And come to the war with me.”
The first town they came to
There was a blue bride-chamber;
He clothed her on with silk
And belted her with amber.
The second town they came to
The bridesmen feasted knee to knee;
He clothed her on with silver,
A stately thing to see.
The third town they came to
The bridesmaids all had gowns of gold;

311

He clothed her on with purple,
A rich thing to behold.
The last town they came to
He clothed her white and red,
With a green flag either side of her
And a gold flag overhead.
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The King's Daughter
WE WERE ten maidens in the green corn,
Small red leaves in the mill-water:
Fairer maidens never were born,
Apples of gold for the king’s daughter.
We were ten maidens by a well-head,
Small white birds in the mill-water:
Sweeter maidens never were wed,
Rings of red for the king’s daughter.
The first to spin, the second to sing,
Seeds of wheat in the mill-water;
The third may was a goodly thing,
White bread and brown for the king’s daughter.
The fourth to sew and the fifth to play,
Fair green weed in the mill-water;
The sixth may was a goodly may,
White wine and red for the king’s daughter.
The seventh to woo, the eighth to wed,
Fair thin reeds in the mill-water;
The ninth had gold work on her head,
Honey in the comb for the king’s daughter.
The ninth had gold work round her hair,
Fallen flowers in the mill-water;
The tenth may was goodly and fair,
Golden gloves for the king’s daughter.
We were ten maidens in a field green,
Fallen fruit in the mill-water;
Fairer maidens never have been,
Golden sleeves for the king’s daughter.
By there comes the king’s young son,
A little wind in the mill-water;
“Out of ten maidens ye’ll grant me one,”
A crown of red for the king’s daughter.
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“Out of ten mays ye’ll give me the best,”
A little rain in the mill-water;
A bed of yellow straw for all the rest,
A bed of gold for the king’s daughter.
He’s ta’en out the goodliest,
Rain that rains in the mill-water;
A comb of yellow shell for all the rest,
A comb of gold for the king’s daughter.
He’s made her bed to the goodliest,
Wind and hail in the mill-water;
A grass girdle for all the rest,
A girdle of arms for the king’s daughter.
He’s set his heart to the goodliest,
Snow that snows in the mill-water;
Nine little kisses for all the rest,
An hundredfold for the king’s daughter.
He’s ta’en his leave at the goodliest,
Broken boats in the mill-water;
Golden gifts for all the rest,
Sorrow of heart for the king’s daughter.
“Ye’ll make a grave for my fair body,”
Running rain in the mill-water;
“And ye’ll streek my brother at the side of me,”
The pains of hell for the king’s daughter.
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Before Parting
A month or twain to live on honeycomb
Is pleasant; but one tires of scented time,
Cold sweet recurrence of accepted rhyme,
And that strong purple under juice and foam
Where the wine’s heart has burst;
Nor feel the latter kisses like the first.
Once yet, this poor one time; I will not pray
Even to change the bitterness of it,
The bitter taste ensuing on the sweet,
To make your tears fall where your soft hair lay
All blurred and heavy in some perfumed wise
Over my face and eyes.
And yet who knows what end the scythèd wheat
Makes of its foolish poppies’ mouths of red?
These were not sown, these are not harvested,
They grow a month and are cast under feet
And none has care thereof,
As none has care of a divided love.
I know each shadow of your lips by rote,
Each change of love in eyelids and eyebrows;
The fashion of fair temples tremulous
With tender blood, and colour of your throat;
I know not how love is gone out of this,
Seeing that all was his.
Love’s likeness there endures upon all these:
But out of these one shall not gather love.
Day hath not strength nor the night shade enough
To make love whole and fill his lips with ease,
As some bee-builded cell
Feels at filled lips the heavy honey swell.
I know not how this last month leaves your hair
Less full of purple colour and hid spice,
And that luxurious trouble of closed eyes
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Is mixed with meaner shadow and waste care;
And love, kissed out by pleasure, seems not yet
Worth patience to regret. 1866

Stage Love
WHEN the game began between them for a jest,
He played king and she played queen to match the best;
Laughter soft as tears, and tears that turned to laughter,
These were things she sought for years and sorrowed after.
Pleasure with dry lips, and pain that walks by night;
All the sting and all the stain of long delight;
These were things she knew not of, that knew not of her,
When she played at half a love with half a lover.
Time was chorus, gave them cues to laugh or cry;
They would kill, befool, amuse him, let him die;
Set him webs to weave to-day and break to-morrow,
Till he died for good in play, and rose in sorrow.
What the years mean; how time dies and is not slain;
How love grows and laughs and cries and wanes again;
These were things she came to know, and take their measure,
When the play was played out so for one man’s pleasure.
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April
When the fields catch flower
And the underwood is green,
And from bower unto bower
The songs of the birds begin,
I sing with sighing between.
When I laugh and sing,
I am heavy at heart for my sin;
I am sad in the spring
For my love that I shall not win,
For a foolish thing.
This profit I have of my woe,
That I know, as I sing,
I know he will needs have it so
Who is master and king,
Who is lord of the spirit of spring.
I will serve her and will not spare
Till her pity awake
Who is good, who is pure, who is fair,
Even her for whose sake
Love hath ta’en me and slain unaware.
O my lord, O Love,
I have laid my life at thy feet;
Have thy will thereof,
Do as it please thee with it,
For what shall please thee is sweet.
I am come unto thee
To do thee service, O Love;
Yet cannot I see
Thou wilt take any pity thereof,
Any mercy on me.
But the grace I have long time sought
Comes never in sight,
If in her it abideth not,
Through thy mercy and might,
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Whose heart is the world’s delight.
Thou hast sworn without fail I shall die,
For my heart is set
On what hurts me, I wot not why,
But cannot forget
What I love, what I sing for and sigh.
She is worthy of praise,
For this grief of her giving is worth
All the joy of my days
That lie between death’s day and birth,
All the lordship of things upon earth.
Nay, what have I said?
I would not be glad if I could;
My dream and my dread
Are of her, and for her sake I would
That my life were fled.
Lo, sweet, if I durst not pray to you,
Then were I dead;
If I sang not a little to say to you,
(Could it be said)
O my love, how my heart would be fed;
Ah sweet who hast hold of my heart,
For thy love’s sake I live,
Do but tell me, ere either depart,
What a lover may give
For a woman so fair as thou art.
The lovers that disbelieve,
False rumours shall grieve
And evil-speaking shall part.
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Hymn to Prosperpine
(After the Proclamation of the Christian Faith)
Vicisti, Galilæe
I have lived long enough, having seen one thing, that love hath an end;
Goddess and maiden and queen, be near me now and befriend.
Thou art more than the day or the morrow, the seasons that laugh or that weep;
For these give joy and sorrow; but thou, Proserpina, sleep.
Sweet is the treading of wine, and sweet the feet of the dove;
But a goodlier gift is thine than foam of the grapes or love.
Yea, is not even Apollo, with hair and harpstring of gold,
A bitter God to follow, a beautiful God to behold?
I am sick of singing; the bays burn deep and chafe: I am fain
To rest a little from praise and grievous pleasure and pain.
For the Gods we know not of, who give us our daily breath,
We know they are cruel as love or life, and lovely as death.
O Gods dethroned and deceased, cast forth, wiped out in a day!
From your wrath is the world released, redeemed from your chains, men say.
New Gods are crowned in the city; their flowers have broken your rods;
They are merciful, clothed with pity, the young compassionate Gods.
But for me their new device is barren, the days are bare;
Things long past over suffice, and men forgotten that were.
Time and the Gods are at strife; ye dwell in the midst thereof,
Draining a little life from the barren breasts of love.
I say to you, cease, take rest; yea, I say to you all, be at peace,
Till the bitter milk of her breast and the barren bosom shall cease.
Wilt thou take all, Galilean? but these thou shalt not take,
The laurel, the palms and the paean, the breasts of the nymphs in the brake;
Breasts more soft than a dove's, that tremble with tenderer breath;
And all the wings of the Loves, and all the joy before death;
All the feet of the hours that sound as a single lyre,
Dropped and deep in the flowers, with strings that flicker like fire.
More than these wilt thou give, things fairer than all these things?
Nay, for a little we live, and life hath mutable wings.
A little while and we die; shall life not thrive as it may?
For no man under the sky lives twice, outliving his day.
And grief is a grievous thing, and a man hath enough of his tears:
Why should he labour, and bring fresh grief to blacken his years?
Thou hast conquered, O pale Galilean; the world has grown grey from thy
breath;
We have drunken of things Lethean, and fed on the fullness of death.
Laurel is green for a season, and love is sweet for a day;
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But love grows bitter with treason, and laurel outlives not May.
Sleep, shall we sleep after all? for the world is not sweet in the end;
For the old faiths loosen and fall, the new years ruin and rend.
Fate is a sea without shore, and the soul is a rock that abides;
But her ears are vexed with the roar and her face with the foam of the tides.
O lips that the live blood faints in, the leavings of racks and rods!
O ghastly glories of saints, dead limbs of gibbeted Gods!
Though all men abase them before you in spirit, and all knees bend,
I kneel not neither adore you, but standing, look to the end.
All delicate days and pleasant, all spirits and sorrows are cast
Far out with the foam of the present that sweeps to the surf of the past:
Where beyond the extreme sea-wall, and between the remote sea-gates,
Waste water washes, and tall ships founder, and deep death waits:
Where, mighty with deepening sides, clad about with the seas as with wings,
And impelled of invisible tides, and fulfilled of unspeakable things,
White-eyed and poisonous-finned, shark-toothed and serpentine-curled,
Rolls, under the whitening wind of the future, the wave of the world.
The depths stand naked in sunder behind it, the storms flee away;
In the hollow before it the thunder is taken and snared as a prey;
In its sides is the north-wind bound; and its salt is of all men's tears;
With light of ruin, and sound of changes, and pulse of years:
With travail of day after day, and with trouble of hour upon hour;
And bitter as blood is the spray; and the crests are as fangs that devour:
And its vapour and storm of its steam as the sighing of spirits to be;
And its noise as the noise in a dream; and its depth as the roots of the sea:
And the height of its heads as the height of the utmost stars of the air:
And the ends of the earth at the might thereof tremble, and time is made bare.
Will ye bridle the deep sea with reins, will ye chasten the high sea with rods?
Will ye take her to chain her with chains, who is older than all ye Gods?
All ye as a wind shall go by, as a fire shall ye pass and be past;
Ye are Gods, and behold, ye shall die, and the waves be upon you at last.
In the darkness of time, in the deeps of the years, in the changes of things,
Ye shall sleep as a slain man sleeps, and the world shall forget you for kings.
Though the feet of thine high priests tread where thy lords and our forefathers
trod,
Though these that were Gods are dead, and thou being dead art a God,
Though before thee the throned Cytherean be fallen, and hidden her head,
Yet thy kingdom shall pass, Galilean, thy dead shall go down to thee dead.
Of the maiden thy mother men sing as a goddess with grace clad around;
Thou art throned where another was king; where another was queen she is
crowned.
Yea, once we had sight of another: but now she is queen, say these.
Not as thine, not as thine was our mother, a blossom of flowering seas,
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Clothed round with the world's desire as with raiment, and fair as the foam,
And fleeter than kindled fire, and a goddess, and mother of Rome.
For thine came pale and a maiden, and sister to sorrow; but ours,
Her deep hair heavily laden with odour and colour of flowers,
White rose of the rose-white water, a silver splendour, a flame,
Bent down unto us that besought her, and earth grew sweet with her name.
For thine came weeping, a slave among slaves, and rejected; but she
Came flushed from the full-flushed wave, and imperial, her foot on the sea.
And the wonderful waters knew her, the winds and the viewless ways,
And the roses grew rosier, and bluer the sea-blue stream of the bays.
Ye are fallen, our lords, by what token? we wise that ye should not fall.
Ye were all so fair that are broken; and one more fair than ye all.
But I turn to her still, having seen she shall surely abide in the end;
Goddess and maiden and queen, be near me now and befriend.
O daughter of earth, of my mother, her crown and blossom of birth,
I am also, I also, thy brother; I go as I came unto earth.
In the night where thine eyes are as moons are in heaven, the night where thou
art,
Where the silence is more than all tunes, where sleep overflows from the heart,
Where the poppies are sweet as the rose in our world, and the red rose is white,
And the wind falls faint as it blows with the fume of the flowers of the night,
And the murmur of spirits that sleep in the shadow of Gods from afar
Grows dim in thine ears and deep as the deep dim soul of a star,
In the sweet low light of thy face, under heavens untrod by the sun,
Let my soul with their souls find place, and forget what is done and undone.
Thou art more than the Gods who number the days of our temporal breath;
Let these give labour and slumber; but thou, Proserpina, death.
Therefore now at thy feet I abide for a season in silence. I know
I shall die as my fathers died, and sleep as they sleep, even so.
For the glass of the years is brittle wherein we gaze for a span;
A little soul for a little bears up this corpse which is man.
So long I endure, no longer; and laugh not again, neither weep.
For there is no God found stronger than death; and death is a sleep.
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Adieux à Marie Stuart
I.

Queen, for whose house my fathers fought,
With hopes that rose and fell,
Red star of boyhood’s fiery thought,
Farewell
They gave their lives, and I, my queen,
Have given you of my life,
Seeing your brave star burn high between
Men’s strife.
The strife that lightened round their spears
Long since fell still: so long
Hardly may hope to last in years
My song.
But still through strife of time and thought
Your light on me too fell:
Queen, in whose name we sang or fought,
Farewell.
II.
There beats no heart on either border
Wherethrough the north blasts blow
But keeps your memory as a warder
His beacon-fire aglow.
Long since it fired with love and wonder
Mine, for whose April age
Blithe midsummer made banquet under
The shade of Hermitage.
Soft sang the burn’s blithe notes, that gather
Strength to ring true:
And air and trees and sun and heather
Remembered you.
Old border ghosts of fight or fairy
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Or love or teen,
These they forgot, remembering Mary
The Queen.
III.
Queen once of Scots and ever of ours
Whose sires brought forth for you
Their lives to strew your way like flowers,
Adieu.
Dead is full many a dead man’s name
Who died for you this long
Time past: shall this too fare the same,
My song?
But surely, though it die or live,
Your face was worth
All that a man may think to give
On earth.
No darkness cast of years between
Can darken you:
Man’s love will never bid my queen
Adieu.
IV.
Love hangs like light about your name
As music round the shell:
No heart can take of you a tame
Farewell.
Yet, when your very face was seen,
Ill gifts were yours for giving:
Love gat strange guerdons of my queen
When living.
O diamond heart unflawed and clear,
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The whole world’s crowning jewel!
Was ever heart so deadly dear
So cruel?
Yet none for you of all that bled
Grudged once one drop that fell:
Not one to life reluctant said
Farewell
V.
Strange love they have given you, love disloyal,
Who mock with praise your name,
To leave a head so rare and royal
Too low for praise or blame.
You could not love nor hate, they tell us,
You had nor sense nor sting:
In God’s name, then, what plague befell us
To fight for such a thing?
‘Some faults the gods will give’ to fetter
Man’s highest intent:
But surely you were something better
Than innocent !
No maid that strays with steps unwary
Through snares unseen,
But one to live and die for; Mary,
The Queen.
VI.
Forgive them all their praise, who blot
Your fame with praise of you:
Then love may say, and falter not
Adieu.
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Yet some you hardly would forgive
Who did you much less wrong
Once: but resentment should not live
Too long.
They never saw your lip’s bright bow,
Your swordbright eyes,
The bluest of heavenly things below
The skies.
Clear eyes that love’s self finds most like
A swordblade’s blue,
A swordblade’s ever keen to strike,
Adieu.
VII.
Though all things breathe or sound of fight
That yet make up your spell,
To bid you were to bid the light
Farewell
Farewell the song says only, being
A star whose race is run:
Farewell the soul says never, seeing
The sun.
Yet, wellnigh as with flash of tears,
The song must say but so
That took your praise up twenty years
Ago,
More bright than stars or moons that vary,
Sun kindling heaven and hell,
Here, after all these years, Queen Mary,
Farewell
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Cleopatra
HER mouth is fragrant as a vine,
A vine with birds in all its boughs;
Serpent and scarab for a sign
Between the beauty of her brows
And the amorous deep lids divine.
Her great curled hair makes luminous
Her cheeks, her lifted throat and chin.
Shall she not have the hearts of us
To shatter, and the loves therein
To shred between her fingers thus?
Small ruined broken strays of light,
Pearl after pearl she shreds them through
Her long sweet sleepy fingers, white
As any pearl's heart veined with blue,
And soft as dew on a soft night.
As if the very eyes of love
Shone through her shutting lids, and stole
The slow looks of a snake or dove;
As if her lips absorbed the whole
Of love, her soul the soul thereof.
Lost, all the lordly pearls that were
Wrung from the sea's heart, from the green
Coasts of the Indian gulf-river;
Lost, all the loves of the world---so keen
Towards this queen for love of her.
You see against her throat the small
Sharp glittering shadows of them shake;
And through her hair the imperial
Curled likeness of the river snake,
Whose bite shall make an end of all.
Through the scales sheathing him like wings,
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Through hieroglyphs of gold and gem,
The strong sense of her beauty stings,
Like a keen pulse of love in them,
A running flame through all his rings.
Under those low large lids of hers
She hath the histories of all time;
The fruit of foliage-stricken years;
The old seasons with their heavy chime
That leaves its rhyme in the world's ears.
She sees the hand of death made bare,
The ravelled riddle of the skies,
The faces faded that were fair,
The mouths made speechless that were wise,
The hollow eyes and dusty hair;
The shape and shadow of mystic things,
Things that fate fashions or forbids;
The staff of time-forgotten Kings
Whose name falls off the Pyramids,
Their coffin-lids and grave-clothings;
Dank dregs, the scum of pool or clod,
God-spawn of lizard-footed clans,
And those dog-headed hulks that trod
Swart necks of the old Egyptians,
Raw draughts of man's beginning God;
The poised hawk, quivering ere he smote,
With plume-like gems on breast and back;
The asps and water-worms afloat
Between the rush-flowers moist and slack;
The cat's warm black bright rising throat.
The purple days of drouth expand
Like a scroll opened out again;
The molten heaven drier than sand,
The hot red heaven without rain,
Sheds iron pain on the empty land.
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All Egypt aches in the sun's sight;
The lips of men are harsh for drouth,
The fierce air leaves their cheeks burnt white,
Charred by the bitter blowing south,
Whose dusty mouth is sharp to bite.
All this she dreams of, and her eyes
Are wrought after the sense hereof.
There is no heart in her for sighs;
The face of her is more than love--A name above the Ptolemies.
Her great grave beauty covers her
As that sleek spoil beneath her feet
Clothed once the anointed soothsayer;
The hallowing is gone forth from it
Now, made unmeet for priests to wear.
She treads on gods and god-like things,
On fate and fear and life and death,
On hate that cleaves and love that clings,
All that is brought forth of man's breath
And perisheth with what it brings.
She holds her future close, her lips
Hold fast the face of things to be;
Actium, and sound of war that dips
Down the blown valleys of the sea,
Far sails that flee, and storms of ships;
The laughing red sweet mouth of wine
At ending of life's festival;
That spice of cerecloths, and the fine
White bitter dust funereal
Sprinkled on all things for a sign;
His face, who was and was not he,
In whom, alive, her life abode;
The end, when she gained heart to see
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Those ways of death wherein she trod,
Goddess by god, with Antony.
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On the Deaths of Thomas Carlyle and George Eliot
Two souls diverse out of our human sight
Pass, followed one with love and each with wonder:
The stormy sophist with his mouth of thunder,
Clothed with loud words and mantled in the might
Of darkness and magnificence of night;
And one whose eye could smite the night in sunder,
Searching if light or no light were thereunder,
And found in love of loving-kindness light.
Duty divine and Thought with eyes of fire
Still following Righteousness with deep desire
Shone sole and stern before her and above,
Sure stars and sole to steer by; but more sweet
Shone lower the loveliest lamp for earthly feet,
The light of little children, and their love.
1881

On the Death of Richard Wagner
I.
Mourning on earth, as when dark hours descend,
Wide-winged with plagues, from heaven; when hope and mirth
Wane, and no lips rebuke or reprehend
Mourning on earth.
The soul wherein her songs of death and birth,
Darkness and light, were wont to sound and blend,
Now silent, leaves the whole world less in worth.
Winds that make moan and triumph, skies that bend,
Thunders, and sound of tides in gulf and firth,
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Spake through his spirit of speech, whose death should send
Mourning on earth.
II.
The world's great heart, whence all things strange and rare
Take form and sound, that each inseparate part
May bear its burden in all tuned thoughts that share
The world's great heart
The fountain forces, whence like steeds that start
Leap forth the powers of earth and fire and air,
Seas that revolve and rivers that depart Spake, and were turned to song: yea, all they were,
With all their works, found in his mastering art
Speech as of powers whose uttered word laid bare
The world's great heart.
III.
From the depths of the sea, from the wellsprings of earth, from the wastes of
the midmost night,
From the fountains of darkness and tempest and thunder, from heights where
the soul would be,
The spell of the mage of music evoked their sense, as an unknown light
From the depths of the sea.
As a vision of heaven from the hollows of ocean, that none but a god might
see,
Rose out of the silence of things unknown of a presence, a form, a might,
And we heard as a prophet that hears God's message against him, and may
not flee.
Eye might not endure it, but ear and heart with a rapture of dark delight,
With a terror and wonder whose core was joy, and a passion of thought set
free,
Felt inly the rising of doom divine as a sundawn risen to sight
From the depths of the sea.
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By the North Sea
To Walter Theodore Watts.

'We are what suns and winds and waters make us.'—Landor.
Sea, wind, and sun, with light and sound and breath
The spirit of man fulfilling—these create
That joy wherewith man's life grown passionate
Gains heart to hear and sense to read and faith
To know the secret word our Mother saith
In silence, and to see, though doubt wax great,
Death as the shadow cast by life on fate,
Passing, whose shade we call the shadow of death.
Brother, to whom our Mother as to me
Is dearer than all dreams of days undone,
This song I give you of the sovereign three
That are as life and sleep and death are, one:
A song the sea-wind gave me from the sea,
Where nought of man's endures before the sun.

I.
1.
A land that is lonelier than ruin;
A sea that is stranger than death:
Far fields that a rose never blew in,
Wan waste where the winds lack breath;
Waste endless and boundless and flowerless
But of marsh-blossoms fruitless as free:
Where earth lies exhausted, as powerless
To strive with the sea.
2.
Far flickers the flight of the swallows,
Far flutters the weft of the grass
Spun dense over desolate hollows
More pale than the clouds as they pass:
Thick woven as the weft of a witch is
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Round the heart of a thrall that hath sinned,
Whose youth and the wrecks of its riches
Are waifs on the wind.
3.
The pastures are herdless and sheepless,
No pasture or shelter for herds:
The wind is relentless and sleepless,
And restless and songless the birds;
Their cries from afar fall breathless,
Their wings are as lightnings that flee;
For the land has two lords that are deathless:
Death's self, and the sea.
4.
These twain, as a king with his fellow,
Hold converse of desolate speech:
And her waters are haggard and yellow
And crass with the scurf of the beach:
And his garments are grey as the hoary
Wan sky where the day lies dim;
And his power is to her, and his glory,
As hers unto him.
5.
In the pride of his power she rejoices,
In her glory he glows and is glad:
In her darkness the sound of his voice is,
With his breath she dilates and is mad:
'If thou slay me, O death, and outlive me,
Yet thy love hath fulfilled me of thee.'
'Shall I give thee not back if thou give me,
O sister, O sea?'
6.
And year upon year dawns living,
And age upon age drops dead:
And his hand is not weary of giving,
And the thirst of her heart is not fed:
And the hunger that moans in her passion,
And the rage in her hunger that roars,
As a wolf's that the winter lays lash on,
Still calls and implores.
7.

332

Her walls have no granite for girder,
No fortalice fronting her stands:
But reefs the bloodguiltiest of murder
Are less than the banks of her sands:
These number their slain by the thousand;
For the ship hath no surety to be,
When the bank is abreast of her bows and
Aflush with the sea.
8.
No surety to stand, and no shelter
To dawn out of darkness but one,
Out of waters that hurtle and welter
No succour to dawn with the sun
But a rest from the wind as it passes,
Where, hardly redeemed from the waves,
Lie thick as the blades of the grasses
The dead in their graves.
9.
A multitude noteless of numbers,
As wild weeds cast on an heap:
And sounder than sleep are their slumbers,
And softer than song is their sleep;
And sweeter than all things and stranger
The sense, if perchance it may be,
That the wind is divested of danger
And scatheless the sea.
10.
That the roar of the banks they breasted
Is hurtless as bellowing of herds,
And the strength of his wings that invested
The wind, as the strength of a bird's;
As the sea-mew's might or the swallow's
That cry to him back if he cries,
As over the graves and their hollows
Days darken and rise.
11.
As the souls of the dead men disburdened
And clean of the sins that they sinned,
With a lovelier than man's life guerdoned
And delight as a wave's in the wind,
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And delight as the wind's in the billow,
Birds pass, and deride with their glee
The flesh that has dust for its pillow
As wrecks have the sea.
12.
When the ways of the sun wax dimmer,
Wings flash through the dusk like beams;
As the clouds in the lit sky glimmer,
The bird in the graveyard gleams;
As the cloud at its wing's edge whitens
When the clarions of sunrise are heard,
The graves that the bird's note brightens
Grow bright for the bird.
13.
As the waves of the numberless waters
That the wind cannot number who guides
Are the sons of the shore and the daughters
Here lulled by the chime of the tides:
And here in the press of them standing
We know not if these or if we
Live truliest, or anchored to landing
Or drifted to sea.
14.
In the valley he named of decision
No denser were multitudes met
When the soul of the seer in her vision
Saw nations for doom of them set;
Saw darkness in dawn, and the splendour
Of judgment, the sword and the rod;
But the doom here of death is more tender
And gentler the god.
15.
And gentler the wind from the dreary
Sea-banks by the waves overlapped,
Being weary, speaks peace to the weary
From slopes that the tide-stream hath sapped;
And sweeter than all that we call so
The seal of their slumber shall be
Till the graves that embosom them also
Be sapped of the sea.
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II.
1.
For the heart of the waters is cruel,
And the kisses are dire of their lips,
And their waves are as fire is to fuel
To the strength of the sea-faring ships,
Though the sea's eye gleam as a jewel
To the sun's eye back as he dips.
2.
Though the sun's eye flash to the sea's
Live light of delight and of laughter,
And her lips breathe back to the breeze
The kiss that the wind's lips waft her
From the sun that subsides, and sees
No gleam of the storm's dawn after.
3.
And the wastes of the wild sea-marches
Where the borderers are matched in their might—
Bleak fens that the sun's weight parches,
Dense waves that reject his light—
Change under the change-coloured arches
Of changeless morning and night
4.
The waves are as ranks enrolled
Too close for the storm to sever:
The fens lie naked and cold,
But their heart fails utterly never:
The lists are set from of old,
And the warfare endureth for ever.
III.
1.
Miles, and miles, and miles of desolation!
Leagues on leagues on leagues without a change!
Sign or token of some eldest nation
Here would make the strange land not so strange.
Time-forgotten, yea since time's creation,
Seem these borders where the sea-birds range.
2.
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Slowly, gladly, full of peace and wonder
Grows his heart who journeys here alone.
Earth and all its thoughts of earth sink under
Deep as deep in water sinks a stone.
Hardly knows it if the rollers thunder,
Hardly whence the lonely wind is blown.
3.
Tall the plumage of the rush-flower tosses,
Sharp and soft in many a curve and line
Gleam and glow the sea-coloured marsh-mosses,
Salt and splendid from the circling brine.
Streak on streak of glimmering seashine crosses
All the land sea-saturate as with wine.
4.
Far, and far between, in divers orders,
Clear grey steeples cleave the low grey sky;
Fast and firm as time-unshaken warders,
Hearts made sure by faith, by hope made high.
These alone in all the wild sea-borders
Fear no blast of days and nights that die.
5.
All the land is like as one man's face is,
Pale and troubled still with change of cares.
Doubt and death pervade her clouded spaces:
Strength and length of life and peace are theirs;
Theirs alone amid these weary places.
Seeing not how the wild world frets and fares.
6.
Firm and fast where all is cloud that changes
Cloud-clogged sunlight, cloud by sunlight thinned,
Stern and sweet, above the sand-hill ranges
Watch the towers and tombs of men that sinned
Once, now calm as earth whose only change is
Wind, and light, and wind, and cloud, and wind.
7.
Out and in and out the sharp straits wander,
In and out and in the wild way strives,
Starred and paved and lined with flowers that squander
Gold as golden as the gold of hives,
Salt and moist and multiform: but yonder,
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See, what sign of life or death survives?
8.
Seen then only when the songs of olden
Harps were young whose echoes yet endure,
Hymned of Homer when his years were golden,
Known of only when the world was pure,
Here is Hades, manifest, beholden,
Surely, surely here, if aught be sure!
9.
Where the border-line was crossed, that, sundering
Death from life, keeps weariness from rest,
None can tell, who fares here forward wondering;
None may doubt but here might end his quest.
Here life's lightning joys and woes once thundering
Sea-like round him cease like storm suppressed.
10.
Here the wise wave-wandering steadfast-hearted
Guest of many a lord of many a land
Saw the shape or shade of years departed,
Saw the semblance risen and hard at hand,
Saw the mother long from love's reach parted,
Anticleia, like a statue stand.
11.
Statue? nay, nor tissued image woven
Fair on hangings in his father's hall;
Nay, too fast her faith of heart was proven,
Far too firm her loveliest love of all;
Love wherethrough the loving heart was cloven,
Love that hears not when the loud Fates call.
12.
Love that lives and stands up re-created
Then when life has ebbed and anguish fled;
Love more strong than death or all things fated,
Child's and mother's, lit by love and led;
Love that found what life so long awaited
Here, when life came down among the dead.
13.
Here, where never came alive another,
Came her son across the sundering tide
Crossed before by many a warrior brother
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Once that warred on Ilion at his side;
Here spread forth vain hands to clasp the mother
Dead, that sorrowing for his love's sake died.
14.
Parted, though by narrowest of divisions,
Clasp he might not, only might implore,
Sundered yet by bitterest of derisions,
Son, and mother from the son she bore—
Here? But all dispeopled here of visions
Lies, forlorn of shadows even, the shore.
15.
All too sweet such men's Hellenic speech is,
All too fain they lived of light to see,
Once to see the darkness of these beaches,
Once to sing this Hades found of me
Ghostless, all its gulfs and creeks and reaches,
Sky, and shore, and cloud, and waste, and sea.
IV.
1.
But aloft and afront of me faring
Far forward as folk in a dream
That strive, between doubting and daring
Right on till the goal for them gleam,
Full forth till their goal on them lighten,
The harbour where fain they would be,
What headlands there darken and brighten?
What change in the sea?
2.
What houses and woodlands that nestle
Safe inland to lee of the hill
As it slopes from the headlands that wrestle
And succumb to the strong sea's will?
Truce is not, nor respite, nor pity,
For the battle is waged not of hands
Where over the grave of a city
The ghost of it stands.
3.
Where the wings of the sea-wind slacken,
Green lawns to the landward thrive,
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Fields brighten and pine-woods blacken,
And the heat in their heart is alive;
They blossom and warble and murmur,
For the sense of their spirit is free:
But harder to shoreward and firmer
The grasp of the sea.
4.
Like ashes the low cliffs crumble,
The banks drop down into dust,
The heights of the hills are made humble,
As a reed's is the strength of their trust:
As a city's that armies environ,
The strength of their stay is of sand:
But the grasp of the sea is as iron,
Laid hard on the land.
5.
A land that is thirstier than ruin;
A sea that is hungrier than death;
Heaped hills that a tree never grew in;
Wide sands where the wave draws breath;
All solace is here for the spirit
That ever for ever may be
For the soul of thy son to inherit,
My mother, my sea.
6.
O delight of the headlands and beaches!
O desire of the wind on the wold,
More glad than a man's when it reaches
That end which it sought from of old
And the palm of possession is dreary
To the sense that in search of it sinned;
But nor satisfied ever nor weary
Is ever the wind.
7.
The delight that he takes but in living
Is more than of all things that live:
For the world that has all things for giving
Has nothing so goodly to give:
But more than delight his desire is,
For the goal where his pinions would be
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Is immortal as air or as fire is,
Immense as the sea.
8.
Though hence come the moan that he borrows
From darkness and depth of the night,
Though hence be the spring of his sorrows,
Hence too is the joy of his might;
The delight that his doom is for ever
To seek and desire and rejoice,
And the sense that eternity never
Shall silence his voice.
9.
That satiety never may stifle
Nor weariness ever estrange
Nor time be so strong as to rifle
Nor change be so great as to change
His gift that renews in the giving.
The joy that exalts him to be
Alone of all elements living
The lord of the sea.
10.
What is fire, that its flame should consume her?
More fierce than all fires are her waves:
What is earth, that its gulfs should entomb her?
More deep are her own than their graves.
Life shrinks from his pinions that cover
The darkness by thunders bedinned:
But she knows him, her lord and her lover,
The godhead of wind.
11.
For a season his wings are about her,
His breath on her lips for a space;
Such rapture he wins not without her
In the width of his worldwide race.
Though the forests bow down, and the mountains
Wax dark, and the tribes of them flee,
His delight is more deep in the fountains
And springs of the sea.
12.
There are those too of mortals that love him,
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There are souls that desire and require,
Be the glories of midnight above him
Or beneath him the daysprings of fire:
And their hearts are as harps that approve him
And praise him as chords of a lyre
That were fain with their music to move him
To meet their desire.
13.
To descend through the darkness to grace them,
Till darkness were lovelier than light:
To encompass and grasp and embrace them,
Till their weakness were one with his might:
With the strength of his wings to caress them,
With the blast of his breath to set free;
With the mouths of his thunders to bless them
For sons of the sea.
14.
For these have the toil and the guerdon
That the wind has eternally: these
Have part in the boon and the burden
Of the sleepless unsatisfied breeze,
That finds not, but seeking rejoices
That possession can work him no wrong:
And the voice at the heart of their voice is
The sense of his song.
15.
For the wind's is their doom and their blessing;
To desire, and have always above
A possession beyond their possessing,
A love beyond reach of their love.
Green earth has her sons and her daughters,
And these have their guerdons; but we
Are the wind's and the sun's and the water's,
Elect of the sea.
V.
1.
For the sea too seeks and rejoices,
Gains and loses and gains,
And the joy of her heart's own choice is
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As ours, and as ours are her pains:
As the thoughts of our hearts are her voices,
And as hers is the pulse of our veins.
2.
Her fields that know not of dearth
Nor lie for their fruit's sake fallow
Laugh large in the depth of their mirth
But inshore here in the shallow,
Embroiled with encumbrance of earth,
Their skirts are turbid and yellow.
3.
The grime of her greed is upon her,
The sign of her deed is her soil;
As the earth's is her own dishonour,
And corruption the crown of her toil:
She hath spoiled and devoured, and her honour
Is this, to be shamed by her spoil.
4.
But afar where pollution is none,
Nor ensign of strife nor endeavour,
Where her heart and the sun's are one,
And the soil of her sin comes never,
She is pure as the wind and the sun,
And her sweetness endureth for ever.
VI.
1.
Death, and change, and darkness everlasting,
Deaf, that hears not what the daystar saith,
Blind, past all remembrance and forecasting,
Dead, past memory that it once drew breath;
These, above the washing tides and wasting,
Reign, and rule this land of utter death.
2.
Change of change, darkness of darkness, hidden,
Very death of very death, begun
When none knows,—the knowledge is forbidden—
Self-begotten, self-proceeding, one,
Born, not made—abhorred, unchained, unchidden,
Night stands here defiant of the sun.
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3.
Change of change, and death of death begotten,
Darkness born of darkness, one and three,
Ghostly godhead of a world forgotten,
Crowned with heaven, enthroned on land and sea,
Here, where earth with dead men's bones is rotten,
God of Time, thy likeness worships thee.
4.
Lo, thy likeness of thy desolation,
Shape and figure of thy might, O Lord,
Formless form, incarnate miscreation,
Served of all things living and abhorred;
Earth herself is here thine incarnation,
Time, of all things born on earth adored.
5.
All that worship thee are fearful of thee;
No man may not worship thee for fear:
Prayers nor curses prove not nor disprove thee,
Move nor change thee with our change of cheer:
All at last, though all abhorred thee, love thee,
God, the sceptre of whose throne is here.
6.
Here thy throne and sceptre of thy station,
Here the palace paven for thy feet;
Here thy sign from nation unto nation
Passed as watchword for thy guards to greet,
Guards that go before thine exaltation,
Ages, clothed with bitter years and sweet.
7.
Here, where sharp the sea-bird shrills his ditty,
Flickering flame-wise through the clear live calm,
Rose triumphal, crowning all a city,
Roofs exalted once with prayer and psalm,
Built of holy hands for holy pity,
Frank and fruitful as a sheltering palm.
8.
Church and hospice wrought in faultless fashion,
Hall and chancel bounteous and sublime,
Wide and sweet and glorious as compassion,
Filled and thrilled with force of choral chime,
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Filled with spirit of prayer and thrilled with passion
Hailed a God more merciful than Time.
9.
Ah, less mighty, less than Time prevailing,
Shrunk, expelled, made nothing at his nod,
Less than clouds across the sea-line sailing,
Lies he, stricken by his master's rod.
'Where is man?' the cloister murmurs wailing;
Back the mute shrine thunders—'Where is God?'
10.
Here is all the end of all his glory—
Dust, and grass, and barren silent stones.
Dead, like him, one hollow tower and hoary
Naked in the sea-wind stands and moans,
Filled and thrilled with its perpetual story:
Here, where earth is dense with dead men's bones.
11.
Low and loud and long, a voice for ever,
Sounds the wind's clear story like a song.
Tomb from tomb the waves devouring sever,
Dust from dust as years relapse along;
Graves where men made sure to rest, and never
Lie dismantled by the seasons' wrong.
12.
Now displaced, devoured and desecrated,
Now by Time's hands darkly disinterred,
These poor dead that sleeping here awaited
Long the archangel's re-creating word,
Closed about with roofs and walls high-gated
Till the blast of judgment should be heard,
13.
Naked, shamed, cast out of consecration,
Corpse and coffin, yea the very graves,
Scoffed at, scattered, shaken from their station,
Spurned and scourged of wind and sea like slaves,
Desolate beyond man's desolation,
Shrink and sink into the waste of waves.
14.
Tombs, with bare white piteous bones protruded,
Shroudless, down the loose collapsing banks,
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Crumble, from their constant place detruded,
That the sea devours and gives not thanks.
Graves where hope and prayer and sorrow brooded
Gape and slide and perish, ranks on ranks.
15.
Rows on rows and line by line they crumble,
They that thought for all time through to be.
Scarce a stone whereon a child might stumble
Breaks the grim field paced alone of me.
Earth, and man, and all their gods wax humble
Here, where Time brings pasture to the sea.
VII.
1.
But afar on the headland exalted,
But beyond in the curl of the bay,
From the depth of his dome deep-vaulted
Our father is lord of the day.
Our father and lord that we follow,
For deathless and ageless is he;
And his robe is the whole sky's hollow,
His sandal the sea.
2.
Where the horn of the headland is sharper,
And her green floor glitters with fire,
The sea has the sun for a harper,
The sun has the sea for a lyre.
The waves are a pavement of amber,
By the feet of the sea-winds trod
To receive in a god's presence-chamber
Our father, the God.
3.
Time, haggard and changeful and hoary,
Is master and God of the land:
But the air is fulfilled of the glory
That is shed from our lord's right hand.
O father of all of us ever,
All glory be only to thee
From heaven, that is void of thee never,
And earth, and the sea.
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4.
O Sun, whereof all is beholden,
Behold now the shadow of this death,
This place of the sepulchres, olden
And emptied and vain as a breath.
The bloom of the bountiful heather
Laughs broadly beyond in thy light
As dawn, with her glories to gather,
At darkness and night.
5.
Though the Gods of the night lie rotten
And their honour be taken away
And the noise of their names forgotten,
Thou, Lord, art God of the day.
Thou art father and saviour and spirit,
O Sun, of the soul that is free
And hath grace of thy grace to inherit
Thine earth and thy sea.
6.
The hills and the sands and the beaches,
The waters adrift and afar,
The banks and the creeks and the reaches,
How glad of thee all these are!
The flowers, overflowing, overcrowded,
Are drunk with the mad wind's mirth:
The delight of thy coming unclouded
Makes music of earth.
7.
I, last least voice of her voices,
Give thanks that were mute in me long
To the soul in my soul that rejoices
For the song that is over my song.
Time gives what he gains for the giving
Or takes for his tribute of me;
My dreams to the wind everliving,
My song to the sea.
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The Higher Pantheism in a Nutshell
One, who is not, we see: but one, whom we see not, is:
Surely this is not that: but that is assuredly this.
What, and wherefore, and whence? for under is over and under:
If thunder could be without lightning, lightning could be without thunder.
Doubt is faith in the main: but faith, on the whole, is doubt:
We cannot believe by proof: but could we believe without?
Why, and whither, and how? for barley and rye are not clover:
Neither are straight lines curves: yet over is under and over.
Two and two may be four: but four and four are not eight:
Fate and God may be twain: but God is the same thing as fate.
Ask a man what he thinks, and get from a man what he feels:
God, once caught in the fact, shows you a fair pair of heels.
Body and spirit are twins: God only knows which is which:
The soul squats down in the flesh, like a tinker drunk in a ditch.
More is the whole than a part: but half is more than the whole:
Clearly, the soul is the body: but is not the body the soul?
One and two are not one: but one and nothing is two:
Truth can hardly be false, if falsehood cannot be true.
Once the mastodon was: pterodactyls were common as cocks:
Then the mammoth was God: now is He a prize ox.
Parallels all things are: yet many of these are askew:
You are certainly I: but certainly I am not you.
Springs the rock from the plain, shoots the stream from the rock:
Cocks exist for the hen: but hens exist for the cock.
God, whom we see not, is: and God, who is not, we see:
Fiddle, we know, is diddle: and diddle, we take it, is dee.

1870s

347

In Memory of John William Inchbold
Farewell: how should not such as thou fare well,
Though we fare ill that love thee, and that live,
And know, whate'er the days wherein we dwell
May give us, thee again they will not give?
Peace, rest, and sleep are all we know of death,
And all we dream of comfort: yet for thee,
Whose breath of life was bright and strenuous breath,
We think the change is other than we see.
The seal of sleep set on thine eyes to-day
Surely can seal not up the keen swift light
That lit them once for ever. Night can slay
None save the children of the womb of night.
The fire that burns up dawn to bring forth noon
Was father of thy spirit: how shouldst thou
Die as they die for whom the sun and moon
Are silent? Thee the darkness holds not now:
Them, while they looked upon the light, and deemed
That life was theirs for living in the sun,
The darkness held in bondage: and they dreamed,
Who knew not that such life as theirs was none.
To thee the sun spake, and the morning sang
Notes deep and clear as life or heaven: the sea
That sounds for them but wild waste music rang
Notes that were lost not when they rang for thee.
The mountains clothed with light and night and change,
The lakes alive with wind and cloud and sun,
Made answer, by constraint sublime and strange,
To the ardent hand that bade thy will be done.
We may not bid the mountains mourn, the sea
That lived and lightened from thine hand again
Moan, as of old would men that mourned as we
A man beloved, a man elect of men,
A man that loved them. Vain, divine and vain,
The dream that touched with thoughts or tears of ours
The spirit of sense that lives in sun and rain,
Sings out in birds, and breathes and fades in flowers.
Not for our joy they live, and for our grief
They die not. Though thine eye be closed, thine hand
Powerless as mine to paint them, not a leaf
In English woods or glades of Switzerland
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Falls earlier now, fades faster. All our love
Moves not our mother's changeless heart, who gives
A little light to eyes and stars above,
A little life to each man's heart that lives.
A little life to heaven and earth and sea,
To stars and souls revealed of night and day,
And change, the one thing changeless: yet shall she
Cease too, perchance, and perish. Who shall say?
Our mother Nature, dark and sweet as sleep,
And strange as life and strong as death, holds fast,
Even as she holds our hearts alive, the deep
Dumb secret of her first-born births and last.
But this, we know, shall cease not till the strife
Of nights and days and fears and hopes find end;
This, through the brief eternities of life,
Endures, and calls from death a living friend;
The love made strong with knowledge, whence confirmed
The whole soul takes assurance, and the past
(So by time's measure, not by memory's, termed)
Lives present life, and mingles first with last.
I, now long since thy guest of many days,
Who found thy hearth a brother's, and with thee
Tracked in and out the lines of rolling bays
And banks and gulfs and reaches of the sea—
Deep dens wherein the wrestling water sobs
And pants with restless pain of refluent breath
Till all the sunless hollow sounds and throbs
With ebb and flow of eddies dark as death—
I know not what more glorious world, what waves
More bright with life,—if brighter aught may live
Than those that filled and fled their tidal caves—
May now give back the love thou hast to give.
Tintagel, and the long Trebarwith sand,
Lone Camelford, and Boscastle divine
With dower of southern blossom, bright and bland
Above the roar of granite-baffled brine,
Shall hear no more by joyous night or day
From downs or causeways good to rove and ride
Or feet of ours or horse-hoofs urge their way
That sped us here and there by tower and tide.
The headlands and the hollows and the waves,
For all our love, forget us: where I am
Thou art not: deeper sleeps the shadow on graves
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Than in the sunless gulf that once we swam.
Thou hast swum too soon the sea of death: for us
Too soon, but if truth bless love's blind belief
Faith, born of hope and memory, says not thus:
And joy for thee for me should mean not grief.
And joy for thee, if ever soul of man
Found joy in change and life of ampler birth
Than here pens in the spirit for a span,
Must be the life that doubt calls death on earth.
For if, beyond the shadow and the sleep,
A place there be for souls without a stain,
Where peace is perfect, and delight more deep
Than seas or skies that change and shine again,
There none of all unsullied souls that live
May hold a surer station: none may lend
More light to hope's or memory's lamp, nor give
More joy than thine to those that called thee friend.
Yea, joy from sorrow's barren womb is born
When faith begets on grief the godlike child:
As midnight yearns with starry sense of morn
In Arctic summers, though the sea wax wild,
So love, whose name is memory, thrills at heart,
Remembering and rejoicing in thee, now
Alive where love may dream not what thou art
But knows that higher than hope or love art thou.
"Whatever heaven, if heaven at all may be,
Await the sacred souls of good men dead,
There, now we mourn who loved him here, is he,"
So, sweet and stern of speech, the Roman said,
Erect in grief, in trust erect, and gave
His deathless dead a deathless life even here
Where day bears down on day as wave on wave
And not man's smile fades faster than his tear.
Albeit this gift be given not me to give,
Nor power be mine to break time's silent spell,
Not less shall love that dies not while I live
Bid thee, beloved in life and death, farewell.
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A Counsel
O strong Republic of the nobler years
Whose white feet shine beside time's fairer flood
That shall flow on the clearer for our blood
Now shed, and the less brackish for our tears;
When time and truth have put out hopes and fears
With certitude, and love has burst the bud,
If these whose powers then down the wind shall scud
Still live to feel thee smite their eyes and ears,
When thy foot's tread hath crushed their crowns and creeds,
Care thou not then to crush the beast that bleeds,
The snake whose belly cleaveth to the sod,
Nor set thine heel on men as on their deeds;
But let the worm Napoleon crawl untrod,
Nor grant Mastai the gallows of his God.
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The Moderates
Virtutem videant intabescantque relicta.
She stood before her traitors bound and bare,
Clothed with her wounds and with her naked shame
As with a weed of fiery tears and flame,
Their mother-land, their common weal and care,
And they turned from her and denied, and sware
They did not know this woman nor her name.
And they took truce with tyrants and grew tame,
And gathered up cast crowns and creeds to wear,
And rags and shards regilded. Then she took
In her bruised hands their broken pledge, and eyed
These men so late so loud upon her side
With one inevitable and tearless look,
That they might see her face whom they forsook;
And they beheld what they had left, and died
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The Union
I
Three in one, but one in three,
God, who girt her with the sea,
Bade our Commonweal to be:
Nought, if now not one.
Though fraud and fear would sever
The bond assured for ever,
Their shameful strength shall never
Undo what heaven has done.
II
South and North and West and East
Watch the ravens flock to feast,
Dense as round some death-struck beast,
Black as night is black.
Stand fast as faith together
In stress of treacherous weather
When hounds and wolves break tether
And Treason guides the pack.
III
Lovelier than thy seas are strong,
Glorious Ireland, sword and song
Gird and crown thee: none may wrong,
Save thy sons alone.
The sea that laughs around us
Hath sundered not but bound us:
The sun's first rising found us
Throned on its equal throne.
IV
North and South and East and West,
All true hearts that wish thee best
Beat one tune and own one quest,
Staunch and sure as steel.
God guard from dark disunion
Our threefold State's communion,
God save the loyal Union,
The royal Commonweal!
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The Transvaal
Patience, long sick to death, is dead. Too long
Have sloth and doubt and treason bidden us be
What Cromwell's England was not, when the sea
To him bore witness given of Blake how strong
She stood, a commonweal that brooked no wrong
From foes less vile than men like wolves set free
Whose war is waged where none may fight or flee
With women and with weanlings. Speech and song
Lack utterance now for loathing. Scarce we hear
Foul tongues that blacken God's dishonoured name
With prayers turned curses and with praise found shame
Defy the truth whose witness now draws near
To scourge these dogs, agape with jaws afoam,
Down out of life. Strike, England, and strike home.
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Genesis
In the outer world that was before this earth,
That was before all shape or space was born,
Before the blind first hour of time had birth,
Before night knew the moonlight or the morn;
Yea, before any world had any light,
Or anything called God or man drew breath,
Slowly the strong sides of the heaving night
Moved, and brought forth the strength of life and death.
And the sad shapeless horror increate
That was all things and one thing, without fruit,
Limit, or law; where love was none, nor hate,
Where no leaf came to blossom from no root;
The very darkness that time knew not of,
Nor God laid hand on, nor was man found there,
Ceased, and was cloven in several shapes; above
Light, and night under, and fire, earth, water, and air.
Sunbeams and starbeams, and all coloured things,
All forms and all similitudes began;
And death, the shadow cast by life’s wide wings,
And God, the shade cast by the soul of man.
Then between shadow and substance, night and light,
Then between birth and death, and deeds and days,
The illimitable embrace and the amorous fight
That of itself begets, bears, rears, and slays,
The immortal war of mortal things that is
Labour and life and growth and good and ill,
The mild antiphonies that melt and kiss,
The violent symphonies that meet and kill,
All nature of all things began to be.
But chiefliest in the spirit (beast or man,
Planet of heaven or blossom of earth or sea)
The divine contraries of life began.
For the great labour of growth, being many, is one;
One thing the white death and the ruddy birth;
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The invisible air and the all-beholden sun,
And barren water and many-childed earth.
And these things are made manifest in men
From the beginning forth unto this day:
Time writes and life records them, and again
Death seals them lest the record pass away.
For if death were not, then should growth not be,
Change, nor the life of good nor evil things;
Nor were there night at all nor light to see,
Nor water of sweet nor water of bitter springs.
For in each man and each year that is born
Are sown the twin seeds of the strong twin powers;
The white seed of the fruitful helpful morn,
The black seed of the barren hurtful hours.
And he that of the black seed eateth fruit,
To him the savour as honey shall be sweet;
And he in whom the white seed hath struck root,
He shall have sorrow and trouble and tears for meat.
And him whose lips the sweet fruit hath made red
In the end men loathe and make his name a rod;
And him whose mouth on the unsweet fruit hath fed
In the end men follow and know for very God.
And of these twain, the black seed and the white,
All things come forth, endured of men and done;
And still the day is great with child of night,
And still the black night labours with the sun.
And each man and each year that lives on earth
Turns hither or thither, and hence or thence is fed;
And as a man before was from his birth,
So shall a man be after among the dead.
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A Marching Song
We mix from many lands,
We march for very far;
In hearts and lips and hands
Our staffs and weapons are;
The light we walk in darkens sun and moon and star.
It doth not flame and wane
With years and spheres that roll,
Storm cannot shake nor stain
The strength that makes it whole,
The fire that moulds and moves it of the sovereign soul.
We are they that have to cope
With time till time retire;
We live on hopeless hope,
We feed on tears and fire;
Time, foot by foot, gives back before our sheer desire.
From the edge of harsh derision,
From discord and defeat,
From doubt and lame division,
We pluck the fruit and eat;
And the mouth finds it bitter, and the spirit sweet.
We strive with time at wrestling
Till time be on our side
And hope, our plumeless nestling,
A full-fledged eaglet ride
Down the loud length of storm its windward wings divide.
We are girt with our belief,
Clothed with our will and crowned;
Hope, fear, delight, and grief,
Before our will give ground;
Their calls are in our ears as shadows of dead sound.
All but the heart forsakes us,
All fails us but the will;
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Keen treason tracks and takes us
In pits for blood to fill;
Friend falls from friend, and faith for faith lays wait to kill.
Out under moon and stars
And shafts of the urgent sun
Whose face on prison-bars
And mountain-heads is one,
Our march is everlasting till time’s march be done.
Whither we know, and whence,
And dare not care wherethrough.
Desires that urge the sense,
Fears changing old with new,
Perils and pains beset the ways we press into;
Earth gives us thorns to tread,
And all her thorns are trod;
Through lands burnt black and red
We pass with feet unshod;
Whence we would be man shall not keep us, nor man’s God.
Through the great desert beasts
Howl at our backs by night,
And thunder-forging priests
Blow their dead bale-fires bright,
And on their broken anvils beat out bolts for fight.
Inside their sacred smithies
Though hot the hammer rings,
Their steel links snap like withies,
Their chains like twisted strings,
Their surest fetters are as plighted words of kings.
O nations undivided,
O single people and free,
We dreamers, we derided,
We mad blind men that see,
We bear you witness ere ye come that ye shall be.
Ye sitting among tombs,
Ye standing round the gate,
Whom fire-mouthed war consumes,
Or cold-lipped peace bids wait,
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All tombs and bars shall open, every grave and grate.
The locks shall burst in sunder,
The hinges shrieking spin,
When time, whose hand is thunder,
Lays hand upon the pin,
And shoots the bolts reluctant, bidding all men in.
These eyeless times and earless,
Shall these not see and hear,
And all their hearts burn fearless
That were afrost for fear?
Is day not hard upon us, yea, not our day near?
France! from its grey dejection
Make manifest the red
Tempestuous resurrection
Of thy most sacred head!
Break thou the covering cerecloths; rise up from the dead.
And thou, whom sea-walls sever
From lands unwalled with seas,
Wilt thou endure for ever,
O Milton’s England, these?
Thou that wast his Republic, wilt thou clasp their knees?
These royalties rust-eaten,
These worm-corroded lies,
That keep thine head storm-beaten
And sunlike strength of eyes
From the open heaven and air of intercepted skies;
These princelings with gauze winglets
That buzz in the air unfurled,
These summer-swarming kinglets,
These thin worms crowned and curled,
That bask and blink and warm themselves about the world;
These fanged meridian vermin,
Shrill gnats that crowd the dusk,
Night-moths whose nestling ermine
Smells foul of mould and musk,
Blind flesh-flies hatched by dark and hampered in their husk;
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These honours without honour,
These ghost-like gods of gold,
This earth that wears upon her
To keep her heart from cold
No memory more of men that brought it fire of old;
These limbs, supine, unbuckled,
In rottenness of rest,
These sleepy lips blood-suckled
And satiate of thy breast,
These dull wide mouths that drain thee dry and call thee blest;
These masters of thee mindless
That wear thee out of mind,
These children of thee kindless
That use thee out of kind,
Whose hands strew gold before thee and contempt behind;
Who have turned thy name to laughter,
Thy sea-like sounded name
That now none hearkens after
For faith in its free fame,
Who have robbed thee of thy trust and given thee of their shame;
These hours that mock each other,
These years that kill and die,
Are these thy gains, our mother,
For all thy gains thrown by?
Is this that end whose promise made thine heart so high?
With empire and with treason
The first right hand made fast,
But in man’s nobler season
To put forth help the last,
Love turns from thee, and memory disavows thy past.
Lest thine own sea disclaim thee,
Lest thine own sons despise,
Lest lips shoot out that name thee
And seeing thee men shut eyes,
Take thought with all thy people, turn thine head and rise.
Turn thee, lift up thy face;
What ails thee to be dead?
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Ask of thyself for grace,
Seek of thyself for bread,
And who shall starve or shame thee, blind or bruise thine head?
The same sun in thy sight,
The same sea in thine ears,
That saw thine hour at height,
That sang thy song of years,
Behold and hearken for thee, knowing thy hopes and fears.
O people, O perfect nation,
O England that shall be,
How long till thou take station?
How long till thralls live free?
How long till all thy soul be one with all thy sea?
Ye that from south to north,
Ye that from east to west,
Stretch hands of longing forth
And keep your eyes from rest,
Lo, when ye will, we bring you gifts of what is best.
From the awful northland pines
That skirt their wan dim seas
To the ardent Apennines
And sun-struck Pyrenees,
One frost on all their frondage bites the blossoming trees.
The leaves look up for light,
For heat of helpful air;
The trees of oldest height
And thin storm-shaken hair
Seek with gaunt hands up heavenward if the sun be there.
The woods where souls walk lonely,
The forests girt with night,
Desire the day-star only
And firstlings of the light
Not seen of slaves nor shining in their masters’ sight.
We have the morning star,
O foolish people, O kings!
With us the day-springs are,
Even all the fresh day-springs;
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For us, and with us, all the multitudes of things.
O sorrowing hearts of slaves,
We heard you beat from far!
We bring the light that saves,
We bring the morning star;
Freedom’s good things we bring you, whence all good things are.
With us the winds and fountains
And lightnings live in tune;
The morning-coloured mountains
That burn into the noon,
The mist’s mild veil on valleys muffled from the moon:
The thunder-darkened highlands
And lowlands hot with fruit,
Sea-bays and shoals and islands,
And cliffs that foil man’s foot,
And all the flower of large-limbed life and all the root:
The clangour of sea-eagles
That teach the morning mirth
With baying of heaven’s beagles
That seek their prey on earth,
By sounding strait and channel, gulf and reach and firth.
With us the fields and rivers,
The grass that summer thrills,
The haze where morning quivers,
The peace at heart of hills,
The sense that kindles nature, and the soul that fills.
With us all natural sights,
All notes of natural scale;
With us the starry lights;
With us the nightingale;
With us the heart and secret of the worldly tale.
The strife of things and beauty,
The fire and light adored,
Truth, and life-lightening duty,
Love without crown or sword,
That by his might and godhead makes man god and lord.
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These have we, these are ours,
That no priests give nor kings;
The honey of all these flowers,
The heart of all these springs;
Ours, for where freedom lives not, there live no good things.
Rise, ere the dawn be risen;
Come, and be all souls fed;
From field and street and prison
Come, for the feast is spread;
Live, for the truth is living; wake, for night is dead.
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Sienna
Inside this northern summer’s fold
The fields are full of naked gold,
Broadcast from heaven on lands it loves;
The green veiled air is full of doves;
Soft leaves that sift the sunbeams let
Light on the small warm grasses wet
Fall in short broken kisses sweet,
And break again like waves that beat
Round the sun’s feet.
But I, for all this English mirth
Of golden-shod and dancing days,
And the old green-girt sweet-hearted earth,
Desire what here no spells can raise.
Far hence, with holier heavens above,
The lovely city of my love
Bathes deep in the sun-satiate air
That flows round no fair thing more fair
Her beauty bare.
There the utter sky is holier, there
More pure the intense white height of air,
More clear men’s eyes that mine would meet,
And the sweet springs of things more sweet.
There for this one warm note of doves
A clamour of a thousand loves
Storms the night’s ear, the day’s assails,
From the tempestuous nightingales,
And fills, and fails.
O gracious city well-beloved,
Italian, and a maiden crowned,
Siena, my feet are no more moved
Toward thy strange-shapen mountain-bound:
But my heart in me turns and moves,
O lady loveliest of my loves,
Toward thee, to lie before thy feet
And gaze from thy fair fountain-seat
Up the sheer street;
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And the house midway hanging see
That saw Saint Catherine bodily,1
Felt on its floors her sweet feet move,
And the live light of fiery love
Burn from her beautiful strange face,
As in the sanguine sacred place
Where in pure hands she took the head
Severed, and with pure lips still red
Kissed the lips dead.
For years through, sweetest of the saints,
In quiet without cease she wrought,
Till cries of men and fierce complaints
From outward moved her maiden thought;
And prayers she heard and sighs toward France,
“God, send us back deliverance,
Send back thy servant, lest we die!”
With an exceeding bitter cry
They smote the sky.
Then in her sacred saving hands
She took the sorrows of the lands,
With maiden palms she lifted up
The sick time’s blood-embittered cup,
And in her virgin garment furled
The faint limbs of a wounded world.
Clothed with calm love and clear desire,
She went forth in her soul’s attire,
A missive fire.
Across the might of men that strove
It shone, and over heads of kings;
And molten in red flames of love
Were swords and many monstrous things;
And shields were lowered, and snapt were spears,
And sweeter-tuned the clamorous years;
And faith came back, and peace, that were
Fled; for she bade, saying, “Thou, God’s heir,
Hast thou no care?
“Lo, men lay waste thine heritage
Still, and much heathen people rage
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Against thee, and devise vain things.
What comfort in the face of kings,
What counsel is there? Turn thine eyes
And thine heart from them in like wise;
Turn thee unto thine holy place
To help us that of God for grace
Require thy face.
“For who shall hear us if not thou
In a strange land? what doest thou there?
Thy sheep are spoiled, and the ploughers plough
Upon us; why hast thou no care
For all this, and beyond strange hills
Liest unregardful what snow chills
Thy foldless flock, or what rains beat?
Lo, in thine ears, before thy feet,
Thy lost sheep bleat.
“And strange men feed on faultless lives,
And there is blood, and men put knives,
Shepherd, unto the young lamb’s throat;
And one hath eaten, and one smote,
And one had hunger and is fed
Full of the flesh of these, and red
With blood of these as who drinks wine
And God knoweth, who hath sent thee a sign,
If these were thine.”
But the Pope’s heart within him burned,
So that he rose up, seeing the sign,
And came among them; but she turned
Back to her daily way divine,
And fed her faith with silent things,
And lived her life with curbed white wings,
And mixed herself with heaven and died:
And now on the sheer city-side
Smiles like a bride.
You see her in the fresh clear gloom,
Where walls shut out the flame and bloom
Of full-breathed summer, and the roof
Keeps the keen ardent air aloof
And sweet weight of the violent sky:
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There bodily beheld on high,
She seems as one hearing in tune
Heaven within heaven, at heaven’s full noon,
In sacred swoon:
A solemn swoon of sense that aches
With imminent blind heat of heaven,
While all the wide-eyed spirit wakes,
Vigilant of the supreme Seven,
Whose choral flames in God’s sight move,
Made unendurable with love,
That without wind or blast of breath
Compels all things through life and death
Whither God saith.
There on the dim side-chapel wall 2
Thy mighty touch memorial,
Razzi, raised up, for ages dead,
And fixed for us her heavenly head:
And, rent with plaited thorn and rod,
Bared the live likeness of her God
To men’s eyes turning from strange lands,
Where, pale from thine immortal hands,
Christ wounded stands;
And the blood blots his holy hair
And white brows over hungering eyes
That plead against us, and the fair
Mute lips forlorn of words or sighs
In the great torment that bends down
His bruised head with the bloomless crown,
White as the unfruitful thorn-flower,
A God beheld in dreams that were
Beheld of her.
In vain on all these sins and years
Falls the sad blood, fall the slow tears;
In vain poured forth as watersprings,
Priests, on your altars, and ye, kings,
About your seats of sanguine gold;
Still your God, spat upon and sold,
Bleeds at your hands; but now is gone
All his flock from him saving one;
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Judas alone.
Surely your race it was that he,
O men signed backward with his name,
Beholding in Gethsemane
Bled the red bitter sweat of shame,
Knowing how the word of Christian should
Mean to men evil and not good,
Seem to men shameful for your sake,
Whose lips, for all the prayers they make,
Man’s blood must slake.
But blood nor tears ye love not, you 3
That my love leads my longing to,
Fair as the world’s old faith of flowers,
O golden goddesses of ours!
From what Idalian rose-pleasance
Hath Aphrodite bidden glance
The lovelier lightnings of your feet?
From what sweet Paphian sward or seat
Led you more sweet?
O white three sisters, three as one,
With flowerlike arms for flowery bands
Your linked limbs glitter like the sun,
And time lies beaten at your hands.
Time and wild years and wars and men
Pass, and ye care not whence or when;
With calm lips over sweet for scorn,
Ye watch night pass, O children born
Of the old-world morn.
Ah, in this strange and shrineless place,
What doth a goddess, what a Grace,
Where no Greek worships her shrined limbs
With wreaths and Cytherean hymns?
Where no lute makes luxurious
The adoring airs in Amathus,
Till the maid, knowing her mother near,
Sobs with love, aching with sweet fear?
What do ye here?
For the outer land is sad, and wears
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A raiment of a flaming fire;
And the fierce fruitless mountain stairs
Climb, yet seem wroth and loth to aspire,
Climb, and break, and are broken down,
And through their clefts and crests the town
Looks west and sees the dead sun lie,
In sanguine death that stains the sky
With angry dye.
And from the war-worn wastes without
In twilight, in the time of doubt,
One sound comes of one whisper, where
Moved with low motions of slow air
The great trees nigh the castle swing
In the sad coloured evening;
“Ricorditi di me, che son
La Pia” that small sweet word alone
Is not yet gone.
“Ricorditi di me” the sound
Sole out of deep dumb days remote
Across the fiery and fatal ground
Comes tender as a hurt bird’s note
To where, a ghost with empty hands,
A woe-worn ghost, her palace stands
In the mid city, where the strong
Bells turn the sunset air to song,
And the towers throng.
With other face, with speech the same,
A mightier maiden’s likeness came
Late among mourning men that slept,
A sacred ghost that went and wept,
White as the passion-wounded Lamb,
Saying, “Ah, remember me, that am
Italia.” (From deep sea to sea
Earth heard, earth knew her, that this was she.)
“Ricorditi.
“Love made me of all things fairest thing,
And Hate unmade me; this knows he
Who with God’s sacerdotal ring
Enringed mine hand, espousing me.”
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Yea, in thy myriad-mooded woe,
Yea, Mother, hast thou not said so?
Have not our hearts within us stirred,
O thou most holiest, at thy word?
Have we not heard?
As this dead tragic land that she
Found deadly, such was time to thee;
Years passed thee withering in the red
Maremma, years that deemed thee dead,
Ages that sorrowed or that scorned;
And all this while though all they mourned
Thou sawest the end of things unclean,
And the unborn that should see thee a queen.
Have we not seen?
The weary poet, thy sad son,
Upon thy soil, under thy skies,
Saw all Italian things save one 4
Italia; this thing missed his eyes;
The old mother-might, the breast, the face,
That reared, that lit the Roman race;
This not Leopardi saw; but we,
What is it, Mother, that we see,
What if not thee?
Look thou from Siena southward home,
Where the priest’s pall hangs rent on Rome,
And through the red rent swaddling-bands
Towards thine she strains her labouring hands.
Look thou and listen, and let be
All the dead quick, all the bond free;
In the blind eyes let there be sight;
In the eighteen centuries of the night
Let there be light.
Bow down the beauty of thine head,
Sweet, and with lips of living breath
Kiss thy sons sleeping and thy dead,
That there be no more sleep or death.
Give us thy light, thy might, thy love,
Whom thy face seen afar above
Drew to thy feet; and when, being free,
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Thou hast blest thy children born to thee,
Bless also me.
Me that when others played or slept
Sat still under thy cross and wept;
Me who so early and unaware
Felt fall on bent bared brows and hair
(Thin drops of the overflowing flood!)
The bitter blessing of thy blood;
The sacred shadow of thy pain,
Thine, the true maiden-mother, slain
And raised again.
Me consecrated, if I might,
To praise thee, or to love at least,
O mother of all men’s dear delight,
Thou madest a choral-souled boy-priest,
Before my lips had leave to sing,
Or my hands hardly strength to cling
About the intolerable tree
Whereto they had nailed my heart and thee
And said, “Let be.”
For to thee too the high Fates gave
Grace to be sacrificed and save,
That being arisen, in the equal sun,
God and the People should be one;
By those red roads thy footprints trod,
Man more divine, more human God,
Saviour; that where no light was known
But darkness, and a daytime flown,
Light should be shown.
Let there be light, O Italy!
For our feet falter in the night.
O lamp of living years to be,
O light of God, let there be light!
Fill with a love keener than flame
Men sealed in spirit with thy name,
The cities and the Roman skies,
Where men with other than man’s eyes
Saw thy sun rise.
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For theirs thou wast and thine were they
Whose names outshine thy very day;
For they are thine and theirs thou art
Whose blood beats living in man’s heart,
Remembering ages fled and dead
Wherein for thy sake these men bled;
They that saw Trebia, they that see
Mentana, they in years to be
That shall see thee.
For thine are all of us, and ours
Thou; till the seasons bring to birth
A perfect people, and all the powers
Be with them that bear fruit on earth;
Till the inner heart of man be one
With freedom, and the sovereign sun;
And Time, in likeness of a guide,
Lead the Republic as a bride
Up to God’s side.
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Spring in Tuscany
Rose-red lilies that bloom on the banner;
Rose-cheeked gardens that revel in spring;
Rose-mouthed acacias that laugh as they climb,
Like plumes for a queen's hand fashioned to fan her
With wind more soft than a wild dove's wing,
What do they sing in the spring of their time
If this be the rose that the world hears singing,
Soft in the soft night, loud in the day,
Songs for the fireflies to dance as they hear;
If that be the song of the nightingale, springing
Forth in the form of a rose in May,
What do they say of the way of the year?
What of the way of the world gone Maying,
What of the work of the buds in the bowers,
What of the will of the wind on the wall,
Fluttering the wall-flowers, sighing and playing,
Shrinking again as a bird that cowers,
Thinking of hours when the flowers have to fall?
Out of the throats of the loud birds showering,
Out of the folds where the flag-lilies leap,
Out of the mouths of the roses stirred,
Out of the herbs on the walls reflowering,
Out of the heights where the sheer snows sleep,
Out of the deep and the steep, one word.
One from the lips of the lily-flames leaping,
The glad red lilies that burn in our sight,
The great live lilies for standard and crown;
One from the steeps where the pines stand sleeping,
One from the deep land, one from the height,
One from the light and the might of the town.
The lowlands laugh with delight of the highlands,
Whence May winds feed them with balm and breath
From hills that beheld in the years behind
A shape as of one from the blest souls' islands,
Made fair by a soul too fair for death,
With eyes on the light that should smite them blind.
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Vallombrosa remotely remembers,
Perchance, what still to us seems so near
That time not darkens it, change not mars,
The foot that she knew when her leaves were September's,
The face lift up to the star-blind seer,
That saw from his prison arisen his stars.
And Pisa broods on her dead, not mourning,
For love of her loveliness given them in fee;
And Prato gleams with the glad monk's gift
Whose hand was there as the hand of morning;
And Siena, set in the sand's red sea,
Lifts loftier her head than the red sand's drift.
And far to the fair south-westward lightens,
Girdled and sandalled and plumed with flowers,
At sunset over the love-lit lands,
The hill-side's crown where the wild hill brightens,
Saint Fina's town of the Beautiful Towers,
Hailing the sun with a hundred hands.
Land of us all that have loved thee dearliest,
Mother of men that were lords of man,
Whose name in the world's heart work a spell
My last song's light, and the star of mine earliest,
As we turn from thee, sweet, who wast ours for a span,
Fare well we may not who say farewell.
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On the Downs
A faint sea without wind or sun;
A sky like flameless vapour dun;
A valley like an unsealed grave
That no man cares to weep upon,
Bare, without boon to crave,
Or flower to save.
And on the lip’s edge of the down,
Here where the bent-grass burns to brown
In the dry sea-wind, and the heath
Crawls to the cliff-side and looks down,
I watch, and hear beneath
The low tide breathe.
Along the long lines of the cliff,
Down the flat sea-line without skiff
Or sail or back-blown fume for mark,
Through wind-worn heads of heath and stiff
Stems blossomless and stark
With dry sprays dark,
I send mine eyes out as for news
Of comfort that all these refuse,
Tidings of light or living air
From windward where the low clouds muse
And the sea blind and bare
Seems full of care.
So is it now as it was then,
And as men have been such are men.
There as I stood I seem to stand,
Here sitting chambered, and again
Feel spread on either hand
Sky, sea, and land.
As a queen taken and stripped and bound
Sat earth, discoloured and discrowned;
As a king’s palace empty and dead
The sky was, without light or sound;
And on the summer’s head
Were ashes shed.
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Scarce wind enough was on the sea,
Scarce hope enough there moved in me,
To sow with live blown flowers of white
The green plain’s sad serenity,
Or with stray thoughts of light
Touch my soul’s sight.
By footless ways and sterile went
My thought unsatisfied, and bent
With blank unspeculative eyes
On the untracked sands of discontent
Where, watched of helpless skies,
Life hopeless lies.
East and west went my soul to find
Light, and the world was bare and blind
And the soil herbless where she trod
And saw men laughing scourge mankind,
Unsmitten by the rod
Of any God.
Out of time’s blind old eyes were shed
Tears that were mortal, and left dead
The heart and spirit of the years,
And on mans fallen and helmless head
Time’s disanointing tears
Fell cold as fears.
Hope flowering had but strength to bear
The fruitless fruitage of despair;
Grief trod the grapes of joy for wine,
Whereof love drinking unaware
Died as one undivine
And made no sign.
And soul and body dwelt apart;
And weary wisdom without heart
Stared on the dead round heaven and sighed,
“Is death too hollow as thou art,
Or as man’s living pride?”
And saying so died.
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And my soul heard the songs and groans
That are about and under thrones,
And felt through all time’s murmur thrill
Fate’s old imperious semitones
That made of good and ill
One same tune still.
Then “Where is God? and where is aid?
Or what good end of these?” she said;
“Is there no God or end at all,
Nor reason with unreason weighed,
Nor force to disenthral
Weak feet that fall?
“No light to lighten and no rod
To chasten men? Is there no God?”
So girt with anguish, iron-zoned,
Went my soul weeping as she trod
Between the men enthroned
And men that groaned.
O fool, that for brute cries of wrong
Heard not the grey glad mother’s song
Ring response from the hills and waves,
But heard harsh noises all day long
Of spirits that were slaves
And dwelt in graves.
The wise word of the secret earth
Who knows what life and death are worth,
And how no help and no control
Can speed or stay things come to birth,
Nor all worlds’ wheels that roll
Crush one born soul.
With all her tongues of life and death,
With all her bloom and blood and breath,
From all years dead and all things done,
In the ear of man the mother saith,
“There is no God, O son,
If thou be none.”
So my soul sick with watching heard
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That day the wonder of that word,
And as one springs out of a dream
Sprang, and the stagnant wells were stirred
Whence flows through gloom and gleam
Thought’s soundless stream.
Out of pale cliff and sunburnt health,
Out of the low sea curled beneath
In the land’s bending arm embayed,
Out of all lives that thought hears breathe
Life within life inlaid,
Was answer made.
A multitudinous monotone
Of dust and flower and seed and stone,
In the deep sea-rock’s mid-sea sloth,
In the live water’s trembling zone,
In all men love and loathe,
One God at growth.
One forceful nature uncreate
That feeds itself with death and fate,
Evil and good, and change and time,
That within all men lies at wait
Till the hour shall bid them climb
And live sublime.
For all things come by fate to flower
At their unconquerable hour,
And time brings truth, and truth makes free,
And freedom fills time’s veins with power,
As, brooding on that sea,
My thought filled me.
And the sun smote the clouds and slew,
And from the sun the sea’s breath blew,
And white waves laughed and turned and fled
The long green heaving sea-field through,
And on them overhead
The sky burnt red
Like a furled flag that wind sets free,
On the swift summer-coloured sea
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Shook out the red lines of the light,
The live sun’s standard, blown to lee
Across the live sea’s white
And green delight.
And with divine triumphant awe
My spirit moved within me saw,
With burning passion of stretched eyes,
Clear as the light’s own firstborn law,
In windless wastes of skies
Time’s deep dawn rise.
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On the Russian Persecution of the Jews – Sonnets
O son of man, by lying tongues adored,
By slaughterous hands of slaves with feet red-shod
In carnage deep as ever Christian trod
Profaned with prayer and sacrifice abhorred
And incense from the trembling tyrant’s horde,
Brute worshippers or wielders of the rod,
Most murderous even of all that call thee God,
Most treacherous even that ever called thee Lord;
Face loved of little children long ago,
Head hated of the priests and rulers then,
If thou see this, or hear these hounds of thine
Run ravening as the Gadarean swine,
Say, was not this thy Passion, to foreknow
In death’s worst hour the works of Christian men?
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Love Lies Bleeding
Love lies bleeding in the bed whereover
Roses lean with smiling mouths or pleading:
Earth lies laughing where the sun's dart clove her:
Love lies bleeding.
Stately shine his purple plumes, exceeding
Pride of princes: nor shall maid or lover
Find on earth a fairer sign worth heeding.
Yet may love, sore wounded scarce recover
Strength and spirit again, with life receding:
Hope and joy, wind-winged, about him hover:
Love lies bleeding.
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Love In A Mist
Light love in a mist, by the midsummer moon misguided,
Scarce seen in the twilight garden if gloom insist,
Seems vainly to seek for a star whose gleam has derided
Light love in a mist.
All day in the sun, when the breezes do all they list,
His soft blue raiment of cloudlike blossom abided
Unrent and unwithered of winds and of rays that kissed.
Blithe-hearted or sad, as the cloud or the sun subsided,
Love smiled in the flower with a meaning whereof none wist
Save two that beheld, as a gleam that before them glided,
Light love in a mist.
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Eros
I.
Eros, from rest in isles far-famed,
With rising Anthesterion rose,
And all Hellenic heights acclaimed
Eros.
The sea one pearl, the shore one rose,
All round him all the flower-month flamed
And lightened, laughing off repose.
Earth's heart, sublime and unashamed,
Knew, even perchance as man's heart knows,
The thirst of all men's nature named
Eros.
II.
Eros, a fire of heart untamed,
A light of spirit in sense that glows,
Flamed heavenward still ere earth defamed
Eros.
Nor fear nor shame durst curb or close
His golden godhead, marred and maimed,
Fast round with bonds that burnt and froze.
Ere evil faith struck blind and lamed
Love, pure as fire or flowers or snows,
Earth hailed as blameless and unblamed
Eros.
III.
Eros, with shafts by thousands aimed
At laughing lovers round in rows,
Fades from their sight whose tongues proclaimed
Eros.
But higher than transient shapes or shows
The light of love in life inflamed
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Springs, toward no goal that these disclose.
Above those heavens which passion claimed
Shines, veiled by change that ebbs and flows,
The soul in all things born or framed,
Eros.

1877?
A Word for the Country
Men, born of the land that for ages
Has been honoured where freedom was dear,
Till your labour wax fat on its wages
You shall never be peers of a peer.
Where might is, the right is:
Long purses make strong swords.
Let weakness learn meekness:
God save the House of Lords!
You are free to consume in stagnation:
You are equal in right to obey:
You are brothers in bonds, and the nation
Is your mother, whose sons are her prey.
Those others your brothers,
Who toil not, weave, nor till,
Refuse you and use you
As waiters on their will.
But your fathers bowed down to their masters
And obeyed them and served and adored.
Shall the sheep not give thanks to their pastors?
Shall the serf not give praise to his lord?
Time, waning and gaining,
Grown other now than then,
Needs pastors and masters
For sheep, and not for men.
If his grandsire did service in battle,
If his grandam was kissed by a king,
Must men to my lord be as cattle
Or as apes that he leads in a string?
To deem so, to dream so,
Would bid the world proclaim
The dastards for bastards,
Not heirs of England’s fame.
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Not in spite but in right of dishonour,
There are actors who trample your boards
Till the earth that endures you upon her
Grows weary to bear you, my lords.
Your token is broken,
It will not pass for gold:
Your glory looks hoary,
Your sun in heaven turns cold.
They are worthy to reign on their brothers,
To contemn them as clods and as carles,
Who are Graces by grace of such mothers
As brightened the bed of King Charles.
What manner of banner,
What fame is this they flaunt,
That Britain, soul-smitten,
Should shrink before their vaunt?
Bright sons of sublime prostitution,
You are made of the mire of the street
Where your grandmothers walked in pollution
Till a coronet shone at their feet.
Your Graces, whose faces
Bear high the bastard’s brand,
Seem stronger no longer
Than all this honest land.
But the sons of her soldiers and seamen,
They are worthy forsooth of their hire.
If the father won praise from all free men,
Shall the sons not exult in their sire?
Let money make sunny
And power make proud their lives,
And feed them and breed them
Like drones in drowsiest hives.
But if haply the name be a burden
And the souls be no kindred of theirs,
Should wise men rejoice in such guerdon
Or brave men exult in such heirs?
Or rather the father
Frown, shamefaced, on the son,
And no men but foemen,
Deriding, cry ‘Well done’?
Let the gold and the land they inherit
Pass ever from hand into hand:
In right of the forefather’s merit
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Let the gold be the son’s, and the land.
Soft raiment, rich payment,
High place, the state affords;
Full measure of pleasure,
But now no more, my lords.
Is the future beleaguered with dangers
If the poor be far other than slaves?
Shall the sons of the land be as strangers
In the land of their forefathers’ graves?
Shame were it to bear it,
And shame it were to see:
If free men you be, men,
Let proof proclaim you free.
‘But democracy means dissolution:
See, laden with clamour and crime,
How the darkness of dim revolution
Comes deepening the twilight of time!
Ah, better the fetter
That holds the poor man’s hand
Than peril of sterile
Blind change that wastes the land.
‘Gaze forward through clouds that environ;
It shall be as it was in the past.
Not with dreams, but with blood and with iron,
Shall a nation be moulded to last.’
So teach they, so preach they,
Who dream themselves the dream
That hallows the gallows
And bids the scaffold stream.
‘With a hero at head, and a nation
Well gagged and well drilled and well cowed,
And a gospel of war and damnation,
Has not empire a right to be proud?
Fools prattle and tattle
Of freedom, reason, right,
The beauty of duty,
The loveliness of light.
‘But we know, we believe it, we see it,
Force only has power upon earth.’
So be it! and ever so be it
For souls that are bestial by birth!
Let Prussian with Russian
Exchange the kiss of slaves:
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But sea-folk are free folk
By grace of winds and waves.
Has the past from the sepulchres beckoned?
Let answer from Englishmen be,
No man shall be lord of us reckoned
Who is baser, not better, than we.
No coward, empowered
To soil a brave man’s name;
For shame’s sake and fame’s sake,
Enough of fame and shame.
Fame needs not the golden addition;
Shame bears it abroad as a brand.
Let the deed, and no more the tradition,
Speak out and be heard through the land.
Pride, rootless and fruitless,
No longer takes and gives:
But surer and purer
The soul of England lives.
He is master and lord of his brothers
Who is worthier and wiser than they.
Him only, him surely, shall others,
Else equal, observe and obey.
Truth, flawless and awless,
Do falsehood what it can,
Makes royal the loyal
And simple heart of man.
Who are these, then, that England should hearken,
Who rage and wax wroth and grow pale
If she turn from the sunsets that darken
And her ship for the morning set sail?
Let strangers fear dangers:
All know, that hold her dear,
Dishonour upon her
Can only fall through fear.
Men, born of the landsmen and seamen
Who served her with souls and with swords,
She bids you be brothers, and free men,
And lordless, and fearless of lords.
She cares not, she dares not
Care now for gold or steel:
Light lead her, truth speed her,
God save the Commonweal!
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The Commonweal : A Song for Unionists
Men, whose fathers braved the world in arms against our isles in union,
Men, whose brothers met rebellion face to face,
Show the hearts ye have, if worthy long descent and high communion,
Show the spirits, if unbroken, of your race.
What are these that howl and hiss across the strait of westward water?
What is he who floods our ears with speech in flood?
See the long tongue lick the dripping hand that smokes and reeks of
slaughter!
See the man of words embrace the man of blood!
Hear the plea whereby the tonguester mocks and charms the gazing gaper,
"We are they whose works are works of love and peace;
Till disunion bring forth union, what is union, sirs, but paper?
Break and rend it, then shall trust and strength increase."
Who would fear to trust a double-faced but single-hearted dreamer,
Pure of purpose, clean of hand, and clear of guile?
"Life is well-nigh spent," he sighs; "you call me shuffler, trickster, schemer?
I am old, when young men yell at me, I smile."
Many a year that priceless light of life has trembled, we remember,
On the platform of extinction, unextinct;
Many a month has been for him the long year's last, life's calm December:
Can it be that he who said so, saying so, winked?
No; the lust of life, the thirst for work and days with work to do in,
Drove and drives him down the road of splendid shame;
All is well, if o'er the monument recording England's ruin
Time shall read, inscribed in triumph, Gladstone's name.
Thieves and murderers, hands yet red with blood and tongues yet black with
lies,
Clap and clamour, "Parnell spurs his Gladstone well!"
Truth, unscared and undeluded by their praise or blame, replies,
"Is the goal of fraud and bloodshed heaven or hell?"
Old men eloquent, who truckle to the traitors of the time,
Love not office, power is no desire of theirs:
What if yesterday their hearts recoiled from blood and fraud and crime?
Conscience erred, an error which to-day repairs.
Conscience only now convinces them of strange though transient error:
Only now they see how fair is treason's face;
See how true the falsehood, just the theft, and blameless is the terror,
Which replaces just and blameless men in place.
Place and time decide the right and wrong of thought and word and action;
Crime is black as hell, till virtue gain its vote;
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Then, but ah, to think or say so smacks of fraud or smells of faction!
Mercy holds the door while Murder hacks the throat.
Murder? Treason? Theft? Poor brothers who succumb to such temptations,
Shall we lay on you or take on us the blame?
Reason answers, and religion echoes round to wondering nations,
"Not with Ireland, but with England rests the shame."
Reason speaks through mild religion's organ, loud and long and lusty,
Profit speaks through lips of patriots pure and true,
"English friends, whose trust we ask for, has not England found us trusty?
Not for us we seek advancement, but for you.
"Far and near the world bears witness of our wisdom, courage, honour;
Egypt knows if there our fame burns bright or dim.
Let but England trust as Gordon trusted, soon shall come upon her
Such deliverance as our daring brought on him.
"Far and wide the world rings record of our faith, our constant dealing,
Love of country, truth to friends, contempt for foes.
Sign once more the bond of trust in us that here awaits but sealing,
We will give yet more than all our record shows.
"Perfect ruin, shame eternal, everlasting degradation,
Freedom bought and sold, truth bound and treason free."
Yet an hour is here for answer; now, if here be yet a nation,
Answer, England, man by man from sea to sea!
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On the Death of Colonel Benson
Northumberland, so proud and sad to-day,
Weep and rejoice, our mother, whom no son
More glorious than this dead and deathless one
Brought ever fame whereon no time shall prey.
Nor heed we more than he what liars dare say
Of mercy's holiest duties left undone
Toward whelps and dams of murderous foes, whom none
Save we had spared or feared to starve and slay.
Alone as Milton and as Wordsworth found
And hailed their England, when from all around
Howled all the recreant hate of envious knaves,
Sublime she stands: while, stifled in the sound,
Each lie that falls from German boors and slaves
Falls but as filth dropt in the wandering waves.
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To a Cat
Stately, kindly, lordly friend,
Condescend
Here to sit by me, and turn
Glorious eyes that smile and burn,
Golden eyes, love's lustrous meed,
On the golden page I read.
All your wondrous wealth of hair,
Dark and fair,
Silken-shaggy, soft and bright
As the clouds and beams of night,
Pays my reverent hand's caress
Back with friendlier gentleness.
Dogs may fawn on all and some
As they come;
You, a friend of loftier mind,
Answer friends alone in kind.
Just your foot upon my hand
Softly bids it understand.
Morning round this silent sweet
Garden-seat
Sheds its wealth of gathering light,
Thrills the gradual clouds with might,
Changes woodland, orchard, heath,
Lawn, and garden there beneath.
Fair and dim they gleamed below:
Now they glow
Deep as even your sunbright eyes,
Fair as even the wakening skies.
Can it not or can it be
Now that you give thanks to see ?
May not you rejoice as I,
Seeing the sky
Change to heaven revealed, and bid
Earth reveal the heaven it hid
All night long from stars and moon,
Now the sun sets all in tune?
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What within you wakes with day
Who can say?
All too little may we tell,
Friends who like each other well,
What might haply, if we might,
Bid us read our lives aright.
Wild on woodland ways your sires
Flashed like fires;
Fair as flame and fierce and fleet
As with wings on wingless feet
Shone and sprang your mother, free,
Bright and brave as wind or sea.
Free and proud and glad as they,
Here to-day
Rests or roams their radiant child,
Vanquished not, but reconciled,
Free from curb of aught above
Save the lovely curb of love.
Love through dreams of souls divine
Fain would shine
Round a dawn whose light and song
Then should right our mutual wrong--Speak, and seal the love-lit law
Sweet Assisi's seer foresaw.
Dreams were theirs; yet haply may
Dawn a day
When such friends and fellows born,
Seeing our earth as fair at morn,
May for wiser love's sake see
More of heaven's deep heart than we.
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A Word with the Wind
Lord of days and nights that hear thy word of wintry warning,
Wind, whose feet are set on ways that none may tread,
Change the nest wherein thy wings are fledged for flight by morning,
Not the dawn, ere yet the imprisoning night has half released her,
More desires the sun's full face of cheer, than we,
Well as yet we love the strength of the iron-tongued north-easter,
Yearn for wind to meet us as we front the sea.
All thy ways are good, O wind, and all the world should fester,
Were thy fourfold godhead quenched, or stilled thy strife:
Yet the waves and we desire too long the deep south-wester,
Whence the waters quicken shoreward, clothed with life.
Yet the field not made for ploughing save of keels nor harrowing
Save of storm-winds lies unbrightened by thy breath:
Banded broad with ruddy samphire glow the sea-banks narrowing
Westward, while the sea gleams chill and still as death.
Sharp and strange from inland sounds thy bitter note of battle,
Blown between grim skies and waters sullen-souled,
Till the baffled seas bear back, rocks roar and shingles rattle,
Vexed and angered and anhungered and acold.
Change thy note, and give the waves their will, and all the measure,
Full and perfect, of the music of their might,
Let it fill the bays with thunderous notes and throbs of pleasure,
Shake the shores with passion, sound at once and smite.
Sweet are even the mild low notes of wind and sea, but sweeter
Sounds the song whose choral wrath of raging rhyme
Bids the shelving shoals keep tune with storm's imperious metre,
Bids the rocks and reefs respond in rapturous chime.
Sweet the lisp and lulling whisper and luxurious laughter,
Soft as love or sleep, of waves whereon the sun
Dreams, and dreams not of the darkling hours before nor after,
Winged with cloud whose wrath shall bid love's day be done.
Yet shall darkness bring the awakening sea a lordlier lover,
Clothed with strength more amorous and more strenuous will,
Whence her heart of hearts shall kindle and her soul recover
Sense of love too keen to lie for love's sake still.
Let thy strong south-western music sound, and bid the billows
Brighten, proud and glad to feel thy scourge and kiss
Sting and soothe and sway them, bowed as aspens bend or willows,
Yet resurgent still in breathless rage of bliss.
All to-day the slow sleek ripples hardly bear up shoreward,
Charged with sighs more light than laughter, faint and fair,
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Like a woodland lake's weak wavelets lightly lingering forward,
Soft and listless as the slumber-stricken air.
Be the sunshine bared or veiled, the sky superb or shrouded,
Still the waters, lax and languid, chafed and foiled,
Keen and thwarted, pale and patient, clothed with fire or clouded,
Vex their heart in vain, or sleep like serpents coiled.
Thee they look for, blind and baffled, wan with wrath and weary,
Blown for ever back by winds that rock the bird:
Winds that seamews breast subdue the sea, and bid the dreary
Waves be weak as hearts made sick with hope deferred.
Let thy clarion sound from westward, let the south bear token
How the glories of thy godhead sound and shine:
Bid the land rejoice to see the land-wind's broad wings broken,
Bid the sea take comfort, bid the world be thine.
Half the world abhors thee beating back the sea, and blackening
Heaven with fierce and woful change of fluctuant form:
All the world acclaims thee shifting sail again, and slackening
Cloud by cloud the close-reefed cordage of the storm.
Sweeter fields and brighter woods and lordlier hills than waken
Here at sunrise never hailed the sun and thee:
Turn thee then, and give them comfort, shed like rain and shaken
Far as foam that laughs and leaps along the sea.
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A Nympholept
Summer, and noon, and a splendour of silence, felt,
Seen, and heard of the spirit within the sense.
Soft through the frondage the shades of the sunbeams melt,
Sharp through the foliage the shafts of them, keen and dense,
Cleave, as discharged from the string of the God's bow, tense
As a war-steed's girth, and bright as a warrior's belt.
Ah, why should an hour that is heaven for an hour pass hence?
I dare not sleep for delight of the perfect hour,
Lest God be wroth that his gift should be scorned of man.
The face of the warm bright world is the face of a flower,
The word of the wind and the leaves that the light winds fan
As the word that quickened at first into flame, and ran,
Creative and subtle and fierce with invasive power,
Through darkness and cloud, from the breath of the one God, Pan.
The perfume of earth possessed by the sun pervades
The chaster air that he soothes but with sense of sleep.
Soft, imminent, strong as desire that prevails and fades,
The passing noon that beholds not a cloudlet weep
Imbues and impregnates life with delight more deep
Than dawn or sunset or moonrise on lawns or glades
Can shed from the skies that receive it and may not keep.
The skies may hold not the splendour of sundown fast;
It wanes into twilight as dawn dies down into day.
And the moon, triumphant when twilight is overpast,
Takes pride but awhile in the hours of her stately sway.
But the might of the noon, though the light of it pass away,
Leaves earth fulfilled of desires and of dreams that last;
But if any there be that hath sense of them none can say.
For if any there be that hath sight of them, sense, or trust
Made strong by the might of a vision, the strength of a dream,
His lips shall straiten and close as a dead man's must,
His heart shall be sealed as the voice of a frost-bound stream.
For the deep mid mystery of light and of heat that seem
To clasp and pierce dark earth, and enkindle dust,
Shall a man's faith say what it is? or a man's guess deem?
Sleep lies not heavier on eyes that have watched all night
Than hangs the heat of the noon on the hills and trees.
Why now should the haze not open, and yield to sight
A fairer secret than hope or than slumber sees?
I seek not heaven with submission of lips and knees,
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With worship and prayer for a sign till it leap to light:
I gaze on the gods about me, and call on these.
I call on the gods hard by, the divine dim powers
Whose likeness is here at hand, in the breathless air,
In the pulseless peace of the fervid and silent flowers,
In the faint sweet speech of the waters that whisper there.
Ah, what should darkness do in a world so fair?
The bent-grass heaves not, the couch-grass quails not or cowers;
The wind's kiss frets not the rowan's or aspen's hair.
But the silence trembles with passion of sound suppressed,
And the twilight quivers and yearns to the sunward, wrung
With love as with pain; and the wide wood's motionless breast
Is thrilled with a dumb desire that would fain find tongue
And palpitates, tongueless as she whom a man-snake stung,
Whose heart now heaves in the nightingale, never at rest
Nor satiated ever with song till her last be sung.
Is it rapture or terror that circles me round, and invades
Each vein of my life with hope, if it be not fear?
Each pulse that awakens my blood into rapture fades,
Each pulse that subsides into dread of a strange thing near
Requickens with sense of a terror less dread than dear.
Is peace not one with light in the deep green glades
Where summer at noonday slumbers? Is peace not here?
The tall thin stems of the firs, and the roof sublime
That screens from the sun the floor of the steep still wood,
Deep, silent, splendid, and perfect and calm as time,
Stand fast as ever in sight of the night they stood,
When night gave all that moonlight and dewfall could.
The dense ferns deepen, the moss glows warm as the thyme:
The wild heath quivers about me: the world is good.
Is it Pan's breath, fierce in the tremulous maidenhair,
That bids fear creep as a snake through the woodlands, felt
In the leaves that it stirs not yet, in the mute bright air,
In the stress of the sun? For here has the great God dwelt:
For hence were the shafts of his love or his anger dealt.
For here has his wrath been fierce as his love was fair,
When each was as fire to the darkness its breath bade melt.
Is it love, is it dread, that enkindles the trembling noon,
That yearns, reluctant in rapture that fear has fed,
As man for woman, as woman for man? Full soon,
If I live, and the life that may look on him drop not dead,
Shall the ear that hears not a leaf quake hear his tread,
The sense that knows not the sound of the deep day's tune
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Receive the God, be it love that he brings or dread.
The naked noon is upon me: the fierce dumb spell,
The fearful charm of the strong sun's imminent might,
Unmerciful, steadfast, deeper than seas that swell,
Pervades, invades, appals me with loveless light,
With harsher awe than breathes in the breath of night.
Have mercy, God who art all! For I know thee well,
How sharp is thine eye to lighten, thine hand to smite.
The whole wood feels thee, the whole air fears thee: but fear
So deep, so dim, so sacred, is wellnigh sweet.
For the light that hangs and broods on the woodlands here,
Intense, invasive, intolerant, imperious, and meet
To lighten the works of thine hands and the ways of thy feet,
Is hot with the fire of the breath of thy life, and dear
As hope that shrivels or shrinks not for frost or heat.
Thee, thee the supreme dim godhead, approved afar,
Perceived of the soul and conceived of the sense of man,
We scarce dare love, and we dare not fear: the star
We call the sun, that lit us when life began
To brood on the world that is thine by his grace for a span,
Conceals and reveals in the semblance of things that are
Thine immanent presence, the pulse of thy heart's life, Pan.
The fierce mid noon that wakens and warms the snake
Conceals thy mercy, reveals thy wrath: and again
The dew-bright hour that assuages the twilight brake
Conceals thy wrath and reveals thy mercy: then
Thou art fearful only for evil souls of men
That feel with nightfall the serpent within them wake,
And hate the holy darkness on glade and glen.
Yea, then we know not and dream not if ill things be,
Or if aught of the work of the wrong of the world be thine.
We hear not the footfall of terror that treads the sea,
We hear not the moan of winds that assail the pine:
We see not if shipwreck reign in the storm's dim shrine;
If death do service and doom bear witness to thee
We see not, know not if blood for thy lips be wine.
But in all things evil and fearful that fear may scan,
As in all things good, as in all things fair that fall,
We know thee present and latent, the lord of man;
In the murmuring of doves, in the clamouring of winds that call
And wolves that howl for their prey; in the midnight's pall,
In the naked and nymph-like feet of the dawn, O Pan,
And in each life living, O thou the God who art all.
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Smiling and singing, wailing and wringing of hands,
Laughing and weeping, watching and sleeping, still
Proclaim but and prove but thee, as the shifted sands
Speak forth and show but the strength of the sea's wild will
That sifts and grinds them as grain in the storm-wind's mill.
In thee is the doom that falls and the doom that stands:
The tempests utter thy word, and the stars fulfil.
Where Etna shudders with passion and pain volcanic
That rend her heart as with anguish that rends a man's,
Where Typho labours, and finds not his thews Titanic,
In breathless torment that ever the flame's breath fans,
Men felt and feared thee of old, whose pastoral clans
Were given to the charge of thy keeping; and soundless panic
Held fast the woodland whose depths and whose heights were Pan's.
And here, though fear be less than delight, and awe
Be one with desire and with worship of earth and thee,
So mild seems now thy secret and speechless law,
So fair and fearless and faithful and godlike she,
So soft the spell of thy whisper on stream and sea,
Yet man should fear lest he see what of old men saw
And withered: yet shall I quail if thy breath smite me.
Lord God of life and of light and of all things fair,
Lord God of ravin and ruin and all things dim,
Death seals up life, and darkness the sunbright air,
And the stars that watch blind earth in the deep night swim
Laugh, saying, "What God is your God, that ye call on him?
What is man, that the God who is guide of our way should care
If day for a man be golden, or night be grim?"
But thou, dost thou hear? Stars too but abide for a span,
Gods too but endure for a season; but thou, if thou be
God, more than shadows conceived and adored of man,
Kind Gods and fierce, that bound him or made him free,
The skies that scorn us are less in thy sight than we,
Whose souls have strength to conceive and perceive thee, Pan,
With sense more subtle than senses that hear and see.
Yet may not it say, though it seek thee and think to find
One soul of sense in the fire and the frost-bound clod,
What heart is this, what spirit alive or blind,
That moves thee: only we know that the ways we trod
We tread, with hands unguided, with feet unshod,
With eyes unlightened; and yet, if with steadfast mind,
Perchance may we find thee and know thee at last for God.
Yet then should God be dark as the dawn is bright,
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And bright as the night is dark on the world, no more.
Light slays not darkness, and darkness absorbs not light;
And the labour of evil and good from the years of yore
Is even as the labour of waves on a sunless shore.
And he who is first and last, who is depth and height,
Keeps silence now, as the sun when the woods wax hoar.
The dark dumb godhead innate in the fair world's life
Imbues the rapture of dawn and of noon with dread,
Infects the peace of the star-shod night with strife,
Informs with terror the sorrow that guards the dead.
No service of bended knee or of humbled head
May soothe or subdue the God who has change to wife:
And life with death is as morning with evening wed.
And yet, if the light and the life in the light that here
Seem soft and splendid and fervid as sleep may seem
Be more than the shine of a smile or the flash of a tear,
Sleep, change, and death are less than a spell-struck dream,
And fear than the fall of a leaf on a starlit stream.
And yet, if the hope that hath said it absorb not fear,
What helps it man that the stars and the waters gleam?
What helps it man, that the noon be indeed intense,
The night be indeed worth worship? Fear and pain
Were lords and masters yet of the secret sense,
Which now dares deem not that light is as darkness, fain
Though dark dreams be to declare it, crying in vain.
For whence, thou God of the light and the darkness, whence
Dawns now this vision that bids not the sunbeams wane?
What light, what shadow, diviner than dawn or night,
Draws near, makes pause, and again, or I dream, draws near?
More soft than shadow, more strong than the strong sun's light,
More pure than moonbeams, yea, but the rays run sheer
As fire from the sun through the dusk of the pinewood, clear
And constant; yea, but the shadow itself is bright
That the light clothes round with love that is one with fear.
Above and behind it the noon and the woodland lie,
Terrible, radiant with mystery, superb and subdued,
Triumphant in silence; and hardly the sacred sky
Seems free from the tyrannous weight of the dumb fierce mood
Which rules as with fire and invasion of beams that brood
The breathless rapture of earth till its hour pass by
And leave her spirit released and her peace renewed.
I sleep not: never in sleep has a man beholden
This. From the shadow that trembles and yearns with light
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Suppressed and elate and reluctant, obscure and golden
As water kindled with presage of dawn or night,
A form, a face, a wonder to sense and sight,
Grows great as the moon through the month; and her eyes embolden
Fear, till it change to desire, and desire to delight.
I sleep not: sleep would die of a dream so strange;
A dream so sweet would die as a rainbow dies,
As a sunbow laughs and is lost on the waves that range
And reck not of light that flickers or spray that flies.
But the sun withdraws not, the woodland shrinks not or sighs,
No sweet thing sickens with sense or with fear of change;
Light wounds not, darkness blinds not, my steadfast eyes.
Only the soul in my sense that receives the soul
Whence now my spirit is kindled with breathless bliss
Knows well if the light that wounds it with love makes whole,
If hopes that carol be louder than fears that hiss,
If truth be spoken of flowers and of waves that kiss,
Of clouds and stars that contend for a sunbright goal.
And yet may I dream that I dream not indeed of this?
An earth-born dreamer, constrained by the bonds of birth,
Held fast by the flesh, compelled by his veins that beat
And kindle to rapture or wrath, to desire or to mirth,
May hear not surely the fall of immortal feet,
May feel not surely if heaven upon earth be sweet;
And here is my sense fulfilled of the joys of earth,
Light, silence, bloom, shade, murmur of leaves that meet.
Bloom, fervour, and perfume of grasses and flowers aglow,
Breathe and brighten about me: the darkness gleams,
The sweet light shivers and laughs on the slopes below,
Made soft by leaves that lighten and change like dreams;
The silence thrills with the whisper of secret streams
That well from the heart of the woodland: these I know:
Earth bore them, heaven sustained them with showers and beams.
I lean my face to the heather, and drink the sun
Whose flame-lit odour satiates the flowers: mine eyes
Close, and the goal of delight and of life is one:
No more I crave of earth or her kindred skies.
No more? But the joy that springs from them smiles and flies:
The sweet work wrought of them surely, the good work done,
If the mind and the face of the season be loveless, dies.
Thee, therefore, thee would I come to, cleave to, cling,
If haply thy heart be kind and thy gifts be good,
Unknown sweet spirit, whose vesture is soft in spring,
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In summer splendid, in autumn pale as the wood
That shudders and wanes and shrinks as a shamed thing should,
In winter bright as the mail of a war-worn king
Who stands where foes fled far from the face of him stood.
My spirit or thine is it, breath of thy life or of mine,
Which fills my sense with a rapture that casts out fear?
Pan's dim frown wanes, and his wild eyes brighten as thine,
Transformed as night or as day by the kindling year.
Earth-born, or mine eye were withered that sees, mine ear
That hears were stricken to death by the sense divine,
Earth-born I know thee: but heaven is about me here.
The terror that whispers in darkness and flames in light,
The doubt that speaks in the silence of earth and sea,
The sense, more fearful at noon than in midmost night,
Of wrath scarce hushed and of imminent ill to be,
Where are they? Heaven is as earth, and as heaven to me
Earth: for the shadows that sundered them here take flight;
And nought is all, as am I, but a dream of thee.
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Loch Torridon
The dawn of night more fair than morning rose,
Stars hurrying forth on stars, as snows on snows
Haste when the wind and winter bid them speed.
Vague miles of moorland road behind us lay
Scarce traversed ere the day
Sank, and the sun forsook us at our need,
Belated. Where we thought to have rested, rest
Was none; for soft Maree's dim quivering breast,
Bound round with gracious inland girth of green
And fearless of the wild wave-wandering West,
Shone shelterless for strangers; and unseen
The goal before us lay
Of all our blithe and strange and strenuous day.
For when the northering road faced westward, when
The dark sharp sudden gorge dropped seaward, then,
Beneath the stars, between the steeps, the track
We followed, lighted not of moon or sun,
And plunging whither none
Might guess, while heaven and earth were hoar and black,
Seemed even the dim still pass whence none turns back:
And through the twilight leftward of the way,
And down the dark, with many a laugh and leap,
The light blithe hill-streams shone from scaur to steep
In glittering pride of play;
And ever while the night grew great and deep
We felt but saw not what the hills would keep
Sacred awhile from sense of moon or star;
And full and far
Beneath us, sweet and strange as heaven may be,
The sea.
The very sea: no mountain-moulded lake
Whose fluctuant shapeliness is fain to take
Shape from the steadfast shore that rules it round,
And only from the storms a casual sound:
The sea, that harbours in her heart sublime
The supreme heart of music deep as time,
And in her spirit strong
The spirit of all imaginable song.
Not a whisper or lisp from the waters: the skies were not silenter. Peace
Was between them; a passionless rapture of respite as soft as release.
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Not a sound, but a sense that possessed and pervaded with patient delight
The soul and the body, clothed round with the comfort of limitless night.
Night infinite, living, adorable, loved of the land and the sea:
Night, mother of mercies, who saith to the spirits in prison, Be free.
And softer than dewfall, and kindlier than starlight, and keener than wine,
Came round us the fragrance of waters, the life of the breath of the brine.
We saw not, we heard not, the face or the voice of the waters: we knew
By the darkling delight of the wind as the sense of the sea in it grew,
By the pulse of the darkness about us enkindled and quickened, that here,
Unseen and unheard of us, surely the goal we had faith in was near.
A silence diviner than music, a darkness diviner than light,
Fulfilled as from heaven with a measureless comfort the measure of night.
But never a roof for shelter
And never a sign for guide
Rose doubtful or visible: only
And hardly and gladly we heard
The soft waves whisper and welter,
Subdued, and allured to subside,
By the mild night's magic: the lonely
Sweet silence was soothed, not stirred,
By the noiseless noise of the gleaming
Glad ripples, that played and sighed,
Kissed, laughed, recoiled, and relented,
Whispered, flickered, and fled.
No season was this for dreaming
How oft, with a stormier tide,
Had the wrath of the winds been vented
On sons of the tribes long dead:
The tribes whom time, and the changes
Of things, and the stress of doom,
Have erased and effaced; forgotten
As wrecks or weeds of the shore
In sight of the stern hill-ranges
That hardly may change their gloom
When the fruits of the years wax rotten
And the seed of them springs no more.
For the dim strait footway dividing
The waters that breathed below
Led safe to the kindliest of shelters
That ever awoke into light:
And still in remembrance abiding
Broods over the stars that glow
And the water that eddies and welters

400

The passionate peace of the night.
All night long, in the world of sleep,
Skies and waters were soft and deep:
Shadow clothed them, and silence made
Soundless music of dream and shade:
All above us, the livelong night,
Shadow, kindled with sense of light;
All around us, the brief night long,
Silence, laden with sense of song.
Stars and mountains without, we knew,
Watched and waited, the soft night through:
All unseen, but divined and dear,
Thrilled the touch of the sea's breath near:
All unheard, but alive like sound,
Throbbed the sense of the sea's life round:
Round us, near us, in depth and height,
Soft as darkness and keen as light.
And the dawn leapt in at my casement: and there, as I rose, at my feet
No waves of the landlocked waters, no lake submissive and sweet,
Soft slave of the lordly seasons, whose breath may loose it or freeze;
But to left and to right and ahead was the ripple whose pulse is the sea's.
From the gorge we had travelled by starlight the sunrise, winged and aflame,
Shone large on the live wide wavelets that shuddered with joy as it came;
As it came and caressed and possessed them, till panting and laughing with
light
From mountain to mountain the water was kindled and stung to delight.
And the grey gaunt heights that embraced and constrained and compelled it
were glad,
And the rampart of rock, stark naked, that thwarted and barred it, was clad
With a stern grey splendour of sunrise: and scarce had I sprung to the sea
When the dawn and the water were wedded, the hills and the sky set free.
The chain of the night was broken: the waves that embraced me and smiled
And flickered and fawned in the sunlight, alive, unafraid, undefiled,
Were sweeter to swim in than air, though fulfilled with the mounting morn,
Could be for the birds whose triumph rejoiced that a day was born.
And a day was arisen indeed for us. Years and the changes of years
Clothed round with their joys and their sorrows, and dead as their hopes and
their fears,
Lie noteless and nameless, unlit by remembrance or record of days
Worth wonder or memory, or cursing or blessing, or passion or praise,
Between us who live and forget not, but yearn with delight in it yet,
And the day we forget not, and never may live and may think to forget.
And the years that were kindlier and fairer, and kindled with pleasures as
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keen,
Have eclipsed not with lights or with shadows the light on the face of it seen.
For softly and surely, as nearer the boat that we gazed from drew,
The face of the precipice opened and bade us as birds pass through,
And the bark shot sheer to the sea through the strait of the sharp steep cleft,
The portal that opens with imminent rampires to right and to left,
Sublime as the sky they darken and strange as a spell-struck dream,
On the world unconfined of the mountains, the reign of the sea supreme,
The kingdom of westward waters, wherein when we swam we knew
The waves that we clove were boundless, the wind on our brows that blew
Had swept no land and no lake, and had warred not on tower or on tree,
But came on us hard out of heaven, and alive with the soul of the sea.
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The Lake of Gaube
The sun is lord and god, sublime, serene,
And sovereign on the mountains: earth and air
Lie prone in passion, blind with bliss unseen
By force of sight and might of rapture, fair
As dreams that die and know not what they were.
The lawns, the gorges, and the peaks, are one
Glad glory, thrilled with sense of unison
In strong compulsive silence of the sun.
Flowers dense and keen as midnight stars aflame
And living things of light like flames in flower
That glance and flash as though no hand might tame
Lightnings whose life outshone their stormlit hour
And played and laughed on earth, with all their power
Gone, and with all their joy of life made long
And harmless as the lightning life of song,
Shine sweet like stars when darkness feels them strong.
The deep mild purple flaked with moonbright gold
That makes the scales seem flowers of hardened light,
The flamelike tongue, the feet that noon leaves cold,
The kindly trust in man, when once the sight
Grew less than strange, and faith bade fear take flight,
Outlive the little harmless life that shone
And gladdened eyes that loved it, and was gone
Ere love might fear that fear had looked thereon.
Fear held the bright thing hateful, even as fear,
Whose name is one with hate and horror, saith
That heaven, the dark deep heaven of water near,
Is deadly deep as hell and dark as death.
The rapturous plunge that quickens blood and breath
With pause more sweet than passion, ere they strive
To raise again the limbs that yet would dive
Deeper, should there have slain the soul alive.
As the bright salamander in fire of the noonshine exults and is glad of his day,
The spirit that quickens my body rejoices to pass from the sunlight away,
To pass from the glow of the mountainous flowerage, the high multitudinous
bloom,
Far down through the fathomless night of the water, the gladness of silence
and gloom.
Death-dark and delicious as death in the dream of a lover and dreamer may
be,
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It clasps and encompasses body and soul with delight to be living and free:
Free utterly now, though the freedom endure but the space of a perilous
breath,
And living, though girdled about with the darkness and coldness and
strangeness of death:
Each limb and each pulse of the body rejoicing, each nerve of the spirit at
rest,
All sense of the soul's life rapture, a passionate peace in its blindness blest.
So plunges the downward swimmer, embraced of the water unfathomed of
man,
The darkness unplummeted, icier than seas in midwinter, for blessing or ban;
And swiftly and sweetly, when strength and breath fall short, and the dive is
done,
Shoots up as a shaft from the dark depth shot, sped straight into sight of the
sun;
And sheer through the snow-soft water, more dark than the roof of the pines
above,
Strikes forth, and is glad as a bird whose flight is impelled and sustained of
love.
As a sea-mew's love of the sea-wind breasted and ridden for rapture's sake
Is the love of his body and soul for the darkling delight of the soundless lake:
As the silent speed of a dream too living to live for a thought's space more
Is the flight of his limbs through the still strong chill of the darkness from
shore to shore.
Might life be as this is and death be as life that casts off time as a robe,
The likeness of infinite heaven were a symbol revealed of the lake of Gaube.
Whose thought has fathomed and measured
The darkness of life and of death,
The secret within them treasured,
The spirit that is not breath?
Whose vision has yet beholden
The splendour of death and of life?
Though sunset as dawn be golden,
Is the word of them peace, not strife?
Deep silence answers: the glory
We dream of may be but a dream,
And the sun of the soul wax hoary
As ashes that show not a gleam.
But well shall it be with us ever
Who drive through the darkness here,
If the soul that we live by never,
For aught that a lie saith, fear. 1894
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The Interpreters
I
Days dawn on us that make amends for many
Sometimes,
When heaven and earth seem sweeter even than any
Man's rhymes.
Light had not all been quenched in France, or quelled
In Greece,
Had Homer sung not, or had Hugo held
His peace.
Had Sappho's self not left her word thus long
For token,
The sea round Lesbos yet in waves of song
Had spoken.

II
And yet these days of subtler air and finer
Delight,
When lovelier looks the darkness, and diviner
The light The gift they give of all these golden hours,
Whose urn
Pours forth reverberate rays or shadowing showers
In turn Clouds, beams, and winds that make the live day's track
Seem living What were they did no spirit give them back
Thanksgiving?
III
Dead air, dead fire, dead shapes and shadows, telling
Time nought;
Man gives them sense and soul by song, and dwelling
In thought.
In human thought their being endures, their power
Abides:
Else were their life a thing that each light hour
Derides.
The years live, work, sigh, smile, and die, with all
They cherish;
The soul endures, though dreams that fed it fall
And perish.
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IV
In human thought have all things habitation;
Our days
Laugh, lower, and lighten past, and find no station
That stays.
But thought and faith are mightier things than time
Can wrong,
Made splendid once with speech, or made sublime
By song.
Remembrance, though the tide of change that rolls
Wax hoary,
Gives earth and heaven, for song's sake and the soul's,
Their glory.
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Author ’s Note
Use of this Essay:
Access is free. Brief quotations of the words written by Garry Victor Hill
for criticism or academic purposes is allowed. Downloading the whole thing is
another matter. No!
Proper acknowledgement should be Garry Victor Hill Swinburne: An overview
of his Life and Poetry 1837-1909. Website identification 2015.
Use of Sources:
One of the most obvious omissions from my work are Lang’s Six Volume
collection of Swinburne’s letters. I did scan through the letters doing spot
checks on assorted issues, but did not find anything useful that was not in other
sources. Original work from Edmund Gosse’s important biography The Life of
Algernon Charles Swinburne has been used rarely and very cautiously. By his
appeal for help Swinburne unthinkingly put Gosse in an invidious position.
Gosse came upon distasteful information being used for outright blackmail,
embarrassment or intimidation. To use it in a biography was an ugly exposé, to
not use it was deceitful. Every biographer after Gosse complains of his
censoriousness, bias and unreliability. However he was a very important
eyewitness and chronicler of Swinburne’s life. He was also a destroyer of
information that was damaging and using him looks like a morass many have
stepped into. Others have assessed his reliability on assorted issues and I have
relied on their efforts. This is the major reason some source notes list several
biographers using the same material. Swinburne’s unreliability is another.
Dates and Poem Presentations:
Dating Swinburne’s poems cannot always be a straightforward process.
He often held on to them for years: we know that many of the poems published
in Poems and Ballads in 1866 were recited in the early 1860s and appeared in
little known publications in 1862. Some poems would appear in different
collections, others would be in what were very literally collections – of poems
written over several years and put together, some dated, some not. I have relied
on Lafourcade’s Swinburne: A Literary Biography for dating many poems as he
worked on this problem, but where there were no indications I have dated them
from their appearances in major collections.
Reproducing his line endings may not always match because different
versions frequently have different line endings. I have tried to reproduce those
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versions that seem the most sensibly presented. These are usually from those
editions where the poems’ lines are not altered to save paper.
Copyright:
Although Swinburne is out of copyright except for Posthumous Poems,
the maps and most illustrations are from free access internet sites. Some
illustrations are from Guttenberg books but most of these illustrations are from
Google options, these are compiled by generic topics. They begin ‘Images of…’
They request feedback, which becomes a specific request for usage and if
granted, they are copied. Others have been used following requested copyright
steps for inclusion. Even so, they should not be copied from this work. The
author does not hold the copyright to any illustration. Tracing original
ownership or permissions through websites is not only onerous it is usually
erroneous as they have passed through several publications before arriving on
Google. If any illustration has been put on free access websites without their
owner’s permission, and then copied here, this is done unknowingly. Contact
the author and that illustration will be removed or given full acknowledgement.
Copyright Permissions:
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Public Domain Poetry
The Wordsworth Poetry Library for The Works of Algernon Charles
Swinburne. Introduction and Bibliography by Lawrence Binyon
Ware; Wordsworth Poetry Library, 1995.
Creativecommons.org/policies#license
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The Complete Works of Algernon Swinburne.
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Posthumous Poems by Algernon Charles Swinburne
Eds. Edmund Gosse and Thomas James Wise.
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Clara Watts-Dunton, The Home Life of Swinburne 1922. This book seems
to have vanished from the Guttenberg collection.
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