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  TO MY BROTHER JIMMY ROOT, 


  WHO AS A TEACHER AND COACH


  HAS INVESTED HIS LIFE IN A GENERATION


  OF YOUNG MEN AND WOMEN IN SCHOOLS IN


  BOTH WATTS AND PALMDALE, CALIFORNIA.


  HIS LIFE IS AN INSPIRATION TO ME.









  

    It seemed to be the low voice of the world
Brooding alone beneath the strength of things,
Murmuring of days and nights and years unfurled
Forever, and the unwearied joy that brings
Out of old fields the flowers of unborn springs,
Out of old wars and cities burned with wrong,
A splendour in the dark, a tale, a song.
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  Foreword


  David C. Downing


  

    C. S. LEWIS’S FIRST AND ONLY book-length narrative poem Dymer (originally published in 1926)1 was not a literary success. But it is a fascinating failure. Published five years before Lewis’s conversion to Christianity in 1931, the poem is a promising bit of apprentice work for a young writer who hadn’t yet discovered which medium was best for what he wanted to say—or indeed what it was that he truly wanted to say.


    In his preface to the 1950 edition of Dymer (later reprinted in Narrative Poems), Lewis explained the origins of Dymer and how it can best be understood:


    

      What I “found” what simply “came to me” was the story of a man who, on some mysterious bride, begets a monster: which monster, as soon as it has killed its father, becomes a god. This story arrived, complete, in my mind somewhere about my seventeenth year. To the best of my knowledge I did not consciously or voluntarily invent it, nor was it, in the plain sense of that word, a dream. All I know about it is that there was a time when it was not there, and then presently a time when it was. Everyone may allegorize it or psychoanalyse it as he pleases: and if I did so myself my interpretations would have no more authority than anyone else’s.2


    


    Clearly, Lewis in his early years wanted to create a “modern myth,” similar to those he admired in George MacDonald and Franz Kafka. Lewis realized that most myths evolve gradually, the work of many voices over many centuries. But he believed there were also modern mythmakers, writers who could create archetypal patterns of events that transcended their actual choice of words in telling a story.


    Lewis wrote a prose version of Dymer in 1916–1917, which has not survived. In 1918 he tried retelling the story in verse, taking his poetic form from Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis. In this version, the poem was called “The Redemption of Ask,” after the first man named Ask, the “Adam” character in Norse mythology. Finally in 1922 Lewis recast the story in rhyme royal, a stanza form invented by Chaucer. This poetic form consists in seven-line stanzas of iambic pentameter, with end-rhymes of ABABBCC. Lewis finished the poem in 1925, and it was published by J. M. Dent in 1926.


    Lewis was hoping that Dymer would launch his career as a poet, but it received more negative reviews than positive, and it quickly sank into oblivion. By the mid-1920s, modernist poetry was in vogue, so that traditional, metered poetry had become passé, especially narrative poems. The poem itself is uneven, beginning with overly obvious satire on planned societies, then plunging into several obscure episodes involving dream-like settings, murky characterizations, and portentous symbols. Towards the end, the poem becomes obvious again in its overt rejection of magic and occultism.


    The young Lewis’s power of versification was also undistinguished. Though trying to write in iambic pentameter, ten syllables per line alternating in a -/-/-/-/-/ pattern (as in Shakespeare’s That TIME of YEAR thou MAYST in ME beHOLD), Lewis too often clipped his lines at nine syllables or else allowed them to run over to eleven or twelve syllables. This unevenness, along with frequent metrical irregularities, make too many lines sound like mere prose. The poem’s expressive power is also undermined by the use of jarring end-rhymes (swell/unendurable; there/secreter; solitude/blood) and shopworn similes (like an ostrich hiding its head in the sand; as easy as slipping on well-worn shoes).


    Even with these defects, Dymer played an important part in Lewis’s development as a writer. Lewis was trying to write in the mythic spirit of George MacDonald. But the young Lewis shared neither MacDonald’s buoyant Christian faith nor his penchant for creating stories with open-ended meanings.  In his twenties, Lewis’s temperament was more critical and ironic, and his writings evoked more clearly definable symbols. In places, Dymer verges on allegory.


    Dymer may have served as a kind of self-directed sermon. In Surprised by Joy, Lewis recalls that, in his early years, he was living almost entirely in his imagination, and he later came to recognize that this was not a healthy condition. Thus, the figure of Dymer is almost a personification of Wishful Thinking. He assumes he can do away with authority without realizing that he is unleashing anarchy. He supposes he can just go and live in nature, ending up cold, hungry, and almost falling off a cliff. In the ghostly palace, he dreams of himself dressed as a nobleman, perhaps a leader of the people and a sought-after lover. But it is all just self-projection of the id and the ego; such narcissistic fantasies must be sacrificed if anything more powerful and beautiful is to be born.


    Dymer also contains a number of motifs and images that Lewis would develop in his later works, with more vivid description and greater thematic depth. The idea of an unseen lover and a mysterious palace would appear again in the Cupid and Psyche episodes of Till We Have Faces (1956). The belief that individual crimes could lead to social revolution is examined again in The Last Battle (1956). And the suggestion that death may have the power to transform something loathsome into something beautiful is amplified in the lizard episode of The Great Divorce (1946).


    Dymer succeeds more as a story than as a poem, a coming-of-age narrative about lost illusions and unintended consequences. At that stage of his life, Lewis seemed to understand more fully what he was against rather than what he was for. It would take another five years for Lewis to develop his own clear and compelling vision of reality and to find his voice as one of the finest prose stylists of the twentieth century.


  









  


  Dedication


  

    TO MARJORIE MILNE


  









  


  Epigraph


  

    

      Nine nights I hung upon the Tree, wounded with the spear as an offering to Odin, myself sacrificed to myself.


      HÀVAMÀL


    


  


  

     


     









  


  Preface to the 1950 Edition


  C. S. Lewis


  

    AT ITS ORIGINAL APPEARANCE IN 1926, Dymer, like many better books, found some good reviews and almost no readers. The idea of disturbing its repose in the grave now comes from its publishers, not from me, but I have a reason for wishing to be present at the exhumation. Nearly a quarter of a century has gone since I wrote it, and in that time things have changed both within me and round me; my old poem might be misunderstood by those who now read it for the first time.


    I am told that the Persian poets draw a distinction between poetry which they have “found” and poetry which they have “brought”: if you like, between the given and the invented, though they wisely refuse to identify this with the distinction between good and bad. Their terminology applies with unusual clarity to my poem. What I “found,” what simply “came to me,” was the story of a man who, on some mysterious bride, begets a monster: which monster, as soon as it has killed its father, becomes a god. This story arrived, complete, in my mind somewhere about my seventeenth year. To the best of my knowledge I did not consciously or voluntarily invent it, nor was it, in the plain sense of that word, a dream. All I know about it is that there was a time when it was not there, and then presently a time when it was. Every one may allegorize it or psychoanalyse it as he pleases: and if I did so myself my interpretations would have no more authority than anyone else’s.


    The Platonic and totalitarian state from which Dymer escapes in Canto I was a natural invention for one who detested the state in Plato’s Republic as much as he liked everything else in Plato, and who was, by temperament, an extreme anarchist. I put into it my hatred of my old public school and my more recent hatred of the army. But I was already critical of my own anarchism. There had been a time when the sense of defiant and almost drunken liberation which fills the first two acts of Siegfried had completely satisfied me. Now, I thought, I knew better. My hero therefore must go through his Siegfried moment in Cantos I and II and find in Canto IV what really comes of that mood in the end. For it seemed to me that two opposite forces in man tended equally to revolt. The one criticizes and at need defies civilization because it is not good enough, the other stabs it from below and behind because it is already too good for total baseness to endure. The hero who dethrones a tyrant will therefore be first fêted and afterwards murdered by the rabble who feel a disinterested hatred of order and reason as such. Hence, in Canto IV, Bran’s revolt which at once parodies and punishes Dymer’s. It will be remembered that, when I wrote, the first horrors of the Russian Revolution were still fresh in every one’s mind; and in my own country, Ulster, we had had opportunities of observing the daemonic character of popular political “causes.”


    In those days the new psychology was just beginning to make itself felt in the circles I most frequented at Oxford. This joined forces with the fact that we felt ourselves (as young men always do) to be escaping from the illusions of adolescence, and as a result we were much exercised about the problem of fantasy or wishful thinking. The “Christina Dream,” as we called it (after Christina Pontifex in Butler’s novel), was the hidden enemy whom we were all determined to unmask and defeat. My hero, therefore, had to be a man who had succumbed to its allurements and finally got the better of them. But the particular form in which this was worked out depended on two peculiarities of my own history.


    (1) From at least the age of six, romantic longing—Sehnsucht—had played an unusually central part in my experience. Such longing is in itself the very reverse of wishful thinking: it is more like thoughtful wishing. But it throws off what may be called systems of imagery. One among many such which it had thrown off for me was the Hesperian or Western Garden system, mainly derived from Euripides, Milton, Morris, and the early Yeats. By the time I wrote Dymer I had come, under the influence of our common obsession about Christina Dreams, into a state of angry revolt against that spell. I regarded it as the very type of the illusions I was trying to escape from. It must therefore be savagely attacked. Dymer’s temptation to relapse into the world of fantasy therefore comes to him (Canto VII) in that form. All through that canto I am cutting down my own former “groves and high places” and biting the hand that had fed me. I even tried to get the sneer into the metre; the archaic spelling and accentuation of countrie in vii. 23 is meant as parody. In all this, as I now believe, I was mistaken. Instead of repenting my idolatry I spat upon the images which only my own misunderstanding greed had ever made into idols. But “the heresies that men leave are hated most” and lovers’ quarrels can be the bitterest of all.


    (2) Several years before I wrote the poem, back in my teens, when my mind, except for a vigilant rejection of Christianity, had no fixed principles, and everything from strict materialism to theosophy could find by turns an entry, I had been, as boys are, temporarily attracted to what was then called “the Occult.” I blundered into it innocently enough. In those days every one was reading Maeterlinck, and I wanted to improve my French. Moreover, from Yeats’s early poetry it was natural to turn to his prose; and there I found to my astonishment that Yeats, unlike other romantic poets, really and literally believed in the sort of beings he put into his poems. There was no question here of “symbolism”: he believed in magic. And so for a time Rosa Alchemica took its turn (along with Voltaire, Lucretius, and Joseph McCabe) among my serious books. You will understand that this period had ended a long time (years are longer at that age) before I set about writing Dymer. By then, so far as I was anything, I was an idealist, and for an idealist all supernaturalisms were equally illusions, all “spirits” merely symbols of “Spirit” in the metaphysical sense, futile and dangerous if mistaken for facts. I put this into vii. 8. I was now quite sure that magic or spiritism of any kind was a fantasy and of all fantasies the worst. But this wholesome conviction had recently been inflamed into a violent antipathy. It had happened to me to see a man, and a man whom I loved, sink into screaming mania and finally into death under the influence, as I believed, of spiritualism. And I had also been twice admitted to the upper room in Yeats’s own house in Broad Street. His conversation turned much on magic. I was overawed by his personality, and by his doctrine half fascinated and half repelled, and finally the more repelled because of the fascination.


    The angel in the last canto does not of course mean that I had any Christian beliefs when I wrote the poem, any more (si parva licet componere magnis) than the conclusion of Faust, Part II, means that Goethe was a believer.


    This, I think, explains all that the reader might want explained in my narrative. My hero was to be a man escaping from illusion. He begins by egregiously supposing the universe to be his friend and seems for a time to find confirmation of his belief. Then he tries, as we all try, to repeat his moment of youthful rapture. It cannot be done; the old Matriarch sees to that. On top of this rebuff comes the discovery of the consequences which his rebellion against the City has produced. He sinks into despair and gives utterance to the pessimism which had, on the whole, been my own view about six years earlier. Hunger and a shock of real danger bring him to his senses and he at last accepts reality. But just as he is setting out on the new and soberer life, the shabbiest of all bribes is offered him; the false promise that by magic or invited illusion there may be a short cut back to the one happiness he remembers. He relapses and swallows the bait, but he has grown too mature to be really deceived. He finds that the wish-fulfillment dream leads to the fear-fulfillment dream, recovers himself, defies the Magician who had tempted him, and faces his destiny.


    The physical appearance of the Magician in vi. 6-9 owes something to Yeats as I saw him. If he were now alive I would ask his pardon with shame for having repaid his hospitality by such a freedom. It was not done in malice, and the likeness is not, I think, in itself, uncomplimentary.


    Since his great name here comes before us, let me take the opportunity of saluting his genius: a genius so potent that, having first revivified and transmuted that romantic tradition which he found almost on its deathbed (and invented a new kind of blank verse in the process), he could then go on to weather one of the bitterest literary revolutions we have known, embark on a second career, and, as it were with one hand, play most of the moderns off the field at their own game. If there is, as may be thought, a pride verging on insolence in his later work, such pride has never come so near to being excusable. It must have been difficult for him to respect either the mere Romantics who could only bewail a lost leader or the mere moderns who could see no difference between On Baile’s Strand and the work of Richard le Gallienne.


    Some may be surprised at the strength of the anti-totalitarian feeling in a poem written so long ago. I had not read Brave New World or Land Under England or The Aerodrome: nor had we yet tasted the fruits of a planned economy in our own lives. This should be a warning for critics who attempt to date ancient texts too exactly on that kind of internal evidence.


    C. S. L.
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  Editorial note: The following text is taken from the last edition of Dymer published during Lewis’s lifetime, the 1950 edition by J. M. Dent & Sons. Exact spelling and punctuation from this edition have been retained. For those who are interested in knowing how the 1950 reprint edition differs from the 1926 first edition, we have added a comparison chart in the Appendix. Further, in the case of textual variations between the two editions, we have included brief marginal notes indicating these differences.


  

    
CANTO I


    Dymer is a nineteen-year-old man living in a totalitarian society, ironically called the Perfect City. Sitting in a dull class, he yawns and then laughs out loud. When the lecturer objects, Dymer rises and strikes him, killing the old man. Dymer leaves the city, strips off his clothes, and exults in the beauty of nature. As the sun goes down, he begins to feel cold, hungry, and lonely, sensing nature’s indifference to him. Hearing ethereal music, he follows it to a clearing in the woods where he discovers a palace. Finding no one around, he goes into the open door.


  


  

  


    CANTO I


    

      
1



      

        YOU stranger, long before your glance can light


        Upon these words, time will have washed away


        The moment when I first took pen to write,


        With all my road before me—yet to-day,


        Here, if at all, we meet; the unfashioned clay


        Ready to both our hands; both hushed to see


        That which is nowhere yet come forth and be.


      


    


    

      
2



      

        This moment, if you join me, we begin


        A partnership where both must toil to hold


        The clue that I caught first. We lose or win


        Together; if you read, you are enrolled.


        And first, a marvel—Who could have foretold


        That in the city which men called in scorn


        The Perfect City, Dymer could be born?


      


    


    

      
3



      

        There you’d have thought the gods were smothered down


        Forever, and the keys were turned on fate.


        No hour was left unchartered in that town,


        And love was in a schedule and the State,


        Chose for eugenic reasons who should mate


        With whom, and when. Each idle song and dance


        Was fixed by law and nothing left to chance.


      


    


    


      
4



      

        For some of the last Platonists had founded


        That city of old. And masterly they made


        An island of what ought to be, surrounded


        By this gross world of easier light and  shade.


        All answering to the master’s dream they laid


        The strong foundations, torturing into stone


        Each bubble that the Academy had blown.


      


    


    

      5


      

        This people were so pure, so law-abiding,


        So logical, they made the heavens afraid:


        They sent the very swallows into hiding


        By their appalling chastity dismayed:


        More soberly the lambs in spring-time played


        Because of them: and ghosts dissolved in shame


        Before their common-sense—till Dymer came.


      


    


    

      
6



      

        At Dymer’s birth no comets scared the nation,


        The public crêche engulfed him with the rest,


        And twenty separate Boards of Education


        Closed round him. He was passed through every test,


        Was vaccinated, numbered, washed and dressed,


        Proctored, inspected, whipt, examined weekly,


        And for some nineteen years he bore it meekly.


      


    


    


      7


      

        For nineteen years they worked upon his soul,


        Refining, chipping, moulding and adorning.


        Then came the moment that undid the whole—


        The ripple of rude life without a warning.


        It came in lecture-time one April morning


        —Alas for laws and locks, reproach and praise,


        Who ever learned to censor the spring days?


      


    


    

      
8



      

        A little breeze came stirring to his cheek.


        He looked up to the window. A brown bird


        Perched on the sill, bent down to whet his beak


        With darting head—Poor Dymer watched and stirred


        Uneasily. The lecturer’s voice he heard


        Still droning from the dais. The narrow room


        Was drowsy, over-solemn, filled with gloom.


      


    


    

      
9



      

        He yawned, and a voluptuous laziness


        Tingled down all his spine and loosed his knees,


        Slow-drawn, like an invisible caress.


        He laughed—The lecturer stopped like one that sees


        A Ghost, then frowned and murmured, “Silence, please.”


        That moment saw the soul of Dymer hang


        In the balance—Louder then his laughter rang.


      


    


    


      10


      

        The whole room watched with unbelieving awe.


        He rose and staggered rising. From his lips


        Broke yet again the idiot-like guffaw.


        He felt the spirit in his finger-tips,


        Then swinging his right arm—a wide ellipse


        Yet lazily—he struck the lecturer’s head.


        The old man tittered, lurched and dropt down dead.


      


    


    

      
11



      

        Out of the silent room, out of the dark


        Into the sun-stream Dymer passed, and there


        The sudden breezes, the high-hanging lark,


        The milk-white clouds sailing in polished air,


        Suddenly flashed about him like a blare


        Of trumpets. And no cry was raised behind him,


        His class sat dazed. They dared not go to find him.


      


    


    

      12


      

        Yet wonderfully some rumour spread abroad—


        An inarticulate sense of life renewing


        In each young heart—He whistled down the road:


        Men said: “There’s Dymer”—“Why, what’s Dymer doing?”


        “I don’t know”—“Look, there’s Dymer,”— far pursuing


        With troubled eyes—A long mysterious “Oh”


        Sighed from a hundred throats to see him go.


      


    


    


      
13



      

        Down the white street and past the gate and forth


        Beyond the wall he came to grassy places.


        There was a shifting wind to West and North,


        With clouds in heeling squadron running races.


        The shadows following on the sunlight’s traces


        Crossed the whole field and each wild flower within it


        With change of wavering glories every minute.


      


    


    

      
14



      

        There was a river, flushed with rains, between


        The flat fields and a forest’s willowy edge.


        A sauntering pace he shuffled on the green,


        He kicked his boots against the crackly sedge


        And tore his hands in many a furzy hedge.


        He saw his feet and ankles gilded round


        With buttercups that carpeted the ground.


      


    


    

      15


      

        He looked back then. The line of a low hill


        Had hid the city’s towers and domes from sight;


        He stopt: he felt a break of sunlight spill


        Around him sudden waves of searching light.


        Upon the earth was green, and gold, and white,


        Smothering his feet. He felt his city dress


        An insult to that April cheerfulness.


      


    


    


      
16



      

        He said: “I’ve worn this dustheap long enough;


        Here goes!” And forthwith in the open field


        He stripped away that prison of sad stuff:


        Socks, jacket, shirt and breeches off he peeled


        And rose up mother-naked with no shield


        Against the sun: then stood awhile to play


        With bare toes dabbling in cold river clay.


      


    


    

      17


      

        Forward again, and sometimes leaping high


        With arms outspread as though he would embrace


        In one act all the circle of the sky:


        Sometimes he rested in a leafier place,


        And crushed the wet, cool flowers against his face:


        And once he cried aloud, “O world, O day,


        Let, let me,”—and then found no prayer to say.


      


    


    

      18


      

        Up furrows still unpierced with earliest crop


        He marched. Through woods he strolled from flower to flower,


        And over hills. As ointment drop by drop


        Preciously meted out, so hour by hour


        The day slipped through his hands: and now the power


        Failed in his feet from walking. He was done,


        Hungry and cold. That moment sank the sun.


      


    


    


      19


      

        He lingered—Looking up, he saw ahead


        The black and bristling frontage of a wood,


        And over it the large sky swimming red,


        Freckled with homeward crows. Surprised he stood


        To feel that wideness quenching his hot mood,


        Then shouted, “Trembling darkness, trembling green,


        What do you mean, wild wood, what do you mean?”


      


    


    

      20


      

        He shouted. But the solitude received


        His noise into her noiselessness, his fire


        Into her calm. Perhaps he half believed


        Some answer yet would come to his desire.


        The hushed air quivered softly like a wire


        Upon his voice. It echoed, it was gone:


        The quiet and the quiet dark went on.


      


    


    

      21


      

        He rushed into the wood. He struck and stumbled


        On hidden roots. He groped and scratched his face.


        The little birds woke chattering where he fumbled.


        The stray cat stood, paw lifted, in mid-chase.


        There is a windless calm in such a place:


        A sense of being indoors—so crowded stand


        The living trees, watching on every hand:


      


    


    


      22


      

        A sense of trespass—such as in the hall


        Of the wrong house, one time, to me befell.


        Groping between the hat-stand and the wall—


        A clear voice from above me like a bell,


        The sweet voice of a woman asking “Well?”


        No more than this. And as I fled I wondered


        Into whose alien story I had blundered.


      


    


    

      23


      

        A like thing fell to Dymer. Bending low,


        Feeling his way he went. The curtained air


        Sighed into sound above his head, as though


        Stringed instruments and horns were riding there.


        It passed and at its passing stirred his hair.


        He stood intent to hear. He heard again


        And checked his breath half-drawn, as if with pain.


      


    


    

      24


      

        That music could have crumbled proud belief


        With doubt, or in the bosom of the sage


        Madden the heart that had outmastered grief,


        And flood with tears the eyes of frozen age


        And turn the young man’s feet to pilgrimage—


        So sharp it was, so sure a path it found,


        Soulward with  stabbing wounds of bitter sound.


      


    


    


      25


      

        It died out on the middle of a note,


        As though it failed at the urge of its own meaning.


        It left him with life quivering at the throat,


        Limbs shaken and wet cheeks and body leaning,


        With strain towards the sound and senses gleaning


        The last, least, ebbing ripple of the air,


        Searching the emptied darkness, muttering “Where?”


      


    


    

      26


      

        Then followed such a time as is forgotten


        With morning light, but in the passing seems


        Unending. Where he grasped the branch was rotten,


        Where he trod forth in haste the forest streams


        Laid wait for him. Like men in fever dreams


        Climbing an endless rope, he laboured much


        And gained no ground. He reached and could not touch.


      


    


    

      27


      

        And often out of darkness like a swell


        That grows up from no wind upon blue sea,


        He heard the music, unendurable


        In stealing sweetness wind from tree to tree.


        Battered and bruised in body and soul was he


        When first he saw a little lightness growing


        Ahead: and from that light the sound was flowing.


      


    


    


      28


      

        The trees were fewer now: and gladly nearing


        That light, he saw the stars. For sky was there,


        And smoother grass, white-flowered—a forest clearing


        Set in seven miles of forest, secreter


        Than valleys in the tops of clouds, more fair


        Than greenery under snow or desert water,


        Or the white peace descending after slaughter.


      


    


    

      
29



      

        As some who have been wounded beyond healing


        Wake, or half wake, once only and so bless,


        Far off the lamplight travelling on the ceiling,


        A disk of pale light filled with peacefulness,


        And wonder if this is the C.C.S.,


        Or home, or heaven, or dreams—then sighing win


        Wise, ignorant death before the pains begin:


      


    


    

      
30



      

        So Dymer in the wood-lawn blessed the light,


        A still light, rosy, clear, and filled with sound.


        Here was some pile of building which the night


        Made larger. Spiry shadows rose all round,


        But through the open door appeared profound


        Recesses of pure light—fire with no flame—


        And out of that deep light the music came.


      


    


    


      31


      

        Tip-toes he slunk towards it where the grass


        Was twinkling in a lane of light before


        The archway. There was neither fence to pass


        Nor word of challenge given, nor bolted door;


        But where it’s open, open evermore,


        No knocker and no porter and no guard,


        For very strangeness entering in grows hard.


      


    


    

      32


      

        Breathe not! Speak not! Walk gently. Someone’s here.


        Why have they left their house with the door so wide?


        There must be someone. . . . Dymer hung in fear


        Upon the threshold, longing and big-eyed.


        At last he squared his shoulders, smote his side


        And called, “I’m here. Now let the feast begin.


        I’m coming now. I’m Dymer,” and went in.


      


    


  


  

  

    CANTO II


    Dymer walks under a great dome radiant with light and sees himself naked in a mirror. He dresses himself in regal apparel and eats a sumptuous feast, fantasizing how he might lead the people in a revolt against their rationalistic oppressors. He enters a low, dark chamber filled with downy pillows and alluring fragrances. Dymer discovers that there is a woman in the chamber with him, and he makes love to her.


  


  

  

    CANTO II


    


      
1



      

        MORE light. Another step, and still more light


        Opening ahead. It swilled with soft excess


        His eyes yet quivering from the dregs of night,


        And it was nowhere more and nowhere less:


        In it no shadows were. He could not guess


        Its fountain. Wondering round around he turned:


        Still on each side the level glory burned.


      


    


    

      2


      

        Far in the dome to where his gaze was lost


        The deepening roof shone clear as stones that lie


        In-shore beneath pure seas. The aisles, that crossed


        Like forests of white stone their arms on high,


        Past pillar after pillar dragged his eye


        In unobscured perspective, till the sight


        Was weary. And there also was the light.


      


    


    

      3


      

        Look with my eyes. Conceive yourself above


        And hanging in the dome: and thence through space


        Look down. See Dymer, dwarfed and naked, move,


        A white blot on the floor, at such a pace


        As boats that hardly seem to have changed place


        Once in an hour when from the cliffs we spy


        The same ship always smoking towards the sky.


      


    


    


      
4



      

        The shouting mood had withered from his heart;


        The oppression of huge places wrapped him round.


        A great misgiving sent its fluttering dart


        Deep into him—some fear of being found,


        Some hope to find he knew not what. The sound


        Of music, never ceasing, took the rôle


        Of silence and like silence numbed his soul.


      


    


    

      5


      

        Till, as he turned a corner, his deep awe


        Broke with a sudden start. For straight ahead,


        Far off, a wild-eyed, naked man he saw


        That came to meet him: and beyond was spread


        Yet further depth of light. With quickening tread


        He leaped towards the shape. Then stopped and smiled


        Before a mirror, wondering like a child.


      


    


    

      6


      

        Beside the glass, unguarded, for the claiming,


        Like a great patch of flowers upon the wall


        Hung every kind of clothes: silk, feathers flaming,


        Leopard skin, furry mantles like the fall


        Of deep mid-winter snows. Upon them all


        Hung the faint smell of cedar, and the dyes


        Were bright as blood and clear as morning skies.


      


    


    


      7


      

        He turned from the white spectre in the glass


        And looked at these. Remember, he had worn


        Thro’ winter slush, thro’ summer flowers and grass


        One kind of solemn stuff since he was born,


        With badge of year and rank. He laughed in scorn


        And cried, “Here is no law, nor eye to see,


        Nor leave of entry given. Why should there be?


      


    


    

      8


      

        “Have done with that—you threw it all behind.


        Henceforth I ask no licence where I need.


        It’s on, on, on, though I go mad and blind,


        Though knees  ache and lungs labour and feet bleed,


        Or else—it’s home again: to sleep and feed,


        And work, and hate them always and obey


        And loathe the punctual rise of each new day.”


      


    


    

      
9



      

        He made mad work among them as he dressed,


        With motley choice and litter on the floor,


        And each thing as he found it seemed the best.


        He wondered that he had not known before


        How fair a man he was. “I’ll creep no more


        In secret,” Dymer said. “But I’ll go back


        And drive them all to freedom on this track.”


      


    


    


      10


      

        He turned towards the glass. The space looked smaller


        Behind him now. Himself in royal guise


        Filled the whole frame—a nobler shape and taller,


        Till suddenly he started with surprise,


        Catching, by chance, his own familiar eyes,


        Fevered, yet still the same, without their share


        Of bravery, undeceived and watching there.


      


    


    

      11


      

        Yet, as he turned, he cried, “The rest remain. . . .


        If they rebelled . . . if they should find me here,


        We’d pluck the whole taut fabric from the strain,


        Hew down the city, let live earth appear!


        —Old men and barren women whom through fear


        We have suffered to be masters in our home,


        Hide! hide! for we are angry and we come.”


      


    


    

      
12



      

        Thus feeding on vain fancy, covering round


        His hunger, his great loneliness arraying


        In facile dreams until the qualm was drowned,


        The boy went on. Through endless arches straying


        With casual tread he sauntered, manly playing


        At manhood lest more loss of faith betide him,


        Till lo! he saw a table set beside him.


      


    


    


      
13



      

        When Dymer saw this sight, he leaped for mirth,


        He clapped his hands, his eye lit like a lover’s.


        He had a hunger in him that was worth


        Ten cities. Here was silver, glass and covers.


        Cold peacock, prawns in aspic, eggs of plovers,


        Raised pies that stood like castles, gleaming fishes


        And bright fruit with broad leaves around the dishes.


      


    


    

      14


      

        If ever you have passed a café door


        And lingered in the dusk of a June day,


        Fresh from the road, sweat-sodden and foot-sore,


        And heard the plates clink and the music play,


        With laughter, with white tables far away,


        With many lights—conceive how Dymer ran


        To table, looked once round him, and began.


      


    


    

      15


      

        That table seemed unending. Here and there


        Were broken meats, bread crumbled, flowers defaced


        —A napkin, with white petals, on a chair,


        —A glass already tasted, still to taste.


        It seemed that a great host had fed in haste


        And gone: yet left a thousand places more


        Untouched, wherein no guest had sat before.


      


    


    


      
16



      

        There in the lonely splendour Dymer ate,


        As thieves eat, ever watching, half in fear.


        He blamed his evil fortune. “I come late.


        Whose board was this? What company sat here?


        What women with wise mouths, what comrades dear


        Who would have made me welcome as the one


        Free-born of all my race and cried, Well done!”


      


    


    

      
17



      

        Remember, yet again, he had grown up


        On rations and on scientific food,


        At common boards, with water in his cup,


        One mess alike for every day and mood:


        But here, at his right hand, a flagon stood.


        He raised it, paused before he drank, and laughed.


        “I’ll drown their Perfect City in this draught.”
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        He fingered the cold neck. He saw within,


        Like a strange sky, some liquor that foamed blue


        And murmured. Standing now with pointed chin


        And head thrown back, he tasted. Rapture flew


        Through every vein. That moment louder grew


        The music and swelled forth a trumpet note.


        He ceased and put one hand up to his throat.


      


    


    


      19


      

        Then heedlessly he let the flagon sink


        In his right hand. His staring eyes were caught


        In distance, as of one who tries to think


        A thought that is still waiting to be thought.


        There was a riot in his heart that brought


        The loud blood to the temples. A great voice


        Sprang to his lips unsummoned, with no choice.


      


    


    

      20


      

        “Ah! but the eyes are open, the dream is broken!


        To sack the Perfect City? . . . a fool’s deed


        For Dymer! Folly of follies I have spoken!


        I am the wanderer, new born, newly freed. . . .


        A thousand times they have warned me of men’s greed


        For joy, for the good that all desire, but never


        Till now I knew the wild heat of the endeavour.


      


    


    

      21


      

        “Some day I will come back to break the City,


        —Not now. Perhaps when age is white and bleak


        —Not now. I am in haste. O God, the pity


        Of all my life till this, groping and weak,


        The shadow of itself! But now to seek


        That true most ancient glory whose white glance


        Was lost through the whole world by evil chance!


      


    


    


      
22



      

        “I was a dull, cowed thing from the beginning.


        Dymer the drudge, the blackleg who obeyed.


        Desire shall teach me now. If this be sinning,


        Good luck to it! O splendour long delayed,


        Beautiful world of mine, O world arrayed


        For bridal, flower and forest, wave and field,


        I come to be your lover. Loveliest, yield!
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        “World, I will prove you. Lest it should be said


        There was a man who loved the earth: his heart


        Was nothing but that love. With doting tread


        He worshipt the loved grass: and every start


        Of every bird from cover, the least part


        Of every flower he held in awe. Yet earth


        Gave him no joy between his death and birth.


      


    


    

      24


      

        “I know my good is hidden at your breast.


        There is a sound of great good in my ear,


        Like wings. And, oh! this moment is the best;


        I shall not fail—I taste it—it comes near.


        As men from a dark dungeon see the clear


        Stars shining and the filled streams far away,


        I hear your promise booming and obey.
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        “This forest lies a thousand miles, perhaps,


        Beyond where I am come. And farther still


        The rivers wander seaward with smooth lapse,


        And there is cliff and cottage, tower and hill.


        Somewhere, before the world’s end, I shall fill


        My spirit at earth’s pap. For earth must hold


        One rich thing sealed as Dymer’s from of old.
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        “One rich thing—or, it may be, more than this. . . .


        Might I not reach the borders of a land


        That ought to have been mine? And there, the bliss


        Of free speech, there the eyes that understand,


        The men free grown, not modelled by the hand


        Of masters—men that know, or men that seek,


        —They will not gape and murmur when I speak.”


      


    


    

      27


      

        Then, as he ceased, amid the farther wall


        He saw a curtained and low lintelled door;


        —Dark curtains, sweepy fold, night-purple pall,


        He thought he had not noticed it before.


        Sudden desire for darkness overbore


        His will, and drew him towards it. All was blind


        Within. He passed. The curtains closed behind.
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        He entered in a void. Night-scented flowers


        Breathed there, but this was darker than the night


        That is most black with beating thunder-showers,


        —A disembodied world where depth and height


        And distance  were unmade. No seam of light


        Showed through. It was a world not made for seeing,


        One pure, one undivided sense of being.


      


    


    

      29


      

        Through darkness smooth as amber, warily, slowly


        He moved. The floor was soft beneath his feet.


        A cool smell that was holy and unholy,


        Sharp like the very spring and roughly sweet,


        Blew towards him: and he felt his fingers meet


        Broad leaves and wiry stems that at his will


        Unclosed before and closed behind him still.
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        With body intent he felt the foliage quiver


        On breast and thighs. With groping arms he made


        Wide passes in the air. A sacred shiver


        Of joy from the heart’s centre oddly strayed


        To every nerve. Deep sighing, much afraid,


        Much wondering, he went on: then, stooping, found


        A knee-depth of warm pillows on the ground.
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        And there it was sweet rapture to lie still,


        Eyes open on the dark. A flowing health


        Bathed him from head to foot and great goodwill


        Rose springing in his heart and poured its wealth


        Outwards. Then came a hand as if by stealth


        Out of the dark and touched his hand: and after


        The beating silence budded into laughter:
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        —A low grave laugh and rounded like a pearl,


        Mysterious, filled with home. He opened wide


        His arms. The breathing body of a girl


        Slid into them. From the world’s end, with the stride


        Of seven-league boots came passion to his side.


        Then, meeting mouths, soft-falling hair, a cry,


        Heart-shaken flank, sudden cool-folded thigh:
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        The same night swelled the mushroom in earth’s lap


        And silvered the wet fields: it drew the bud


        From hiding and led on the rhythmic sap


        And sent the young wolves thirsting after blood,


        And, wheeling the big seas, made ebb and flood


        Along the shores of earth: and held these two


        In dead sleep till the time of morning dew.


      


    


  


  

  


    CANTO III


    Dymer awakens and goes out to enjoy the dewy freshness of the woods around him, filled with birds and bright flowers. But when he goes back to the palace, he is not sure if he has found the right way. His mysterious lover seems to be gone, and a hideous old crone bars his way back inside. Dymer tries to force his way past her, but he is injured in the struggle and flees back into the woods.


  


  

  

    CANTO III
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        HE woke, and all at once before his eyes


        The pale spires of the chestnut-trees in bloom


        Rose waving and, beyond, dove-coloured skies;


        But where he lay was dark and, out of gloom,


        He saw them, through the doorway of a room


        Full of strange scents and softness, padded deep


        With growing leaves, heavy with last night’s sleep.
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        He rubbed his eyes. He felt that chamber wreathing


        New sleepiness around him. At his side


        He was aware of warmth and quiet breathing.


        Twice he sank back, loose-limbed and drowsy-eyed;


        But the wind came even there. A sparrow cried


        And the wood shone without. Then Dymer rose,


        —“Just for one glance,” he said, and went, tip-toes,
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        Out into crisp grey air and drenching grass.


        The whitened cobweb sparkling in its place


        Clung to his feet. He saw the wagtail pass


        Beside him and the thrush: and from his face


        Felt the thin-scented winds divinely chase


        The flush of sleep. Far off he saw, between


        The trees, long morning shadows of dark green.
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        He stretched his lazy arms to their full height,


        Yawning, and sighed and laughed, and sighed anew;


        Then wandered farther, watching with delight


        How his broad naked footprints stained the dew,


        —Pressing his foot to feel the cold come through


        Between the spreading toes—then wheeling round


        Each moment to some new, shrill forest sound.
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        The wood with its cold flowers had nothing there


        More beautiful than he, new waked from sleep,


        New born from joy. His soul lay very bare


        That moment to life’s touch, and pondering deep


        Now first he knew that no desire could keep


        These hours for always, and that men do die


        —But oh, the present glory of lungs and eye!
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        He thought: “At home they are waking now. The stair


        Is filled with feet. The bells clang—far from me.


        Where am I now? I could not point to where


        The City lies from here,” . . . then, suddenly,


        “If I were here alone, these woods could be


        A frightful place! But now I have met my friend


        Who loves me, we can talk to the road’s end.”
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        Thus, quickening with the sweetness of the tale


        Of his new love, he turned. He saw, between


        The young leaves, where the palace walls showed pale


        With chilly stone: but far above the green,


        Springing like cliffs in air, the towers were seen,


        Making more quiet yet the quiet dawn.


        Thither he came. He reached the open lawn.
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        No bird was moving here. Against the wall


        Out of the unscythed grass the nettle grew.


        The doors stood open wide, but no footfall


        Rang in the colonnades. Whispering through


        Arches and hollow halls the light wind blew. . . .


        His awe returned. He whistled—then, no more,


        It’s better to plunge in by the first door.
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        But then the vastness threw him into doubt.


        Was this the door that he had found last night?


        Or that, beneath the tower? Had he come out


        This side at all? As the first snow falls light


        With following rain before the year grows white,


        So the first, dim foreboding touched his mind,


        Gently as yet, and easily thrust behind.
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        And with it came the thought, “I do not know


        Her name—no, nor her face.” But still his mood


        Ran blithely as he felt the morning blow


        About him, and the earth-smell in the wood


        Seemed waking for long hours that must be good


        Here, in the unfettered lands, that knew no cause


        For grudging—out of reach of the old laws.


      


    


    

      11


      

        He hastened to one entry. Up the stair,


        Beneath the pillared porch, without delay,


        He ran—then halted suddenly: for there


        Across the quiet threshold something lay,


        A bundle, a dark mass that barred the way.


        He looked again, and lo, the formless pile


        Under his eyes was moving all the while.
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        And it had hands, pale hands of wrinkled flesh,


        Puckered and gnarled with vast antiquity,


        That moved. He eyed the sprawling thing afresh,


        And bit by bit (so faces come to be


        In the red coal) yet surely, he could see


        That the swathed hugeness was uncleanly human,


        A living thing, the likeness of a woman.
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        In the centre a draped hummock marked the head;


        Thence flowed the broader lines  with curve and fold


        Spreading as oak roots do. You would have said


        A man could hide among them and grow old


        In finding a way out. Breasts manifold


        As of the Ephesian Artemis might be


        Under that robe. The face he did not see.


      


    


    

      14


      

        And all his being answered, “Not that way!”


        Never a word he spoke. Stealthily creeping


        Back from the door he drew. Quick! No delay!


        Quick, quick, but very quiet!—backward peeping


        Till fairly out of sight. Then shouting, leaping,


        Shaking himself, he ran—as puppies do


        From bathing—till that door was out of view.
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        Another gate—and empty. In he went


        And found a courtyard open to the sky,


        Amidst it dripped a fountain. Heavy scent


        Of flowers was here; the foxglove standing high


        Sheltered the whining wasp. With hasty eye


        He travelled round the walls. One doorway led


        Within: one showed a further court ahead.
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        He ran up to the first—a hungry lover,


        And not yet taught to endure, not blunted yet,


        But weary of long waiting to discover


        That loved one’s face. Before his foot was set


        On the first stair, he felt the sudden sweat


        Cold on his sides. That sprawling mass in view,


        That shape—the horror of heaviness—here too.
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        He fell back from the porch. Not yet—not yet—


        There must be other ways where he would meet


        No watcher in the door. He would not let


        The fear rise, nor hope falter, nor defeat


        Be entered in his thoughts. A sultry heat


        Seemed to have filled the day. His breath came short,


        And he passed on into that inner court.
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        And (like a dream) the sight he feared to find


        Was waiting here. Then cloister, path and square


        He hastened through: down paths that ended blind,


        Traced and retraced his steps. The thing sat there


        In every door, still watching, everywhere,


        Behind, ahead, all round—So! Steady now,


        Lest panic comes. He stopped. He wiped his brow.
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        But, as he strove to rally, came the thought


        That he had dreamed of such a place before


        —Knew how it all would end. He must be caught


        Early or late. No good! But all the more


        He raged with passionate will that overbore


        That knowledge: and cried out, and beat his head,


        Raving, upon the senseless walls, and said:
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        “Where? Where? Dear, look once out. Give but one sign.


        It’s I, I, Dymer. Are you chained and hidden?


        What have they done to her? Loose her! She is mine.


        Through stone and iron, haunted and hag-ridden,


        I’ll come to you—no stranger, nor unbidden,


        It’s I. Don’t fear them. Shout above them all.


        Can you not hear? I’ll follow at your call.”
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        From every arch the echo of his cry


        Returned. Then all was silent, and he knew


        There was no other way. He must pass by


        That horror: tread her down, force his way through,


        Or die upon the threshold. And this too


        Had all been in a dream. He felt his heart


        Beating as if his throat would burst apart.


      


    


    

      22


      

        There was no other way. He stood a space


        And pondered it. Then, gathering up his will,


        He went to the next door. The pillared place


        Beneath the porch was dark. The air was still,


        Moss on the steps. He felt her presence fill


        The threshold with dull life. Here too was she.


        This time he raised his eyes and dared to see.
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        Pah! Only an old woman! . . . but the size,


        The old, old matriarchal dreadfulness,


        Immovable, intolerable . . . the eyes


        Hidden, the hidden head, the winding dress,


        Corpselike. . . . The weight of the brute that seemed to press


        Upon his heart and breathing. Then he heard


        His own voice, strange and humbled, take the word.
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        “Good Mother, let me pass. I have a friend


        To look for in this house. I slept the night


        And feasted here—it was my journey’s end,


        —I found it by the music and the light,


        And no one kept the doors, and I did right


        To enter—did I not? Now, Mother, pray,


        Let me pass in . . . good Mother, give me way.”
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