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THE EVENING SKY
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Rose-bosom'd and rose-limb'd
 With eyes of dazzling bright
 Shakes Venus mid the twinèd boughs of the night;
 Rose-limb'd, soft-stepping
 From low bough to bough
 Shaking the wide-hung starry fruitage—dimmed
 Its bloom of snow
 By that sole planetary glow.




Venus, avers the astronomer,
 Not thus idly dancing goes
 Flushing the eternal orchard with wild rose.
 She through ether burns
 Outpacing planetary earth,
 And ere two years triumphantly returns,
 And again wave-like swelling flows,
 And again her flashing apparition comes and goes.




This we have not seen,
 No heavenly courses set,
 No flight unpausing through a void serene:
 But when eve clears,
 Arises Venus as she first uprose
 Stepping the shaken boughs among,
 And in her bosom glows
 The warm light hidden in sunny snows.




She shakes the clustered stars
 Lightly, as she goes
 Amid the unseen branches of the night,
 Rose-limb'd, rose-bosom'd bright.
 She leaps: they shake and pale; she glows—
 And who but knows
 How the rejoiced heart aches
 When Venus all his starry vision shakes;




When through his mind
 Tossing with random airs of an unearthly wind,
 Rose-bosom'd, rose-limb'd,
 The mistress of his starry vision arises,
 And the boughs glittering sway
 And the stars pale away,
 And the enlarging heaven glows
 As Venus light-foot mid the twinèd branches goes.







BEECHWOOD
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Hear me, O beeches! You
 That have with ageless anguish slowly risen
 From earth's still secret prison
 Into the ampler prison of aery blue.
 Your voice I hear, flowing the valleys through
 After the wind that tramples from the west.
 After the wind your boughs in new unrest
 Shake, and your voice—one voice uniting voices
 A thousand or a thousand thousand—flows
 Like the wind's moody; glad when he rejoices
 In swift-succeeding and diminishing blows,
 And drooping when declines death's ardour in his breast;
 Then over him exhausted weaving the soft fan-like noises
 Of gentlest creaking stems and soothing leaves
 Until he rest,
 And silent too your easied bosom heaves.




That high and noble wind is rootless nor
 From stable earth sucks nurture, but roams on
 Childless as fatherless, wild, unconfined,
 So that men say, "As homeless as the wind!"
 Rising and falling and rising evermore
 With years like ticks, æons as centuries gone;
 Only within impalpable ether bound
 And blindly with the green globe spinning round.
 He, noble wind,
 Most ancient creature of imprisoned Time,
 From high to low may fall, and low to high may climb,
 Andean peak to deep-caved southern sea,
 With lifted hand and voice of gathered sound,
 And echoes in his tossing quiver bound
 And loosed from height into immensity;
 Yet of his freedom tires, remaining free.
 —Moulding and remoulding imponderable cloud,
 Uplifting skiey archipelagian isles
 Sunnier than ocean's, blue seas and white isles
 Aflush with blossom where late sunlight glowed;—
 Still of his freedom tiring yet still free,
 Homelessly roaming between sky, earth and sea.




But you, O beeches, even as men, have root
 Deep in apparent and substantial things—
 Earth, sun, air, water, and the chemic fruit
 Wise Time of these has made. What laughing Springs
 Your branches sprinkle young leaf-shadows o'er
 That wanting the leaf-shadows were no Springs
 Of seasonable sweet and freshness! nor
 If Summer of your murmur gathered not
 Increase of music as your leaves grow dense,
 Might even kine and birds and general noise of wings
 Of summer make full Summer, but the hot
 Slow moons would pass and leave unsatisfied the sense.
 Nor Autumn's waste were dear if your gold snow
 Of leaves whirled not upon the gold below;
 Nor Winter's snow were loveliness complete
 Wanting the white drifts round your breasts and feet.
 To hills how many has your tossed green given
 Likeness of an inverted cloudy heaven;
 How many English hills enlarge their pride
 Of shape and solitude
 By beechwoods darkening the steepest side!
 I know a Mount—let there my longing brood
 Again, as oft my eyes—a Mount I know
 Where beeches stand arrested in the throe
 Of that last onslaught when the gods swept low
 Against the gods inhabiting the wood.
 Gods into trees did pass and disappear,
 Then closing, body and huge members heaved
 With energy and agony and fear.
 See how the thighs were strained, how tortured here.
 See, limb from limb sprung, pain too sore to bear.
 Eyes once looked from those sockets that no eyes
 Have worn since—oh, with what desperate surprise!
 These arms, uplifted still, were raised in vain
 Against alien triumph and the inward pain.
 Unlock your arms, and be no more distressed,
 Let the wind glide over you easily again.
 It is a dream you fight, a memory
 Of battle lost. And how should dreaming be
 Still a renewed agony?
 But O, when that wind comes up out of the west
 New-winged with Autumn from the distant sea
 And springs upon you, how should not dreaming be
 A remembered and renewing agony?
 Then are your breasts, O unleaved beeches, again
 Torn, and your thighs and arms with the old strain
 Stretched past endurance; and your groans I hear
 Low bent beneath the hoofs by that fierce charioteer
 Driven clashing over; till even dreaming is
 Less of a present agony than this.




Fall gentler sleep upon you now, while soft
 Airs circle swallow-like from hedge to croft
 Below your lowest naked-rooted troop.
 Let evening slowly droop
 Into the middle of your boughs and stoop
 Quiet breathing down to your scarce-quivering side
 And rest there satisfied.




Yet sleep herself may wake
 And through your heavy unlit dome, O Mount of beeches, shake.
 Then shall your massy columns yield
 Again the company all day concealed....
 Is it their shapes that sweep
 Serene within the ambit of the Moon
 Sentinel'd by shades slow-marching with moss-footed hours that creep
 From dusk of night to dusk of day—slow-marching, yet too soon
 Approaching morn? Are these their grave
 Remembering ghosts?
 ... Already your full-foliaged branches wave,
 And the thin failing hosts
 Into your secrecies are swift withdrawn
 Before the certain footsteps of the dawn.




But you, O beeches, even as men have root
 Deep in apparent and substantial things.
 Birds on your branches leap and shake their wings,
 Long ere night falls the soft owl loosens her slow hoot
 From the unfathomed fountains of your gloom.
 Late western sunbeams on your broad trunks bloom,
 Levelled from the low opposing hill, and fold
 Your inmost conclave with a burning gold.
 ... Than those night-ghosts awhile more solid, men
 Pass within your sharp shade that makes an arctic night
 Of common light,
 And pause, swift measuring tree by tree; and then
 Paint their vivid mark,
 Ciphering fatality on each unwrinkled bark
 Across the sunken stain
 That every season's gathered streaming rain
 Has deepened to a darker grain.
 You of this fatal sign unconscious lift
 Your branches still, each tree her lofty tent;
 Still light and twilight drift
 Between, and lie in wan pools silver sprent.
 But comes a day, a step, a voice, and now
 The repeated stroke, the noosed and tethered bough,
 The sundered trunk upon the enormous wain
 Bound kinglike with chain over chain,
 New wounded and exposed with each old stain.
 And here small pools of doubtful light are lakes
 Shadowless and no more that rude bough-music wakes.




So on men too the indifferent woodman, Time,
 Servant of unseen Master, nearing sets
 His unread symbol—or who reads forgets;
 And suns and seasons fall and climb,
 Leaves fall, snows fall, Spring flutters after Spring,
 A generation a generation begets.
 But comes a day—though dearly the tough roots cling
 To common earth, branches with branches sing—
 And that obscure sign's read, or swift misread,
 By the indifferent woodman or his slave
 Disease, night-wandered from a fever-dripping cave.
 No chain's then needed for no fearful king,
 But light earth-fall on foot and hand and head.




Now thick as stars leaves shake within the dome
 Of faintly-glinting dusking monochrome;
 And stars thick hung as leaves shake unseen in the round
 Of darkening blue: the heavenly branches wave without a sound,
 Only betrayed by fine vibration of thin air.
 Gleam now the nearer stars and ghosts of farther stars that bare,
 Trembling and gradual, brightness everywhere....
 When leaves fall wildly and your beechen dome is thinned,
 Showered glittering down under the sudden wind;
 And when you, crowded stars, are shaken from your tree
 In time's late season stripped, and each bough nakedly
 Rocks in those gleamless shallows of infinity;
 When star-fall follows leaf-fall, will long Winter pass away
 And new stars as new leaves dance through their hasty May?
 —But as a leaf falls so falls weightless thought
 Eddying, and with a myriad dead leaves lies
 Bewildered, or in a little air awhile is caught
 Idly, then drops and dies.




Look at the stars, the stars! But in this wood
 All I can understand is understood.
 Gentler than stars your beeches speak; I hear
 Syllables more simple and intimately clear
 To earth-taught sense, than the heaven-singing word
 Of that intemperate wisdom which the sky
 Shakes down upon each unregarding century,
 There lying like snow unstirred,
 Unmelting, on the loftiest peak
 Above our human and green valley ways.
 Lowlier and friendlier your beechen branches speak
 To men of mortal days
 With hearts too fond, too weak
 For solitude or converse with that starry race.
 Their shaken lights,
 Their lonely splendours and uncomprehended
 Dream-distance and long circlings 'mid the heights
 And deeps remotely neighboured and attended
 By spheres that spill their fire through these estranging nights:—
 Ah, were they less dismaying, or less splendid!
 But as one deaf and mute sees the lips shape
 And quiver as men talk, or marks the throat
 Of rising song that he can never hear,
 Though in the singer's eyes her joy may dimly peer,
 And song and word his hopeless sense escape—
 Sweet common word and lifted heavenly note—
 So, beneath that bright rain,
 While stars rise, soar and stoop,
 Dazzled and dismayed I look and droop
 And, blinded, look again.




"Return, return!" O beeches sing you then.
 I like a tree wave all my thoughts with you,
 As your boughs wave to other tossed boughs when
 First in the windy east the dawn looks through
 Night's soon-dissolving bars.
 Return, return? But I have never strayed:
 Hush, thoughts, that for a moment played
 In that enchanted forest of the stars
 Where the mind grows numb.
 Return, return?
 Back, thoughts, from heights that freeze and deeps that burn,
 Where sight fails and song's dumb.
 And as, after long absence, a child stands
 In each familiar room
 And with fond hands
 Touches the table, casement, bed,
 Anon each sleeping, half-forgotten toy;
 So I to your sharp light and friendly gloom
 Returning, with first pale leaves round me shed,
 Recover the old joy
 Since here the long-acquainted hill-path lies,
 Steeps I have clambered up, and spaces where
 The Mount opens her bosom to the air
 And all around gigantic beeches rise.







THY HILL LEAVE NOT
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Thy hill leave not, O Spring,
 Nor longer leap down to the new-green'd Plain.
 Thy western cliff-caves keep
 O Wind, nor branch-borne Echo after thee complain
 With grumbling wild and deep.
 Let Blossom cling
 Sudden and frozen round the eyes of trees,
 Nor fall, nor fall.
 Be still each Wing,
 Hushed each call.




So was it ordered, so
 Hung all things silent, still;
 Only Time earless moved on, stepping slow
 Up the scarped hill,
 And even Time in a long twilight stayed
 And, for a whim, that whispered whim obeyed.




There was no breath, no sigh,
 No wind lost in the sky
 Roamed the horizon round.
 The harsh dead leaf slept noiseless on the ground,
 By unseen mouse nor insect stirred
 Nor beak of hungry bird.




Then were voices heard
 Mingling as though each
 Earth and grass had individual speech.
 —Has evening fallen so soon,
 And yet no Moon?
 —No, but hark: so still
 Was never the Spring's voice adown the hill!
 I do not feel her waters tapping upon
 The culvert's under stone.
 —And if 'tis not yet night a thrush should sing.
 —Or if 'tis night the owl should his far echo bring
 Near, near.—And I
 Should know the hour by his long-shaking distant cry.
 —But how should echo be? The air is dead,
 No song, no wing,
 —No footfall overhead
 Of beast,—Or labourer passing, and no sound
 Of labourer's Good-night, good-night, good-night!
 —That we, here underground,
 Take to ourselves and breathe unheard Good-night!
 —O, it is lonely now with not one sound
 Neath that arched profound,
 —No throttled note
 Sweet over us to float,
 —No shadow treading light
 Of man, beast, bird.
 —If, earth in dumb earth, lie we here unstirred,
 —Why, brother, it were death renewed again
 If sun nor rain,
 —O death undying, if no dear human touch nor sound
 Fall on us underground!





THE CAVES
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Like the tide—knocking at the hollowed cliff
 And running into each green cave as if
 In the cave's night to keep
 Eternal motion grave and deep;—




That, even while each broken wave repeats
 Its answered knocking and with bruised hand beats
 Again, again, again,
 Tossed between ecstasy and pain;




Still in the folded hollow darkness swells,
 Sinks, swells, and every green-hung hollow fills,
 Till there's no room for sound
 Save that old anger rolled around;




So into every hollow cliff of life,
 Into this heart's deep cave so loud with strife,
 In tunnels I knew not,
 In lightless labyrinths of thought,




The unresting tide has run and the dark filled,
 Even the vibration of old strife is stilled;
 The wave returning bears
 Muted those time-breathing airs.




—How shall the million-footed tide still tread
 These hollows and in each cold void cave spread?
 How shall Love here keep
 Eternal motion grave and deep?







I WILL ASK
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I will ask primrose and violet to spend for you
 Their smell and hue,
 And the bold, trembling anemone awhile to spare
 Her flowers starry fair;
 Or the flushed wild apple and yet sweeter thorn
 Their sweetness to keep
 Longer than any fire-bosomed flower born
 Between midnight and midnight deep.




And I will take celandine, nettle and parsley, white
 In its own green light,
 Or milkwort and sorrel, thyme, harebell and meadowsweet
 Lifting at your feet,
 And ivy blossom beloved of soft bees; I will take
 The loveliest—
 The seeding grasses that bend with the winds, and shake
 Though the winds are at rest.




"For me?" you will ask. "Yes! surely they wave for you
 Their smell and hue,
 And you away all that is rare were so much less
 By your missed happiness."
 Yet I know grass and weed, ivy and apple and thorn
 Their whole sweet would keep
 Though in Eden no human spirit on a shining morn
 Had awaked from sleep.







IN THOSE OLD DAYS
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In those old days you were called beautiful,
 But I have worn the beauty from your face;
 The flowerlike bloom has withered on your cheek
 With the harsh years, and the fire in your eyes
 Burns darker now and deeper, feeding on
 Beauty and the remembrance of things gone.
 Even your voice is altered when you speak,
 Or is grown mute with old anxiety
 For me.




Even as a fire leaps into flame and burns
 Leaping and laughing in its lovely flight,
 And then under the flame a glowing dome
 Deepens slowly into blood-like light:—
 So did you flame and in flame take delight,
 So are you hollow'd now with aching fire.
 But I still warm me and make there my home,
 Still beauty and youth burn there invisibly
 For me.




Now my lips falling on your silver'd skull,
 My fingers in the valleys of your cheeks,
 Or my hands in your thin strong hands fast caught,
 Your body clutched to mine, mine bent to yours:
 Now love undying feeds on love beautiful,
 Now, now I am but thought kissing your thought ...
 —And can it be in your heart's music speaks
 A deeper rhythm hearing mine: can it be
 Indeed for me?







THE ASH
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The undecaying yew has shed his flowers
 Long since in golden showers.
 The elm has robed her height
 In green, and hangs maternal o'er the bright
 Starred meadows, and her full-contented breast
 Lifts and sinks to rest.
 Shades drowsing in the grass
 Beneath the hedge move but as the hours pass.
 Beech, oak and beam have all put beauty on
 In the eye of the sun.
 Because the hawthorn's sweet
 All the earth is sweet and the air, and the wind's feet.
 In the wood's green hollows the earth is sweet and wet,
 For scarce one shaft may get
 The sudden green between:
 Only that warm sweet creeps between the green;
 Or in the clearing the bluebells lifting high
 Make another azure sky.




All's leaf and flower except
 The sluggish ash that all night long has slept,
 And all the morning of this lingering spring.
 Every tree else may sing,
 Every bough laugh and shake;
 But the ash like an old man does not wake
 Even though draws near the season's poise and noon
 Of heavy-poppied swoon ...
 Still the ash is asleep,
 Or from his lower upraised palms now creep
 First green leaves, promising that even those gaunt
 Tossed boughs shall be the haunt
 Of Autumn starlings shrill
 Mid his full-leaved high branches never still.




If to any tree,
 'Tis to the ash that I might likened be—
 Masculine, unamenable, delaying,
 With palms uplifted praying
 For another life and Spring
 Yet unforeshadowed; but content to swing
 Stiff branches chill and bare
 In this fine-quivering air
 That others' love makes sweetness everywhere.







IMAGINATION
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To make a fairer,
 A kinder, a more constant world than this;
 To make time longer
 And love a little stronger,




To give to blossoms
 And trees and fruits more beauty than they bear,
 Adding to sweetness
 The aye-wanted completeness,




To say to sorrow,
 "Ease now thy bosom of its snaky burden";
 (And sorrow brightened,
 No more stung and frightened),




To cry to death,
 "Stay a little, O proud Shade, thy stony hand";
 (And death removing
 Left us amazed loving);—




For this and this,
 O inward Spirit, arm thyself with power;
 Be it thy duty
 To give a body to beauty.




Thine to remake
 The world in thy hid likeness, and renew
 The fading vision
 In spite of time's derision.




Be it thine, O spirit,
 The world of sense and thought to exalt with light;
 Purge away blindness,
 Terror and all unkindness.




Shine, shine
 From within, on the confused grey world without
 That, growing clearer,
 Grows spiritual and dearer.







NO MORE ADIEU
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Unconscious on thy lap I lay,
 A spiritual thing,
 Stirless until the yet unlooked-for day
 Of human birth
 Should call me from thy starry twilight, Earth.
 And did thy bosom rock and clear voice sing?
 I know not—now no more a spiritual thing.
 Nor then thy breathed Adieu
 I rightly knew.




—Until those human kind arms caught
 And nursed my head
 Upon her breast who from the twilight brought
 This stranger me.
 Mother, it were yet happiness to be
 Within your arms; but now that you are dead
 Your memory sleeps in mine; so mine is comforted,
 Though I breathed dear Adieu
 Unheard by you.




And I have gathered to my breast
 Wife, mistress, child,
 Affections insecure but tenderest
 Of all that clutch
 Man's heart with their "Too little!" and "Too much!"
 O, what anxieties, what passions wild
 Bind and unbind me, what storms never to be stilled
 Until Adieu, Adieu
 Breathe the night through.




O, when all last farewells are said
 To these most dear;
 O, when within my purged heart peace is shed;
 When these old sweet
 Humanities move out on hushing feet,
 And all is hush; then in that silence clear
 Who is it comes again—near and near and near,
 Even while the sighed Adieu
 Fades the hush through?




O, is it on thy breast I fall,
 A spiritual thing
 Once more, and hear with ear insensual
 The voice of primal Earth
 Breathed gently as on Eden faint airs forth;
 And so contented to thy bosom cling,
 Though all those loves are gone nor faithful echoes ring,
 Nor fond Adieu, Adieu
 My parted spirit pursue?




—So hidden in green darkness deep,
 Feel when I wake
 The tides of night and day upon thee sweep,
 And know thy forehead bared before the East,
 And hear thy forests hushing in the West
 And in thy bosom, Earth, the slow heart shake:
 But hear no more the infinite forest murmurs break
 Into Adieu, Adieu,
 No more Adieu!







THE VISIT
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I reached the cottage. I knew it from the card
 He had given me—the low door heavily barred,
 Steep roof, and two yews whispering on guard.




Dusk thickened as I came, but I could smell
 First red wallflower and an early hyacinth bell,
 And see dim primroses. "O, I can tell,"




I thought, "they love the flowers he loved." The rain
 Shook from fruit bushes in new showers again
 As I brushed past, and gemmed the window pane.




Bare was the window yet, and the lamp bright.
 I saw them sitting there, streamed with the light
 That overflowed upon the enclosing night.




"Poor things, I wonder why they've lit up so,"
 A voice said, passing on the road below.
 "Who are they?" asked another. "Don't you know?"




Their voices crept away. I heard no more
 As I crossed the garden and knocked at the door.
 I waited, then knocked louder than before,




And thrice, and still in vain. So on the grass
 I stepped, and tap-tapped on the rainy glass.
 Then did a girl without turning towards me pass




From the room. I heard the heavy barred door creak,
 And a voice entreating from the doorway speak,
 "Will you come this way?"—a voice childlike and quick.




The way was dark. I followed her white frock,
 Past the now-chiming, sweet-tongued unseen clock,
 Into the room. One figure like a rock




Draped in an unstarred night—his mother—bowed
 Unrising and unspeaking. His aunt stood
 And took my hand, murmuring, "So good, so good!"




Never such quiet people had I known.
 Voices they scarcely needed, they had grown
 To talk less by the word than muted tone.




"We'll soon have tea," the girl said. "Please sit here."
 She pushed a heavy low deep-seated chair
 I knew at once was his; and I sat there.




I could not look at them. It seemed I made
 Noise in that quietness. I was afraid
 To look or speak until the aunt's voice said,




"You were his friend." And that "You were!" awoke
 My sense, and nervousness found voice and spoke
 Of what he had been, until a bullet broke




A too-brief friendship. The rock-like mother kept
 Night still around her. The aunt silently wept,
 And the girl into the screen's low shadow stept.




"You were great friends," said with calm voice the mother.
 I answered, "Never friend had such another."
 Then the girl's lips, "Nor sister such a brother."




Her words were like a sounding pebble cast
 Into a hollow silence; but at last
 She moved and bending to my low chair passed




Swift leaf-like fingers o'er my face and said,
 "You are not like him." And as she turned her head
 Into full light beneath the lamp's green shade




I saw the sunken spaces of her eyes.
 Then her face listening to my dumb surprise.
 "Forgive," she said, "a blind girl's liberties."




"You were his friend; I wanted so to see
 The friends my brother had. Now let's have tea."
 She poured, and passed a cup and cakes to me.




"These are my cakes," she smiled; and as I ate
 She talked, and to the others cup and plate
 Passed as they in their shadow and silence sat.




"Thanks, we are used to each other," she said when I
 Rose in the awkwardness of seeing, shy
 Of helping and of watching helplessly.




And from the manner of their hands 'twas clear
 They too were blind; but I knew they could hear
 My pitiful thoughts as I sat aching there.




... I needs must talk, until the girl was gone
 A while out of the room. The lamp shone on,
 But the true light out of the room was gone.




"Rose loved him so!" her mother said, and sighed.
 "He was our eyes, he was our joy and pride,
 And all that's left is but to say he died."




She ceased as Rose returned. Then as before
 We talked and paused until, "Tell me once more,
 What was it he said?" And I told her once more.




She listened: in her face was pride and pain
 As in her mind's eye near he stood and plain....
 Then the thin leaves fell on my cheek again




And on my hands. "He must have loved you well,"
 She whispered, as her hands from my hands fell.
 Silence flowed back with thoughts unspeakable.




It was a painful thing to leave them there
 Within the useless light and stirless air.
 "Let me show you the way. Mind, there's a stair




"Here, then another stair ten paces on....
 Isn't there a moon? Good-bye."
 And she was gone.
 Full moon upon the drenched fruit garden shone.
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