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INTRODUCTION
















From the quickening heartbeat at the first stirrings of passion through to the anguish of betrayal and loss, writers across the centuries have turned to poetry to capture their thoughts on love. From the heartfelt words of Percy Bysshe Shelley to the passionate verse of Christina Rossetti, this anthology contains some of the most beautiful and timeless love poetry in the English language.




  It was their own remarkable love affairs that inspired many of these poets to write such stirring poetry, as with the Brownings – the most famous of the romantically linked poets. Robert had pledged his love to Elizabeth before he had even laid eyes on her, having been smitten by her poetry. At the other end of the spectrum is the notorious Lord Byron; his lustful poem 'To Ellen' provides a glimpse into his insatiable desires.




  The poets in this classic collection have been arranged alphabetically for ease of use, and selected because of their literary importance and emotional intelligence when it comes to matters of the heart. Whether at its most raw, as seen in the wild and untamed poems of Emily Brontë, or at its most eloquent, as in the writings of Alfred Tennyson, love will always prevail as the lifeblood of the human condition; as Shakespeare wrote: 'So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.'













SONNETS FROM THE PORTUGUESE XLIII






How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. 


I love thee to the depth and breadth and height 


My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight 


For the ends of Being and ideal Grace. 


I love thee to the level of every day's 


Most quiet need, by sun and candlelight. 


I love thee freely, as men strive for Right; 


I love thee purely, as they turn from Praise. 


I love thee with the passion put to use 


In my old griefs, and with my childhood's faith. 


I love thee with a love I seemed to lose 


With my lost saints, – I love thee with the breath, 


Smiles, tears, of all my life! – and, if God choose, 


I shall but love thee better after death.








ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING












SONNETS FROM THE PORTUGUESE XIV






If thou must love me, let it be for nought 


Except for love's sake only. Do not say 


'I love her for her smile… her look… her way 


Of speaking gently… for a trick of thought 


That falls in well with mine, and certes brought 


A sense of pleasant ease on such a day' – 


For these things in themselves, Belovèd, may 


Be changed, or change for thee – and love, so wrought 


May be unwrought so. Neither love me for 


Thine own dear pity's wiping my cheeks dry – 


A creature might forget to weep, who bore 


Thy comfort long, and lose thy love thereby! 


But love me for love's sake that evermore 


Thou may'st love on, through love's eternity.








ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING












SONNETS FROM THE PORTUGUESE XXXVIII






First time he kissed me, he but only kissed 


The fingers of this hand wherewith I write; 


And ever since, it grew more clean and white. 


Slow to world-greetings, quick with its 'Oh, list,' 


When the angels speak. A ring of amethyst 


I could not wear here plainer to my sight, 


Than that first kiss. The second passed in height 


The first, and sought the forehead, and half missed, 


Half falling on the hair. O beyond meed! 


That was the chrism of love, which love's own crown, 


With sanctifying sweetness, did precede. 


The third, upon my lips, was folded down 


In perfect, purple state; since when, indeed, 


I have been proud and said, 'My love, my own.'








ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING












SONNETS FROM THE PORTUGUESE XII






Indeed this very love which is my boast, 


And which, when rising up from breast to brow, 


Doth crown me with a ruby large enow 


To draw men's eyes and prove the inner cost. T


his love even, all my worth, to the uttermost, 


I should not love withal, unless that thou 


Hadst set me an example, shown me how, 


When first thine earnest eyes with mine were crossed 


And love called love. And thus, I cannot speak 


Of love even, as a good thing of my own. 


Thy soul hath snatched up mine all faint and weak, 


And placed it by thee on a golden throne, – 


And that I love (O soul, we must be meek!) 


Is by thee only, whom I love alone.








ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING













SONNETS FROM THE PORTUGUESE XXIX
















I think of thee! – my thoughts do twine and bud 


About thee, as wild vines, about a tree, 


Put out broad leaves, and soon there's nought to see 


Except the straggling green which hides the wood. 


Yet, O my palm-tree, be it understood 


I will not have my thoughts instead of thee 


Who art dearer, better! Rather, instantly 


Renew thy presence, as a strong tree should, 


Rustle thy boughs and set thy trunk all bare 


And let these bands of greenery which insphere thee, 


Drop heavily down, – burst, shattered, everywhere! 


Because, in this deep joy to see and hear thee, 


And breathe within thy shadow a new air, 


I do not think of thee – I am too near thee.








ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING












SONNETS FROM THE PORTUGUESE XLIV






Belovèd, thou hast brought me many flowers 


Plucked in the garden, all the summer through 


And winter, and it seemed as if they grew 


In this close room, nor missed the sun and showers. 


So, in the like name of that love of ours,


Take back these thoughts which here unfolded too, 


And which on warm and cold days I withdrew 


From my heart's ground. Indeed, those beds and bowers 


Be overgrown with bitter weeds and rue, 


And wait thy weeding; yet here's eglantine, 


Here's ivy! – take them, as I used to do


Thy flowers, and keep them where they shall not pine. 


Instruct thine eyes to keep their colours true, 


And tell thy soul, their roots are left in mine.








ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING












SONNETS FROM THE PORTUGUESE XIII






And wilt thou have me fashion into speech 


The love I bear thee, finding words enough, 


And hold the torch out, while the winds are rough 


Between our faces, to cast light on each? 


I drop it at thy feet. I cannot teach


My hand to hold my spirit so far off 


From myself… me… that I should bring thee proof 


In words, of love hid in me out of reach. 


Nay, let the silence of my womanhood 


Commend my woman-love to thy belief, 


Seeing that I stand unwon, however wooed, 


And rend the garment of my life, in brief, 


By a most dauntless, voiceless fortitude, 


Lest one touch of this heart convey its grief.








ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING











THE DREAM






All trembling in my arms Aminta lay, 


Defending of the bliss I strove to take; 


Raising my rapture by her kind delay, 


Her force so charming was and weak. 


The soft resistance did betray the grant, 


While I pressed on the heaven of my desires; 


Her rising breasts with nimbler motions pant; 


Her dying eyes assume new fires. 


Now to the height of languishment she grows, 


And still her looks new charms put on; 


Now the last mystery of Love she knows, 


We sigh, and kiss: I waked, and all was done. 


'Twas but a dream, yet by my heart I knew, 


Which still was panting, part of it was true: 


Oh how I strove the rest to have believed; 


Ashamed and angry to be undeceived!








APHRA BEHN











I LAID ME DOWN UPON A BANK









I laid me down upon a bank,


Where Love lay sleeping:


I heard among the rushes dank


Weeping, weeping.








Then I went to the heath and the wild, 


To the thistles and thorns of the waste: 


And they told me how they were beguil'd, 


Driven out, and compell'd to be chaste.








WILLIAM BLAKE
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LOVE'S SECRET






Never seek to tell thy love, 


Love that never told can be; 


For the gentle wind doth move


Silently, invisibly.








I told my love, I told my love,


I told her all my heart,


Trembling, cold, in ghastly fears,


Ah! she did depart.
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