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Introduction


NED HALLEY


Thomas Hardy was born in 1840, just as the landscape of English literature was relocating from the lyric era of the Romantic movement to the new realism of the Victorian novel. As industrious Britain boomed and literacy burgeoned, the poets of the day, embodied by the ageing William Wordsworth, were making way for the masters of shrewdly observed popular fiction, personified in Charles Dickens.


Hardy, destined to succeed both Wordsworth as a poet of genius and Dickens as the leading novelist of his own day, came from a Dorset family of good lineage (Nelson’s famed flag captain was kin), but who had fallen on hard times. His father, also Thomas, was a self-employed builder, but a keen musician besides. A leading member of his parish church choir, he played the violin and successfully coached young Thomas in the instrument. His mother Jemima had been in service before marriage, but her own family had instilled in her a love of books. She taught her son to read by the age of four, and passed on to him her passion for the poetry of Virgil and Milton and the novels of Fielding, Scott and the French Romantics.


From the family’s thatched cottage (now a National Trust treasure) at Higher Bockhampton in the parish of Stinsford, an hour’s walk from the county town of Dorchester, the young man could roam green pastures and sinuous hills, harsh heaths and dark woodlands, acquiring the lifelong love of nature and the traditions of farming that are elemental in all his writings. He well understood that the customs – and privations – of the rural life of his childhood were being irretrievably transformed by the agricultural and industrial revolutions of the time. He observed the erosion of the close-knit peasant culture that had prevailed for centuries in the region he came to call Wessex in his literature, and missed no opportunity in his poetry, fiction and journalism to examine its passing.


Hardy’s education was curtailed. Only when a new National School for ‘the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the Establish Church’ happened to open in his parish in 1848 was he taught by anyone other than his mother. Two years later, aged ten, he went on to a non-conformist school in Dorchester. Jemima, forever determined on his improvement, paid for him to have Latin lessons, but the family could not afford to send their boy, promising though he was, to university. At sixteen he was articled to a Dorchester architect, John Hicks, who built or restored more than twenty churches in Dorset over the next dozen years.


Hicks was a scholarly man dedicated to the Gothic style. Hardy admired him, proved an able apprentice, and in later life described just how much his architectural training influenced his writing. ‘He knew,’ he recalled in his third-person autobiography The Life of Thomas Hardy, ‘that in architecture cunning irregularity is of enormous worth, and it is obvious that he carried on into his verse, perhaps unconsciously, the Gothic art-principle in which he had been trained – the principle of spontaneity, found in mouldings, tracery, and such-like – resulting in the “unforeseen” (as it has been called) character of his metres and stanzas.’


In 1862 Hardy, already an aspiring poet, moved to London. He needed to advance his career and very likely also hoped to make a new start on his romantic life. He had fallen first for a Dorset girl, Elizabeth Sarah Bishop – poignantly remembered in the poem ‘Lizbie Browne’ – who spurned him, and then another, Mary Waight, who refused his offer of marriage on the grounds he was too young. In London he found work as ‘a gothic draughtsman who could design and restore churches and rectory houses’ with the architectural practice of Arthur Blomfield. It was a major step up. Blomfield, son of a former Bishop of London, was a leading ecclesiastical architect and a kindly, good-humoured man who thought well of Hardy. The new arrival took to metropolitan life, frequenting the galleries and museums, theatres and dance halls. He formed a close but chaste friendship with a Dorset-born young woman, Eliza Nicholls, who lived near him in Paddington. And he read. He devoured Shakespeare and every kind of poetry; he read political and philosophical periodicals and contemporary novels. He enrolled at King’s College for French lessons. He began to experiment with journalism, and learned shorthand. He honed his poems and offered some of them – including ‘Hap’, ‘Neutral Tones’ and, with its reflections on Eliza Nicholls, ‘She, to Him’ – to the London magazines. None were accepted.


After five years in London, Hardy returned home. Below middle height, of slight build and never robust in health, he was not made for life in an overcrowded metropolis plagued by vile pollution, cholera and crime. And he was wearied by the struggle to subsist on a salary of £110 in the world’s largest and richest city. But he had learned much in his profession, he had made good friends, and he had invented himself as a writer. Although a market for his verse still eluded him, a breakthrough had come in 1865 when the Chambers’s Journal published ‘How I Built Myself a House’, an article Hardy had written for the amusement of his work colleagues about architect–client relationships. The acceptance of the piece and the £3 15s paid for it – his first literary earnings – ‘determined’ the new course of his life, Hardy declared.


Another change had come to him in London. Although brought up in the church and for a time minded to study for holy orders, he now questioned Christian doctrine. He had read Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (published in 1859), and became influenced by religiously sceptical friends. One in particular was Horace Moule, whom Hardy knew from his Dorset days. Handsome and cultivated, Moule was a brilliant classicist, a wayward, perpetual Cambridge student, gifted poet and journalist, musician and teacher. He was eight years Hardy’s senior and the younger man idolized him. It was at Moule’s urging that Hardy, still in his teens, began to read the liberal weekly Saturday Review, which inspired his political, cultural and religious thinking for all his life.


Moule, a depressive alcoholic, committed suicide in 1873. Hardy grieved and forever acknowledged his friend’s influence, dedicating several poems to his memory. The loss may have extinguished the last of Hardy’s Christian faith, and certainly fuelled his notorious pessimism over the human condition.


But by this time Hardy had found his way. Back in Dorset in 1867, he fell happily in love for the first time, with a cousin, Tryphena Sparks, then just sixteen. In the following year, however, he met his future wife. Emma Gifford was the sister-in-law of the rector at St Juliot, Cornwall, where Hardy was sent to restore the church.


He forsook Tryphena (later mourned as ‘my lost prize’ in the poem ‘Thoughts of Phena’) for Emma’s undoubted charms. She was his own age, cultured and attractive, and a fearless horsewoman – an attribute Hardy found particularly alluring. Her family believed themselves socially above her suitor, but she took to Hardy, and encouraged him to write. Anxious to please her, he produced his first novel, The Poor Man and the Lady, in 1868. A publisher’s reader, the established author George Meredith, rejected the book (a satire of fashionable London life, long lost) but encouraged Hardy to try something more suited to the market. It was a marker of Hardy’s resourcefulness that within a year he wrote a second novel in the ‘sensation’ manner, Desperate Remedies, and had it published.


In 1872 came Under the Greenwood Tree, followed by A Pair of Blue Eyes in 1873. In 1874, Far from the Madding Crowd became his first major critical and commercial success. He quit architecture to take up full-time writing, and in the same year finally married Emma – in spite of her family’s continued snobbish disdain.


Hardy’s sudden manifestation as a popular novelist – he had transformed himself from neglected poet to prolific author in just three years – was a remarkable achievement. It was all the more so in light of his own self-view: that he was never really a novelist at all. He tried to explain it, again in the third person, in his autobiography. ‘It was not as if he had been a writer of novels proper, and as more specifically understood, that is, stories of modern artificial life and manners showing a certain smartness of treatment. He had mostly aimed, and mostly succeeded, to keep his narratives close to natural life, and as near to poetry in their subject as the conditions would allow, and had often regretted that those conditions would not let him keep them nearer still.’


He saw himself, first and always, as a poet. All through the years in which he produced his fifteen completed novels, including Tess of the D’Urbervilles in 1891 and his last, Jude the Obscure in 1895, he continued to write poems, but very few were published. He wrote prolifically for magazines including his lifelong favourite Saturday Review and Cornhill, which serialized his novels as well as publishing his many short stories. Over the same period he also worked on his epic, three-volume drama The Dynasts, a saga of the Napoleonic wars, published between 1904 and 1908.


Hardy renounced the writing of novels as abruptly as he had taken it up. He had grown accustomed to criticism that his tales, however beautifully observed, were pessimistic, atheistic and even indecent, but he seemed unprepared for the outrage that greeted Jude the Obscure. Among the objectors was the Bishop of Wakefield, who made a theatrical gesture of burning the book. ‘Probably in his despair at not being able to burn me,’ noted Hardy. But he had tired of controversy, and was aware of the strain placed on Emma, who was horrified by the abuse heaped upon her husband. In spite of Hardy’s fame and wealth – there was a large Dorset house, Max Gate, designed by Hardy, plus a place in London and much comfortable travelling on the Continent – the marriage had not been a happy one. There were no children.


In 1896, to the astonishment of his worldwide readership, Hardy made it known he would write no more novels. He would turn to poetry. The first collection, called Wessex Poems – the name Wessex for southwest England was very much of his own devising – was published in 1898. Included were poems written in his young London days. These already reveal Hardy’s concept of the human struggle for life and love in a cruel cosmos. The opening verse of ‘Hap’, from 1866, is a clear prototype:




If but some vengeful god would call to me


From up the sky, and laugh: ‘Thou suffering thing,


Know that thy sorrow is my ecstasy,


That thy love’s loss is my hate’s profiting!’




Hardy’s poetry, from the beginning, makes it immediately obvious why he became such a hugely popular author. In verse and fiction equally, he dared to delineate the existential dread that haunts every sentient soul, and he did it in a voice that rang true.


At the time the collection was published, the Wessex Poems did not receive the sort of acclaim – or obloquy – that had greeted his novels. But the critics were no doubt still recovering from the disappointment of losing their most celebrated and controversial prey.


In 1901 came Hardy’s second collection, Poems of the Past and Present. Included were verses of reflection on the Boer War:




They throw in Drummer Hodge, to rest


Uncoffined – just as found:


His landmark is a kopje crest


That breaks the veldt around;


And foreign constellations west


Each night above his mound.




Hardy was by now sourcing much of his poetry in events – his later topical verse referenced the sinking of the Titanic as well as the Great War – and this collection also included picturesque and keenly observed accounts of European travels. Many of the poems were now published in newspapers and magazines before inclusion in the collections. One poem (among many) that illustrated Hardy’s latent comicality was ‘The Ruined Maid’ of 1866:




‘O ’Melia, my dear, this does everything crown!


Who could have supposed I should meet you in Town?


And whence such fair garments, such prosperi-ty?’ –


‘O didn’t you know I’d been ruined?’ said she.




A further collection, Time’s Laughingstocks, appeared in 1909 and a fourth, Satires of Circumstance, in 1914. Among the latter were the Poems of 1912–13 with the epigraph Veteris vestigia flammae – ‘traces of remembered love’ – from Virgil’s Aeneid. These twenty-one verses, all included in this edition, were written in shocked memory of Emma, who had died unexpectedly in November 1912. The regret Hardy expressed at his estrangement from Emma in her last years is every bit as poignant as his grief at her passing. It is, as so much of his poetry, a light shone into the soul.


Nevertheless, these masterpieces and the further collections that followed, written in an astounding variety of forms, did not excite a fraction of the interest among critics or the reading public that the novels had done. More attention was paid to his second marriage in 1914 than to Satires of Circumstance. The bride was Florence Dugdale, aged 35 (Hardy was 74), who had been the poet’s secretary and close friend for some years. This new arrangement might have raised eyebrows but it did not interrupt the process of lionization that the grand old man of letters had already begun. He had reputedly refused a knighthood, but accepted the Order of Merit – in the personal gift of the Sovereign – in 1910, and was serially nominated for the Nobel Prize for Literature. There was surprise when, in 1913, Hardy was passed over for Poet Laureate. Robert Bridges was preferred. It was whispered that the Anglican Church had not liked verses such as ‘God’s Funeral’ of 1908–10:




And, tricked by our own early dream


And need of solace, we grew self-deceived,


Our making soon our maker did we dream,


And what we had imagined we believed.




Thomas Hardy died aged 87 on 11 January 1928. He had wished to be buried under the stone he had designed for Emma, next to his parents, in the churchyard at Stinsford, but his executors insisted on a service at Westminster Abbey, and the interment of his ashes in Poet’s Corner. A large crowd gathered outside the Abbey on the day and the mourners within included Stanley Baldwin and Ramsay Macdonald. Among the pall-bearers were J. M. Barrie, John Galsworthy, A. E. Housman, Rudyard Kipling and George Bernard Shaw.


Simultaneous with the great national event, a quieter funeral was held at Stinsford. Hardy’s widow Florence and his two surviving siblings had negotiated the removal of the poet’s heart before his cremation, and this was buried alongside Emma.


As a poet, Hardy’s reputation was a shadow of his fame as a novelist in his own time and for many years after. But his place as a poet in the continuum of the English canon has become progressively more sure. He was soon perceived as a bridge between the Victorian era and twentieth-century Modernism. Virginia Woolf, dazzling high priestess of Modernism, wrote a famous essay on Hardy immediately after his death, which concluded with the observation that he had been ‘a profound and poetic genius, a gentle and humane soul’.


Hardy’s high standing as a poet today has been long in the making. Philip Larkin laid a milestone in 1966 when he declared that the Collected Poems of 1930 (including more than 900 of Hardy’s verses) was ‘many times over the best body of poetic work this century so far has to show’. Would he revise that judgement now? Fifty years on, in the present century, Hardy’s calm, melancholy rationalism, his theological scepticism and above all his profound sincerity seem ever more convincing and timely. In the lyric context of his enduringly moving poetry, his words will forever ring true.



WESSEX POEMS AND OTHER VERSES




Preface


Of the miscellaneous collection of verse that follows, only four pieces have been published, though many were written long ago, and others partly written. In some few cases the verses were turned into prose and printed as such, it having been unanticipated at that time that they might see the light.


Whenever an ancient and legitimate word of the district, for which there was no equivalent in received English, suggested itself as the most natural, nearest, and often only expression of a thought, it has been made use of, on what seemed good grounds.


The pieces are in a large degree dramatic or personative in conception; and this even where they are not obviously so.


The dates attached to some of the poems do not apply to the rough sketches given in illustration,1 which have been recently made, and, as may be surmised, are inserted for personal and local reasons rather than for their intrinsic qualities.





	

September 1898



	T.H.







The Temporary the All


(Sapphics)


Change and chancefulness in my flowering youthtime,


Set me sun by sun near to one unchosen;


Wrought us fellowlike, and despite divergence,


Fused us in friendship.


‘Cherish him can I while the true one forthcome –


Come the rich fulfiller of my prevision;


Life is roomy yet, and the odds unbounded.’


So self-communed I.


’Thwart my wistful way did a damsel saunter,


Fair, albeit unformed to be all-eclipsing;


‘Maiden meet,’ held I, ‘till arise my forefelt


Wonder of women.’


Long a visioned hermitage deep desiring,


Tenements uncouth I was fain to house in:


‘Let such lodging be for a breath-while,’ thought I,


‘Soon a more seemly.


‘Then high handiwork will I make my life-deed,


Truth and Light outshow; but the ripe time pending,


Intermissive aim at the thing sufficeth.’


Thus I. . . . But lo, me!


Mistress, friend, place, aims to be bettered straightway,


Bettered not has Fate or my hand’s achievement;


Sole the showance those of my onward earth-track –


Never transcended!




Amabel




I marked her ruined hues,


Her custom-straitened views,


And asked, ‘Can there indwell


My Amabel?’


I looked upon her gown,


Once rose, now earthen brown;


he change was like the knell


Of Amabel.


Her step’s mechanic ways


Had lost the life of May’s;


Her laugh, once sweet in swell,


Spoilt Amabel.


I mused: ‘Who sings the strain


I sang ere warmth did wane?


Who thinks its numbers spell


His Amabel?’ –


Knowing that, though Love cease,


Love’s race shows no decrease;


All find in dorp or dell


An Amabel.


– I felt that I could creep


To some housetop, and weep


That Time the tyrant fell


Ruled Amabel!


I said (the while I sighed


That love like ours had died),


‘Fond things I’ll no more tell


To Amabel,


‘But leave her to her fate,


And fling across the gate,


“Till the Last Trump, farewell,


O Amabel!”’




1865




Hap


If but some vengeful god would call to me


From up the sky, and laugh: ‘Thou suffering thing,


Know that thy sorrow is my ecstasy,


That thy love’s loss is my hate’s profiting!’


Then would I bear it, clench myself, and die,


Steeled by the sense of ire unmerited;


Half-eased in that a Powerfuller than I


Had willed and meted me the tears I shed.


But not so. How arrives it joy lies slain,


And why unblooms the best hope ever sown?


– Crass Casualty obstructs the sun and rain,


And dicing Time for gladness casts a moan. . . .


These purblind Doomsters had as readily strown


Blisses about my pilgrimage as pain.


1866




Her Dilemma


(In —— Church)


The two were silent in a sunless church,


Whose mildewed walls, uneven paving-stones,


And wasted carvings passed antique research;


And nothing broke the clock’s dull monotones.


Leaning against a wormy poppy-head,


So wan and worn that he could scarcely stand,


– For he was soon to die, – he softly said,


‘Tell me you love me!’ – holding long her hand.


She would have given a world to breathe ‘yes’ truly,


So much his life seemed hanging on her mind,


And hence she lied, her heart persuaded throughly


’Twas worth her soul to be a moment kind.


But the sad need thereof, his nearing death,


So mocked humanity that she shamed to prize


A world conditioned thus, or care for breath


Where Nature such dilemmas could devise.


1866




Revulsion




Though I waste watches framing words to fetter


Some unknown spirit to mine in clasp and kiss,


Out of the night there looms a sense ’twere better


To fail obtaining whom one fails to miss.


For winning love we win the risk of losing,


And losing love is as one’s life were riven;


It cuts like contumely and keen ill-using


To cede what was superfluously given.


Let me then never feel the fateful thrilling


That devastates the love-worn wooer’s frame,


The hot ado of fevered hopes, the chilling


That agonizes disappointed aim!


So may I live no junctive law fulfilling,


And my heart’s table bear no woman’s name.




1866




She, to Him I


When you shall see me in the toils of Time,


My lauded beauties carried off from me,


My eyes no longer stars as in their prime,


My name forgot of Maiden Fair and Free;


When, in your being, heart concedes to mind,


And judgment, though you scarce its process know,


Recalls the excellencies I once enshrined,


And you are irked that they have withered so:


Remembering mine the loss is, not the blame,


That Sportsman Time but rears his brood to kill,


Knowing me in my soul the very same –


One who would die to spare you touch of ill! –


Will you not grant to old affection’s claim


The hand of friendship down Life’s sunless hill?


1866




She, to Him II


Perhaps, long hence, when I have passed away,


Some other’s feature, accent, thought like mine,


Will carry you back to what I used to say,


And bring some memory of your love’s decline.


Then you may pause awhile and think, ‘Poor jade!’


And yield a sigh to me – as ample due,


Not as the tittle of a debt unpaid


To one who could resign her all to you –


And thus reflecting, you will never see


That your thin thought, in two small words conveyed,


Was no such fleeting phantom-thought to me,


But the Whole Life wherein my part was played;


And you amid its fitful masquerade


A Thought – as I in your life seem to be!


1866




She, to Him III




I will be faithful to thee; aye, I will!


And Death shall choose me with a wondering eye


That he did not discern and domicile


One his by right ever since that last Good-bye!


I have no care for friends, or kin, or prime


Of manhood who deal gently with me here;


Amid the happy people of my time


Who work their love’s fulfilment, I appear


Numb as a vane that cankers on its point,


True to the wind that kissed ere canker came:


Despised by souls of Now, who would disjoint


The mind from memory, making Life all aim,


My old dexterities in witchery gone,


And nothing left for Love to look upon.
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She, to Him IV




This love puts all humanity from me;


I can but maledict her, pray her dead,


For giving love and getting love of thee –


Feeding a heart that else mine own had fed!


How much I love I know not, life not known,


Save as one unit I would add love by;


But this I know, my being is but thine own –


Fused from its separateness by ecstasy.


And thus I grasp thy amplitudes, of her


Ungrasped, though helped by nigh-regarding eyes;


Canst thou then hate me as an envier


Who see unrecked what I so dearly prize?


Believe me, Lost One, Love is lovelier


The more it shapes its moan in selfish-wise.
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She at His Funeral




They bear him to his resting-place –


In slow procession sweeping by;


I follow at a stranger’s space;


His kindred they, his sweetheart I.


Unchanged my gown of garish dye,


Though sable-sad is their attire;


But they stand round with griefless eye,


Whilst my regret consumes like fire!




187–




The Sergeant’s Song


(1803)




When Lawyers strive to heal a breach,


And Parsons practise what they preach;


Then Boney he’ll come pouncing down,


And march his men on London town!


Rollicum-rorum, tol-lol-lorum,


Rollicum-rorum, tol-lol-lay!


When Justices hold equal scales,


And Rogues are only found in jails;


Then Boney he’ll come pouncing down,


And march his men on London town!


Rollicum-rorum, &c.


When Rich Men find their wealth a curse,


And fill therewith the Poor Man’s purse;


Then Boney he’ll come pouncing down,


And march his men on London town!


Rollicum-rorum, &c.


When Husbands with their Wives agree,


And Maids won’t wed from modesty;


Then Boney he’ll come pouncing down,


And march his men on London town!


Rollicum-rorum, tol-tol-lorum,


Rollicum-rorum, tol-lol-lay!
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The Burghers


(17—)


The sun had wheeled from Grey’s to Dammer’s Crest,


And still I mused on that Thing imminent:


At length I sought the High-street to the West.


The level flare raked pane and pediment


And my wrecked face, and shaped my nearing friend


Like one of those the Furnace held unshent.


‘I’ve news concerning her,’ he said. ‘Attend.


They fly to-night at the late moon’s first gleam:


Watch with thy steel: two righteous thrusts will end


Her shameless visions and his passioned dream.


I’ll watch with thee, to testify thy wrong –


To aid, maybe. – Law consecrates the scheme.’


I started, and we paced the flags along


Till I replied: ‘Since it has come to this


I’ll do it! But alone. I can be strong.’


Three hours past Curfew, when the Froom’s mild hiss


Reigned sole, undulled by whirr of merchandize,


From Pummery-Tout to where the Gibbet is,


I crossed my pleasaunce hard by Glyd’path Rise,


And stood beneath the wall. Eleven strokes went,


And to the door they came, contrariwise,


And met in clasp so close I had but bent


My lifted blade on either to have let


Their two souls loose upon the firmament.


But something held my arm. ‘A moment yet


As pray-time ere you wantons die!’ I said;


And then they saw me. Swift her gaze was set


With eye and cry of love illimited


Upon her Heart-king. Never upon me


Had she thrown look of love so thoroughsped! . . .


At once she flung her faint form shieldingly


On his, against the vengeance of my vows;


The which o’erruling, her shape shielded he.


Blanked by such love, I stood as in a drowse,


And the slow moon edged from the upland nigh,


My sad thoughts moving thuswise: ‘I may house


And I may husband her, yet what am I


But licensed tyrant to this bonded pair?


Says Charity, Do as ye would be done by.’ . . .


Hurling my iron to the bushes there,


I bade them stay. And, as if brain and breast


Were passive, they walked with me to the stair.


Inside the house none watched; and on we prest


Before a mirror, in whose gleam I read


Her beauty, his, – and mine own mien unblest;


Till at her room I turned. ‘Madam,’ I said,


‘Have you the wherewithal for this? Pray speak.


Love fills no cupboard. You’ll need daily bread.’


‘We’ve nothing, sire,’ she lipped; ‘and nothing seek.


’Twere base in me to rob my lord unware;


Our hands will earn a pittance week by week.’


And next I saw she had piled her raiment rare


Within the garde-robes, and her household purse,


Her jewels, her least lace of personal wear;


And stood in homespun. Now grown wholly hers,


I handed her the gold, her jewels all,


And him the choicest of her robes diverse.


‘I’ll take you to the doorway in the wall,


And then adieu.’ I told them. ‘Friends, withdraw.’


They did so; and she went – beyond recall.


And as I paused beneath the arch I saw


Their moonlit figures – slow, as in surprise –


Descend the slope, and vanish on the haw.


‘“Fool,” some will say,’ I thought. – ‘But who is wise,


Save God alone, to weigh my reasons why?’


– ‘Hast thou struck home?’ came with the boughs’ night-sighs.


It was my friend. ‘I have struck well. They fly,


But carry wounds that none can cicatrize.’


– ‘Not mortal?’ said he. ‘Lingering – worse,’ said I.




Her Death and After


The summons was urgent: and forth I went –


By the way of the Western Wall, so drear


On that winter night, and sought a gate,


Where one, by Fate,


Lay dying that I held dear.


And there, as I paused by her tenement,


And the trees shed on me their rime and hoar,


I thought of the man who had left her lone –


Him who made her his own


When I loved her, long before.


The rooms within had the piteous shine


That home-things wear when there’s aught amiss;


From the stairway floated the rise and fall


Of an infant’s call,


Whose birth had brought her to this.


Her life was the price she would pay for that whine –


For a child by the man she did not love.


‘But let that rest for ever,’ I said,


And bent my tread


To the bedchamber above.


She took my hand in her thin white own,


And smiled her thanks – though nigh too weak –


And made them a sign to leave us there,


Then faltered, ere


She could bring herself to speak.


‘Just to see you – before I go – he’ll condone


Such a natural thing now my time’s not much –


When Death is so near it hustles hence


All passioned sense


Between woman and man as such!


‘My husband is absent. As heretofore


The City detains him. But, in truth,


He has not been kind. . . . I will speak no blame,


But – the child is lame;


O, I pray she may reach his ruth!


‘Forgive past days – I can say no more –


Maybe had we wed you would now repine! . . .


But I treated you ill. I was punished. Farewell!


– Truth shall I tell?


Would the child were yours and mine!


‘As a wife I was true. But, such my unease


That, could I insert a deed back in Time,


I’d make her yours, to secure your care;


And the scandal bear,


And the penalty for the crime!’


– When I had left, and the swinging trees


Rang above me, as lauding her candid say,


Another was I. Her words were enough:


Came smooth, came rough,


I felt I could live my day.


Next night she died; and her obsequies


In the Field of Tombs where the earthworks frowned


Had her husband’s heed. His tendance spent,


I often went


And pondered by her mound.


All that year and the next year whiled,


And I still went thitherward in the gloam;


But the Town forgot her and her nook,


And her husband took


Another Love to his home.


And the rumour flew that the lame lone child


Whom she wished for its safety child of mine,


Was treated ill when offspring came


Of the new-made dame,


And marked a more vigorous line.


A smarter grief within me wrought


Than even at loss of her so dear –


That the being whose soul my soul suffused


Had a child ill-used,


While I dared not interfere!


One eve as I stood at my spot of thought


In the white-stoned Garth, brooding thus her wrong,


Her husband neared; and to shun his nod


By her hallowed sod


I went from the tombs among


To the Cirque of the Gladiators which faced –


That haggard mark of Imperial Rome,


Whose Pagan echoes mock the chime


Of our Christian time


From its hollows of chalk and loam.


The sun’s gold touch was scarce displaced


From the vast Arena where men once bled,


When her husband followed; bowed; half-passed


With lip upcast;


Then halting sullenly said:


‘It is noised that you visit my first wife’s tomb.


Now, I gave her an honoured name to bear


While living, when dead. So I’ve claim to ask


By what right you task


My patience by vigiling there?


‘There’s decency even in death, I assume;


Preserve it, sir, and keep away;


For the mother of my first-born you


Show mind undue!


– Sir, I’ve nothing more to say.’


A desperate stroke discerned I then –


God pardon – or pardon not – the lie;


She had sighed that she wished (lest the child should pine


Of slights) ’twere mine,


So I said: ‘But the father I.


‘That you thought it yours is the way of men;


But I won her troth long ere your day:


You learnt how, in dying, she summoned me?


’Twas in fealty


– Sir, I’ve nothing more to say,


‘Save that, if you’ll hand me my little maid,


I’ll take her, and rear her, and spare you toil.


Think it more than a friendly act none can;


I’m a lonely man,


While you’ve a large pot to boil.


‘If not, and you’ll put it to ball or blade –


To-night, to-morrow night, anywhen –


I’ll meet you here. . . . But think of it,


And in season fit


Let me hear from you again.’


– Well, I went away, hoping; but nought I heard


Of my stroke for the child, till there greeted me


A little voice that one day came


To my window-frame


And babbled innocently:


‘My father who’s not my own, sends word


I’m to stay here, sir, where I belong!’


Next a writing came: ‘Since the child was the fruit


Of your lawless suit,


Pray take her, to right a wrong.’


And I did. And I gave the child my love,


And the child loved me, and estranged us none.


But compunctions loomed; for I’d harmed the dead


By what I said


For the good of the living one.


– Yet though, God wot, I am sinner enough,


And unworthy the woman who drew me so,


Perhaps this wrong for her darling’s good


She forgives, or would,


It only she could know!




The Dance at the Phoenix




To Jenny came a gentle youth


From inland leazes lone,


His love was fresh as apple-blooth


By Parrett, Yeo, or Tone.


And duly he entreated her


To be his tender minister,


And take him for her own.


Now Jenny’s life had hardly been


A life of modesty;


And few in Casterbridge had seen


More loves of sorts than she


From scarcely sixteen years above;


Among them sundry troopers of


The King’s-Own Cavalry.


But each with charger, sword, and gun,


Had bluffed the Biscay wave;


And Jenny prized her rural one


For all the love he gave.


She vowed to be, if they were wed,


His honest wife in heart and head


From bride-ale hour to grave.


Wedded they were. Her husband’s trust


In Jenny knew no bound,


And Jenny kept her pure and just,


Till even malice found


No sin or sign of ill to be


In one who walked so decently


The duteous helpmate’s round.


Two sons were born, and bloomed to men,


And roamed, and were as not:


Alone was Jenny left again


As ere her mind had sought


A solace in domestic joys,


And ere the vanished pair of boys


Were sent to sun her cot.


She numbered near on sixty years,


And passed as elderly,


When, on a day, with flushing fears,


She learnt from shouts of glee,


And shine of swords, and thump of drum,


Her early loves from war had come,


The King’s-Own Cavalry.


She turned aside, and bowed her head


Anigh Saint Peter’s door;


‘Alas for chastened thoughts!’ she said;


‘I’m faded now, and hoar,


And yet those notes – they thrill me through,


And those gay forms move me anew


As they moved me of yore!’ . . .


’Twas Christmas, and the Phoenix Inn


Was lit with tapers tall,


For thirty of the trooper men


Had vowed to give a ball


As ‘Theirs’ had done (’twas handed down)


When lying in the selfsame town


Ere Buonaparté’s fall.


That night the throbbing ‘Soldier’s Joy’,


The measured tread and sway


Of ‘Fancy-Lad’ and ‘Maiden Coy’,


Reached Jenny as she lay


Beside her spouse; till springtide blood


Seemed scouring through her like a flood


That whisked the years away.


She rose, arrayed, and decked her head


Where the bleached hairs grew thin;


Upon her cap two bows of red


She fixed with hasty pin;


Unheard descending to the street


She trod the flags with tune-led feet,


And stood before the Inn.


Save for the dancers’, not a sound


Disturbed the icy air;


No watchman on his midnight round


Or traveller was there;


But over All-Saints’, high and bright,


Pulsed to the music Sirius white,


The Wain by Bullstake Square.


She knocked, but found her further stride


Checked by a sergeant tall:


‘Gay Granny, whence come you?’ he cried;


‘This is a private ball.’


– ‘No one has more right here than me!


Ere you were born, man,’ answered she,


‘I knew the regiment all!’


‘Take not the lady’s visit ill!’


The steward said; ‘for see,


We lack sufficient partners still,


So, prithee, let her be!’


They seized and whirled her mid the maze,


And Jenny felt as in the days


Of her immodesty.


Hour chased each hour, and night advanced;


She sped as shod with wings;


Each time and every time she danced –


Reels, jigs, poussettes, and flings:


They cheered her as she soared and swooped,


(She had learnt ere art in dancing drooped


From hops to slothful swings).


The favourite Quick-step ‘Speed the Plough’ –


(Cross hands, cast off, and wheel) –


‘The Triumph’, ‘Sylph’, ‘The Row-dow-dow’,


Famed ‘Major Malley’s Reel’,


‘The Duke of York’s’, ‘The Fairy Dance’,
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