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For Susan Wissler, who has for many years given of her time and abundant talent to honor Edith Wharton’s legacy.



Introduction

Words, words pursue me with their cadences,

Like birds that babble in the woods at dawn,

Flitting now this, now that way thro’ the trees,

Now flashing forth, now swift again withdrawn—

—Edith Wharton, Lilly poetry notebook

At a dinner party one evening, seated next to the philosopher Henri Bergson, Edith Wharton lamented “odd holes” in her memory. How was it that she could remember a variety of useless and insignificant things, she asked him, but when it came to poetry, her “chiefest passion and . . . greatest joy,” her verbal memory failed completely, and she heard “only the inner cadence, and could hardly ever fill it out with the right words”? Bergson replied rather matter-of-factly: he said it was simply because she was dazzled. Great poetry can evoke an emotional response beyond words. Wharton concluded that the best definition of poetry was “the gift of precision in ecstasy,” the gift of finding the exact right words to express the ineffable (A Backward Glance 170).

Wharton loved words even before she could read them. In the autobiographical fragment “Life and I,” she divulged being “enthralled” by the sound of words, whether she understood them or not; being “intoxicated” by meter, and enjoying a “sensuous rapture” from the sound and the sight of words on the page. Her desire to make up stories became a “devastating passion,” a “perilous obsession.” Savoring the sounds of words apart from their meaning, she felt their rhythms and she attended to the color and expressiveness of each word (1074–76).

As a mature writer, Wharton studied etymology and grammar and she took pleasure in dissecting words. Her friend Logan Pearsall Smith, an essayist and philologist, once remarked: “Fine writers should split hairs together, sit side by side, like friendly apes, to pick the fleas from each other’s fur” (Afterthoughts 55). While one can’t quite see Edith Wharton in a party of apes, one can certainly imagine her among her guests of an evening, relaxing in the library and pondering the fine points of such terms as “inspiration,” “fancy,” and “imagination,” terms she and Smith debated while cruising the Aegean in 1926. That conversation led Wharton to change the name of her paean to her imagination from “The Comrade” to “La Folle du Logis,” an old French term for the way imagination feels like a madman in your house. Words—like paint or clay or marble to a studio artist—were the medium in which she could express her inner world.

What was the nature of that inner world? As an adult her language for the experience of reading and creating was as violent and passionate as if she were still a teenager: “intoxicated,” “teeming visions,” “volcanic eruptions,” “sensuous rapture,” “ecstasy.” The words suggest that her feelings about her imagination were distinctly mixed. “Perilous obsession” intimates a lack of control that is compelling yet dangerous. And the term “furious Muse” embraces contradictory mythical allusions. The Muses, daughters of the great god Zeus and Mnemosyne, goddess of memory, were said to inspire artists. But the Furies, heads wreathed with serpents, chased down those who had broken the laws, relentless in their pursuit of punishment for the guilty. By calling her propelling force the “furious Muse,” Wharton evokes the tension within her of being nurtured by the Muses while at the same time being hounded by the Furies (Wharton, “Life and I” 1074–76; A Backward Glance 35, 197, 200).

This creative drive, described hauntingly in her poems “La Folle du Logis” and “Life [Nay, lift me to thy lips],” manifests most strongly in Wharton’s poetry. Looking at her notebooks one sees that the Wharton who wrote stories and novels, the witty, satiric Wharton who created characters from two or three of their foibles, was only one layer of a rich personality. Her fiction allowed her to explore relations among people in a realistic social world, usually with irony and humor. But the land of her poems is deeper, more heartfelt, and quite different from the land of her stories. It is a romantic place, sublime, mythic, and often painful. Poetry allowed her to explore her intimate feelings and the darker reaches of her prodigious imagination.

Along with imagination, Wharton knew that writing poetry required serious work. On the first page of her poetry notebook, created when she was in her thirties, are inscribed these words from “L’art,” by Théophile Gautier: “Sculpte, lime, cisèle,” meaning, “sculpt, chisel, file.” Art requires thinking, shaping, refining. She wrote to several aspiring poets about the need, in fully realized poetry, for expression, for finding the elegant, felicitous word to evoke in a reader a particular feeling or mood.

And for Wharton, the choice of word should be aided necessarily by a sense of sound and rhythm as much as if not more than by its meaning. She preferred the American poet Sidney Lanier’s method of scansion using notes and rests, as if the line of poetry were a line of music, rather than the traditional stress and unstress markings that were derived from scanning Greek and Latin. An essential quality of Wharton’s poems is their musicality: to get their full import one must read her poems aloud.

Wharton wrote poetry all of her life, amassing more than two hundred poems by the end. Her first publicly published work, at age seventeen, was “Only a Child,” a poem about a boy who hanged himself in a Philadelphia house of refuge for vagrant children. She had read about the tragedy in the New York World and sent her poem the next day. It was hardly her first poem; a year earlier her parents had arranged for the private printing of twenty-nine poems garnered from their daughter’s writings, which they called Verses (1878). Over the years Wharton continued to publish poetry in periodicals, and she also produced two more volumes: Artemis to Actæon (1909) and Twelve Poems (1926), for a lifetime publication of one hundred poems. Other poems were enclosed in letters, inscribed in books given to friends, and jotted down in her numerous diaries. In the papers left at her death we find a 168-page notebook filled with poems written in a fair hand and many more poems typed out as though readied for publication.

Poetry seems to have flowed most freely during five periods of her long life, beginning in youth. In the late nineteenth century, writing verse was the most acceptable form of writing for well-bred young ladies. Born into New York society in 1862, young Edith Jones sought to express herself in this conventional way, exploring her longings and frustrations, negotiating the rules for acceptable discourse and deportment, satirizing the behavior of those around her, and exploring religious matters and matters of life and death. During her early years, she was fortunate to have a governess who challenged her with reading German poetry as well as English. Because she lived in Europe from age four until age ten, young Edith also possessed an early command of Italian and French. And when the family returned to its New York home, she had access to her father’s full library of history, philosophy, science, and literature. So she flexed her intellectual muscles: she translated poems from the German, Italian, and Old English, and she practiced verse forms from sonnets and ballads to terza rima and experiments in stress, rhyme, meter, and repetition. Her later poems demonstrate a long apprenticeship in prosody and a deep immersion in history, myth, and the natural sciences.

After her youthful experimentation with verse, in 1885 Edith Newbold Jones married the charming and eligible Bostonian Edward (Teddy) Wharton. He was more a sportsman than a literary man; they shared a love of travel and of outdoor activities like bicycling and ice skating. Nevertheless, he supported Puss (as the family called Edith) in her writing, which she began again about five or six years into their marriage. From 1889 to 1893 she filled that large poetry notebook, not with drafts but with finished poems written in her best hand. She published a few poems about history and art during those years, but soon she found her strongest voice as a novelist, storyteller, critic, and travel writer, all the work for which she would become most famous.

Some dozen years later, in her forties, after Teddy’s deteriorating mental health became increasingly obvious and difficult, Wharton fell deeply in love with the American journalist William Morton Fullerton. For all his charms and talent Fullerton was, to use the language of the day, a cad. Just days before he began his flirtation with Wharton he had pledged his cousin Katharine Fullerton to a secret engagement, and he would keep her on a string for several years. He had been secretly married to one Frenchwoman and was living long-term with another, who was currently blackmailing him, threatening to expose his several homosexual affairs. He must have been magnetic, and Wharton was drawn, thrilled and anguished, into his orbit. This thralldom of love never quite fulfilled gave rise to dozens of poems, some of which she sent to him or recorded in a secret diary, and others she collected in her 1909 volume, Artemis to Actæon. In them we find as much pain as joy, almost as much death as life.

The Great War once again stimulated Wharton’s poetic faculties. Living in Paris, she undertook both volunteer service and war journalism. Her experience of daily life in wartime Paris gave rise to fiction, including the undeservedly undervalued A Son at the Front (1923). Her articles written about travel to the war zone were collected in Fighting France (1915). She also wrote numerous poems: some patriotic, several elegies. In those poems one can observe her strong belief that the United States should involve itself in the war, and at the same time her own changing attitudes toward war from something glorious to a tragedy of families, villages, and the land destroyed, and young lives cut down.

A final flowering of poetry came when Wharton was in her sixties and seventies, traveling again to the Aegean Sea, enjoying the natural beauty of her beloved southern France and contemplating ultimate questions. Here she is at her most comfortable with both subject and technique. This is the poetry of a mature woman at peace with her world.

Early on, Wharton had been far from secure about her abilities as a poet, particularly in her thirties and forties. She demurred at the first request from Scribner’s literary adviser and book editor William Crary Brownell to collect a volume, saying “there are degrees in prose and in poetry—below a certain point—well, it simply isn’t poetry: and I am not sure I’ve ever reached the ‘poetry line’ ” (EW to WCB, 6 November 1902, in Lewis and Lewis, Letters of Edith Wharton 75). Nevertheless, she was also ambitious. She wrote to another editor and friend, Richard Watson Gilder, thanking him for praising her poem “Life [Nay, lift me to thy lips]”: “I’m rather self-critical about my prose, but my verse seems to get written by an ‘alien energy,’ and then I look at it helplessly, and wonder what it’s like!” (EW to RWG, 3 November 1908, Benstock files, Scott Marshall Collection, The Mount). It seems as if she is disclaiming any ability to control or judge her composition; however, quoting Ralph Waldo Emerson’s description of the process of thought—alien energy—from “The Over-Soul” places her in august company. And she does the same when she laments to Brownell that she can’t find copies of her poems, that her verse is “fugitive,” echoing the title of Byron’s first volume of poetry, Fugitive Pieces (EW to WCB, 6 November 1902, in Lewis and Lewis, Letters of Edith Wharton 74–75). But her poems were not lost. She saved them, and she left us an abundant accumulation of poems to ponder and enjoy.

    *  *  *

    SELECTED for both representation and quality, here are some of her better-known poems along with previously unavailable texts written over the span of her life. Arranged thematically, they provide the opportunity to contemplate which subjects Wharton chose to explore in poetry rather than prose, as well as to consider how certain themes were handled at different times, in both poetry and prose. To orient the reader in time, the date or approximate date of composition is below each poem in brackets on the left. On the right, in parentheses, is the date of first publication. Each section has an introduction to the theme, and most poems are preceded by a brief contextual note. Wharton’s preference for British spelling is retained, but her manuscript ampersands are replaced with “and.” Readers have tended to ignore the impressive body of her verse in favor of her fiction, memoir, and writings about travel, gardening, and house decoration. This collection, which includes fifty poems never before published, encourages attention to Wharton as a poet and invites reevaluation.
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Edith Wharton at forty-eight, captured by the fashion photographer Peter Powel.





Landscapes of the Imagination

We have seen how intensely Wharton felt her imagination, how all-consuming it seemed to her. In “La Folle du Logis” she called it a “wild, wingèd thing,” a “divine accomplice” perpetually inhabiting her; in her memoir it was a “furious Muse” that drove her to run away from other children so that she could “make up.” Out of this cauldron of images, ideas, sounds, and words bubbled up her stories, novels, and plays. But it was in her poetry that she revealed the strangest, deepest visions that haunted her.

Inspired by history and myth as were the Romantic poets before her, Wharton sought sometimes to evoke the heroic past, sometimes to reveal an immaterial world beyond the physical. To paraphrase Walter Pater’s description of Romantic poetry, she added strangeness to beauty in search of a way to convey the ineffable. Sounds, images, sensory experience, memory, and deep emotion all found expression in her poetry.

This group of poems centers on landscape, outer and inner. As a traveler, Wharton ruminated on the places she visited and reveled in imagining events that once unfolded in the landscape before her. Several poems here emerge from such contemplation. Interestingly, “Battle Sleep,” written after Wharton had seen up close an actual war, no longer glorifies war as she had in earlier poems. In other poems it is the magic hour between daylight and dark that prompts visions of the sublime, while the final two poems offer the reader a deeper voyage into the center of the poet’s creative genius.


In the winter of 1888, against their family’s advice and risking their financial well-being, the newly married Whartons joined a friend on a four-month yacht tour of the Aegean Sea. They visited Sicily and saw Euryalus, the ruins of a fifth-century BCE Greek fortress near Syracuse, on the crest of the Epipolae ridge. In this early poem we can see Wharton’s dramatic and historical imagination in bloom.

[image: images] Euryalus

UPWARD we went by fields of asphodel,

Leaving Ortygia’s moat-bound walls below;

By orchards, where the wind-flowers’ drifted snow

Lay lightly heaped upon the turf’s light swell;

By gardens, whence upon the wayside fell

Jasmine and rose in April’s overflow,

Till, winding up Epipolae’s wide brow,

We reached at last the lonely citadel.

There, on the ruined rampart climbing high,

We sat and dreamed among the browsing sheep,

Until we heard the trumpet’s startled cry

Waking a clang of arms about the keep,

And seaward saw, with rapt, foreboding eye,

The sails of Athens whiten on the deep.

[1888] (1889)


Latomia dei Cappucini (Wharton’s misspelling), the Quarry of the Capuchins, is in Syracuse. After their defeat in the Athens/Syracuse war in 413 BCE, seven thousand Athenian soldiers were imprisoned in the quarry and forced to work themselves to death. Later, Capuchin monks purchased the cave and created a magnificent garden that became a regular stop for those doing the “Grand Tour.” Section I of the poem sets the scene, and it is written in trochaic octameter, the same rhythm as Poe’s “The Raven” and Tennyson’s “Locksley Hall.” Section II, in a freer rhythm, is the voice of an Athenian warrior, trapped in the quarry, longing for home. The epigraph comes from John Wesley’s commentary on Luke 11:32, on the fate of the Jews. We don’t know when this poem was written—perhaps on that first Aegean cruise.

[image: images] Latomia dei Cappucini

“They were destroyed with an utter destruction.”

I

OVERHEAD the purple spaces of Sicilian twilight skies

Streaked with amber in long reaches, westward where the sunset dies;

Far below, in shadowy places, shapes of guardian cypresses,

And the surf still sighing on the beaches a long mournful cry from Salamis.

II

How the sun beats! There’s not a breath to stir

Even overhead the fringe of grass that flickers

About the quarry’s mouth; Each blade today

Is stencilled black against a sky of lapis.

O the cool breezes off Pentelicus!

O the sharp wind that churns to racing snow

The violet ripples of the sea at home!

How strange it is—I neither care today

For victory nor defeat, nor that keen shame

Which numbed all lesser pains—all these are one,

My soul has grown as slavish as my hands,

I have forgotten even the names of things

That used to thrill like wine—one longing only

Lives in me, and mine eyeballs burn with it;

To stand once more upon the shining steps

That from the city to the goddess lead,

Seeing below the roofs of those I love,

And, looking through the sun-smit colonnade,

That sky, so bluer than all bluest blues,

That overroofs our Athens—there to stand

And see the gleaming horsemen and the priests,

The youths and maidens in their bright-edged robes,

Familiar faces rapt with alien awe,

Unrecognizing as the statues’ selves

They pass between, as the long column sweeps

On to the temple with a clash of song.

Oh to see this, to be a part of it,

Each pulse vibrating with the awful joy,

Each sense a-quiver with the light, the song,

The lambent laugh of colour everywhere!

Oh to be Athens, Athens to the soul,

One moment only—then to be no more.

Ah, how the sun’s sword pierces thro’ my brain,

And murders thought and memory—I might rest,

But see the quarry’s edge bristles with blades,

Drawn blades of foes—or is it but the grass

Against the sky?———

Cleobis died last night.

He thought he lay upon his dear one’s breast

And I, who held him, said no word to him.

Hark, how the lash falls! It comes nearer now—

Well, smite me then, and smite and smite and smite,

Till from its utmost citadel you drive

The last poor spark of life—and so well, done.

What? Have they passed me? What is this?

         I stand

Free in the sunlight on the shining steps—

What song is this that swells upon the wind?

What lips, what arms, what flashing swords and shields?

Goddess! My Athens! . . . . . . . . . . .

Cleobis, then I.—

[1889–93] (2019)


Segesta is a Greek temple, also in Sicily, which Wharton first saw with her dear friend and travel companion Walter Berry (1859–1927) in 1913, and again in 1926. Built between 430 and 420 BCE, the temple was never finished, having no roof or flutings on the columns. It is spectacularly large, measuring two hundred feet long and eighty-five feet wide. In a letter to their friend the art historian Bernard Berenson, she described the earlier visit: “We left Palermo two days ago, and went across those wonderful mountains behind Monreale to the Gaggera ford, where we lassoed two mettlesome mules and pranced up the sacred heights to the most inspired solitude on earth” (EW to BB, 19 April 1913, in Lewis and Lewis, Letters of Edith Wharton 296).
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HIGH in the secret places of the hills

Cliff-girt it stands, in grassy solitude,

No ruin but a vision unachieved.

This temple is a house not made with hands

But born of man’s incorrigible need

For permanence and beauty in the scud

And wreckage of mortality—as though

Great thoughts, communing in the noise of towns

With inward isolation and deep peace,

And dreams gold-paven for celestial feet,

Had wrought the sudden wonder; and behold,

The sky, the hills, the awful colonnade,

And, night-long woven through the fane’s august

Intercolumniations, all the stars

Processionally wheeling—

           Then it was

That, having reared their wonder, it would seem

The makers feared their God might prove less great

Than man’s heart dreaming on him—and so left

The shafts unroofed, untenanted the shrine.

[June 1926] (1926)


Beaulieu-sur-Mer sits on the Mediterranean Sea between Nice and Monaco. In ancient days it was the Greek port of Anao, later ruled by the Romans. Wharton knew the Riviera well, and she frequently picnicked along the coast. Here the speaker and a companion are at leisure, gazing at the sea, conjuring images of the glorious distant past. Wharton left two slightly different versions of this poem, one in her notebook and another in typescript, as if prepared for publication. I have used the typescript version, which seems to have been revised for repetition and cadence.

[image: images] Beaulieu Wood

THE OLIVE and the ilex blend their boughs,

Light-shimmering silver shot with green austere,

In Beaulieu wood above our dreaming brows;

No voice of man, nor noise of life, is here,

But, far below, the sea’s untrammelled blue,

Girdling the piny capes with fringe of snow,

Or purpling to the peacock’s jewelled hue

In rock-bound inlets where no breezes blow

The selfsame sea whose waves erewhile have kissed

Carthage and Delos and the Lesbian height,

Whose sapphire currents, streaked with amethyst,

Have felt the Persian galleys’ bleeding flight,

Or laughed about the joyous prows that bore

The flower of Athens to Sicilian graves;

Now, lapsing idly on this summer shore,

Those young, omniscient, sempiternal waves,

Heard of two idlers in the Beaulieu wood,

Murmur the story of their past again,

The throng of sails that lit their solitude,

The warfare and the triumph and the pain—

Two idlers amorous of the radiant past

And with the sullen present ill-content,

Who, in each vocal ripple shoreward cast,

Hear the faint echo of an old lament:—

“Lo, we have known the wonders of the world,

The pageant of its splendours have we known,

But now our fleets are gone, our sails are furled,

And wingèd memories sail on us alone.

Where are the magic prows that cleft our seas,

Where are the hollow ships by heroes manned,

Asail to find the fair Hesperides,

The purple phantom of some deathless land?

Then every valley stooping to our shore

Sheltered the foam-born nymph and nimble faun,

Each woodland hid the shepherd’s honeyed store,

Brought to propitiate the gods at dawn;

The blue-haired sirens sang about our caves

In crystal shallows paved with bones of men,

And on the plumy summit of our waves

The laughing Nereids leapt and plunged again.

Then mighty cities, throned like queens, were fain

Their glorious image in our tides to glass,

And from their bastions leaning to the main

Watch the white pomp of navies pause and pass;

We bore their menaces from shore to shore,

Throbbing with messages of life or death,

And, part ourselves of the rash hearts we bore,

We leapt and panted with their warlike breath.

Now on our shores the grey decrepit towns

Shrunk in their walls in senile slumber lie,

With grassy streets where ghosts of old renowns

Walk lonely under the remembering sky.

Gone is the watchman from the crumbling tower,

Vanished in mist the last belated sail,

Like clouds that scatter with the sunset hour

Fled the last form of beauty and of bale,

Dead Sidon and dead Corinth, Carthage dead,

All the great queens whose feet we kissed of yore,

Fallen the crown from each dejected head,

Gone the last glory from our ancient shore.”

[1889–93] (2019)


Here, writing in the 1890s, Wharton may have been observing a sunset from the porch of her Newport home, Land’s End, which jutted into the sea. In the first stanza she imagines the coast as the scene of ancient Norse battles where Valkyrie accompany the heroic dead to their resting place. By the second stanza her imagination, still mythic, brings a more personal vision of mortality. One can see a Wordsworthian evocation of the sublime, but also perhaps the more sober observations on the ebbing Sea of Faith in Matthew Arnold’s “Dover Beach.”

[image: images] An Autumn Sunset

I

LEAGUERED in fire

The wild black promontories of the coast extend

Their savage silhouettes;

The sun in universal carnage sets,

And, halting higher,

The motionless storm-clouds mass their sullen threats,

Like an advancing mob in sword-points penned,

That, balked, yet stands at bay.

Mid-zenith hangs the fascinated day

In wind-lustrated hollows crystalline,

A wan Valkyrie whose wide pinions shine

Across the ensanguined ruins of the fray,

And in her hand swings high o’erhead,

Above the waste of war,

The silver torch-light of the evening star

Wherewith to search the faces of the dead.

II

Lagooned in gold,

Seem not those jetty promontories rather

The outposts of some ancient land forlorn,

Uncomforted of morn,

Where old oblivions gather,

The melancholy unconsoling fold

Of all things that go utterly to death

And mix no more, no more

With life’s perpetually awakening breath?

Shall Time not ferry me to such a shore,

Over such sailless seas,

To walk with hope’s slain importunities

In miserable marriage? Nay, shall not

All things be there forgot,

Save the sea’s golden barrier and the black

Close-crouching promontories?

Dead to all shames, forgotten of all glories,

Shall I not wander there, a shadow’s shade,

A spectre self-destroyed,

So purged of all remembrance and sucked back

Into the primal void,

That should we on that shore phantasmal meet

I should not know the coming of your feet?

[1893?] (1894)


Another sunset poem, this one was written in 1907 or 1908 at Wharton’s Massachusetts home, The Mount, where she had a view from her terrace of the Tyringham Hills. The speaker seems to see her own life in the death of day, followed by a new promise of moonlight and stars. Color, light, and darkness symbolize the essences of human experience.

[image: images] Moonrise over Tyringham

NOW the high holocaust of hours is done,

And all the west empurpled with their death,

How swift oblivion drinks the fallen sun,

How little while the dusk remembereth!

Though some there were, proud hours that marched in mail,

And took the morning on auspicious crest,

Crying to fortune “Back, for I prevail!”—

Yet now they lie disfeatured with the rest;

And some that stole so soft on destiny

Methought they had surprised her to a smile;

But these fled frozen when she turned to see,

And moaned and muttered through my heart awhile.

But now the day is emptied of them all,

And night absorbs their life-blood at a draught;

And so my life lies, as the gods let fall

An empty cup from which their lips have quaffed.

Yet see—night is not . . . by translucent ways,

Up the grey void of autumn afternoon

Steals a mild crescent, charioted in haze,

And all the air is merciful as June.

The lake is a forgotten streak of day

That trembles through the hemlocks’ darkling bars,

And still, my heart, still some divine delay

Upon the threshold holds the earliest stars.

O pale equivocal hour, whose suppliant feet

Haunt the mute reaches of the sleeping wind,

Art thou a watcher stealing to entreat

Prayer and sepulture for thy fallen kind?

Poor plaintive waif of predestined race,

Their ruin gapes for thee. Why linger here?

Go hence in silence. Veil thine orphaned face,

Lest I should look on it and call it dear.

For if I love thee thou wilt sooner die;

Some sudden ruin will plunge upon thy head,

Midnight will fall from the revengeful sky

And hurl thee down among thy shuddering dead.

Avert thine eyes. Lapse softly from my sight,

Call not my name, nor heed if thine I crave,

So shalt thou sink through mitigated night

And bathe thee in the all-effacing wave.

But upward still thy perilous footsteps fare

Along a high-hung heaven drenched in light,

Dilating on a tide of crystal air

That floods the dark hills to their utmost height.

Strange hour, is this thy waning face that leans

Out of mid-heaven and makes my soul its glass?

What victory is imaged there? What means

Thy tarrying smile? Oh, veil thy lips and pass.

Nay . . . pause and let me name thee! For I see,

O with what flooding ecstasy of light,

Strange hour that wilt not loose thy hold on me,

Thou’rt not day’s latest, but the first of night!

And after thee the gold-foot stars come thick,

From hand to hand they toss the flying fire,

Till all the zenith with their dance is quick

About the wheeling music of the Lyre.

Dread hour that lead’st the immemorial round,

With lifted torch revealing one by one

The thronging splendours that the day held bound,

And how each blue abyss enshrines its sun—

Be thou the image of a thought that fares

Forth from itself, and flings its ray ahead,

Leaping the barriers of ephemeral cares,

To where our lives are but the ages’ tread,

And let this year be, not the last of youth,

But first—like thee!—of some new train of hours,

If more remote from hope, yet nearer truth,

And kin to the unpetitionable powers.

[1907–08] (1908)


Writing in 1915 after a half dozen tours of battlefields in France, Wharton dreamed of a healing landscape. The poem begins with an address to the sun, and once again it depicts a day going down to moonrise. This time, having seen real war, she evokes a cooling image meant to soothe the eyes of a war-weary soul.

[image: images] Battle Sleep

[1915]

SOMEWHERE, O sun, some corner there must be

Thou visitest, where down the strand

Quietly, still, the waves go out to sea

From the green fringes of a pastoral land.

Deep in the orchard-bloom the roof-trees stand,

The brown sheep graze along the bay.

And through the apple-boughs above the sand

The bees’ hum sounds no fainter than the spray.

There through uncounted hours declines the day

To the low arch of twilight’s close,

And, just as night about the moon grows gray,

One sail leans westward to the fading rose.

Giver of dreams, O thou with scatheless wing

Forever moving through the fiery hail,

To flame-seared lids the cooling vision bring

And let some soul go seaward with that sail.
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