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The Foster-Mother's Tale

A Dramatic Fragment

The following Scene, as unfit for the stage, was taken from the tragedy of Osorio, in the year 1797, and published in the Lyrical Ballads. [1798.]

 

Enter Teresa and Selma

Ter. 'Tis said, he spake of you familiarly,

As mine and Alvar's common foster-mother.

Sel. Now blessings on the man, whoe'er he be

That joined your names with mine! O my sweet Lady,

As often as I think of those dear times,

When you two little ones would stand, at eve,

On each side of my chair, and make me learn

All you had learnt in the day; and how to talk

In gentle phrase; then bid me sing to you ––

'Tis more like heaven to come, than what has been!

Ter. But that entrance, Selma?

Sel. Can no one hear? It is a perilous tale!

Ter. No one. 

Sel. My husband's father told it me,

Poor old Sesina – angels rest his soul;

He was a woodman, and could fell and saw

With lusty arm. You know that huge round beam

Which props the hanging wall of the old chapel?

Beneath that tree, while yet it was a tree,

He found a baby wrapt in mosses, lined

With thistle-beards, and such small locks of wool

As hang on brambles. Well, he brought him home,

And reared him at the then Lord Valdez' cost.

And so the babe grew up a pretty boy,

A pretty boy, but most unteachable –

And never learn'd a prayer, nor told a bead,

But knew the names of birds, and mocked their notes,

And whistled, as he were a bird himself.

And all the autumn 'twas his only play

To gather seeds of wild flowers, and to plant them

With earth and water on the stumps of trees.

A Friar, who gathered simples in the wood,

A grey-haired man, he loved this little boy:

The boy loved him, and, when the friar taught him,

He soon could write with the pen; and from that time

Lived chiefly at the convent or the castle.

So he became a rare and learned youth:

But O! poor wretch! he read, and read, and read,

Till his brain turned; and ere his twentieth year

He had unlawful thoughts of many things:

And though he prayed, he never loved to pray

With holy men, nor in a holy place.

But yet his speech, it was so soft and sweet,

The late Lord Valdez ne'er was wearied with him.

And once, as by the north side of the chapel

They stood together chained in deep discourse,

The earth heaved under them with such a groan,

That the wall tottered, and had well nigh fallen

Right on their heads. My Lord was sorely frightened;

A fever seized him, and he made confession

Of all the heretical and lawless talk

Which brought this judgment: so the youth was seized,

And cast into that hole. My husband's father

Sobbed like a child – it almost broke his heart:

 

And once as he was working near this dungeon,

He heard a voice distinctly; 'twas the youth's,

Who sung a doleful song about green fields,

How sweet it were on lake or wide savanna

To hunt for food, and be a naked man,

And wander up and down at liberty.

He always doted on the youth, and now

His love grew desperate; and defying death,

He made that cunning entrance I described,

And the young man escaped. 

Ter. 'Tis a sweet tale:

Such as would lull a listening child to sleep,

His rosy face besoiled with unwiped tears.

And what became of him? 

Sel. He went on shipboard

With those bold voyagers who made discovery

Of golden lands. Sesina's younger brother

Went likewise, and when he returned to Spain,

He told Sesina, that the poor mad youth,

Soon after they arrived in that new world,

In spite of his dissuasion, seized a boat,

And all alone set sail by silent moonlight

Up a great river, great as any sea,

And ne'er was heard of more: but 'tis supposed,

He lived and died among the savage men.

 

The Dungeon

Alvar. And this place my forefathers made for man!

This is the process of our love and wisdom

To each poor brother who offends against us –

Most innocent, perhaps – and what if guilty?

Is this the only cure! Merciful God!

Each pore and natural outlet shrivelled up

By ignorance and parching poverty,

His energies roll back upon his heart

And stagnate and corrupt, till, chang'd to poison,

They break out on him, like a loathsome plague-spot!

Then we call in our pampered mountebanks; –

And this is their best cure! uncomforted

And friendless solitude, groaning and tears

And savage faces, at the clanking hour,

Seen through the steam and vapours of his dungeon

By the lamp's dismal twilight! So he lies

Circled with evil, till his very soul

Unmoulds its essence, hopelessly deformed

By sights of evermore deformity! –

 

With other ministrations thou, O Nature!

Healest thy wandering and distempered child:

Thou pourest on him thy soft influences,

Thy sunny hues, fair forms, and breathing sweets;

Thy melodies of woods, and winds, and waters!

Till he relent, and can no more endure

To be a jarring and a dissonant thing

Amid this general dance and minstrelsy;

But, bursting into tears, wins back his way,

His angry spirit healed and harmonized

By the benignant touch of love and beauty.

 

From Remorse, Act V, Scene I.

[1797]

 

 

An Invocation from Remorse

Hear, sweet spirit, hear the spell,

Lest a blacker charm compel!

So shall the midnight breezes swell

With thy deep long-lingering knell.

 

And at evening evermore,

In a chapel on the shore,

Shall the chaunter, sad and saintly,

Yellow tapers burning faintly,

Doleful masses chaunt for thee,

Miserere Domine!

 

Hark! the cadence dies away

On the quiet moonlight sea:

The boatmen rest their oars and say,

Miserere Domine!

[1797]

 

 

Glycine's Song from Zapolya

A sunny shaft did I behold,

From sky to earth it slanted:

And poised therein a bird so bold –

Sweet bird, thou wert enchanted!

He sank, he rose, he twinkled, he trolled

Within that shaft of sunny mist;

His eyes of fire, his beak of gold,

All else of amethyst!

 

And thus he sang: »Adieu! adieu!

Love's dreams prove seldom true.

The blossoms, they make no delay:

The sparkling dew-drops will not stay.

Sweet month of May,

We must away;

Far, far away!

To day! to day!«

[1815]

 

 

Hunting Song from Zapolya

Up, up! ye dames, ye lasses gay!

To the meadows trip away.

'Tis you must tend the flocks this morn,

And scare the small birds from the corn.

Not a soul at home may stay:

For the shepherds must go

With lance and bow

To hunt the wolf in the woods to-day.

 

Leave the hearth and leave the house

To the cricket and the mouse:

Find grannam out a sunny seat,

With babe and lambkin at her feet.

Not a soul at home may stay:

For the shepherds must go

With lance and bow

To hunt the wolf in the woods to-day.

[1815]

 

 

Song from The Piccolomini

Translated from Schiller

The cloud doth gather, the greenwood roar,

The damsel paces along the shore;

The billows they tumble with might, with might;

And she flings out her voice to the darksome night;

 

Her bosom is swelling with sorrow;

The world it is empty, the heart will die,

There's nothing to wish for beneath the sky:

Thou Holy One, call thy child away!

 

I've lived and loved, and that was to-day –

Make ready my grave-clothes to-morrow!

[1800]
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