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Autumn Song

Know'st thou not at the fall of the leaf

How the heart feels a languid grief

Laid on it for a covering,

And how sleep seems a goodly thing

In Autumn at the fall of the leaf?

 

And how the swift beat of the brain

Falters because it is in vain,

In Autumn at the fall of the leaf

Knowest thou not? and how the chief

Of joy seems – not to suffer pain?

 

Know'st thou not at the fall of the leaf

How the soul feels like a dried sheaf

Bound up at length for harvesting,

And how death seems a comely thing

In Autumn at the fall of the leaf?

 

The Lady's Lament

Never happy any more!

Aye, turn the saying o'er and o'er,

It says but what it said before,

And heart and life are just as sore.

The wet leaves blow aslant the floor

In the rain through the open door.

No, no more.

 

Never happy any more!

The eyes are weary and give o'er,

But still the soul weeps as before.

And always must each one deplore

Each once, nor bear what others bore?

This is now as it was of yore.

No, no more.

 

Never happy any more!

Is it not but a sorry lore

That says, »Take strength, the worst is o'er«?

Shall the stars seem as heretofore?

The day wears on more and more –

While I was weeping the day wore.

No, no more.

 

Never happy any more!

In the cold behind the door

That was the dial striking four:

One for joy the past hours bore,

Two for hope and will cast o'er,

One for the naked dark before.

No, no more.

 

Never happy any more!

Put the light out, shut the door,

Sweep the wet leaves from the floor.

Even thus Fate's hand has swept her floor,

Even thus Love's hand has shut the door

Through which his warm feet passed of yore.

Shall it be opened any more?

No, no, no more.

 

At the Sun-rise in 1848

God said, Let there be light; and there was light.

Then heard we sounds as though the Earth did sing

And the Earth's angel cried upon the wing:

We saw priests fall together and turn white:

And covered in the dust from the sun's sight,

A king was spied, and yet another king.

We said: »The round world keeps its balancing;

 

On this globe, they and we are opposite, –

If it is day with us, with them 'tis night.«

Still, Man, in thy just pride, remember this: –

Thou hadst not made that thy sons' sons shall ask

What the word king may mean in their day's task,

But for the light that led: and if light is,

It is because God said, Let there be light.

 

Antwerp and Bruges

I climbed the stair in Antwerp church,

What time the circling thews of sound

At sunset seem to heave it round.

Far up, the carillon did search

The wind, and the birds came to perch

Far under, where the gables wound.

 

In Antwerp harbour on the Scheldt

I stood alone, a certain space

Of night. The mist was near my face;

Deep on, the flow was heard and felt.

The carillon kept pause, and dwelt

In music through the silent place.

 

John Memmeling and John van Eyck

Hold state at Bruges. In sore shame

I scanned the works that keep their name.

The carillon, which then did strike

Mine ears, was heard of theirs alike:

It set me closer unto them.

 

I climbed at Bruges all the flight

The belfry has of ancient stone.

For leagues I saw the east wind blown;

The earth was grey, the sky was white.

I stood so near upon the height

That my flesh felt the carillon.

 

The Mirror

She knew it not: – most perfect pain

To learn: this too she knew not. Strife

For me, calm hers, as from the first.

'Twas but another bubble burst

Upon the curdling draught of life, –

My silent patience mine again.

 

As who, of forms that crowd unknown

Within a distant mirror's shade,

Deems such an one himself, and makes

Some sign; but when the image shakes

No whit, he finds his thought betray'd,

And must seek elsewhere for his own.

 

Dawn on the Night-journey

Till dawn the wind drove round me. It is past

And still, and leaves the air to lisp of bird,

And to the quiet that is almost heard

Of the new-risen day, as yet bound fast

In the first warmth of sunrise. When the last

Of the sun's hours to-day shall be fulfilled,

There shall another breath of time be stilled

For me, which now is to my senses cast

As much beyond me as eternity,

Unknown, kept secret. On the newborn air

The moth quivers in silence. It is vast,

Yea, even beyond the hills upon the sea,

The day whose end shall give this hour as sheer

As chaos to the irrevocable Past.

 

English May

Would God your health were as this month of May

Should be, were this not England, – and your face

Abroad, to give the gracious sunshine grace

And laugh beneath the budding hawthorn-spray.

But here the hedgerows pine from green to grey

While yet May's lyre is tuning, and her song

Is weak in shade that should in sun be strong;

And your pulse springs not to so faint a lay.

 

If in my life be breath of Italy,

Would God that I might yield it all to you!

So, when such grafted warmth had burgeoned through

The languor of your Maytime's hawthorn-tree,

My spirit at rest should walk unseen and see

The garland of your beauty bloom anew.

 

The Orchard-pit

Piled deep below the screening apple-branch

They lie with bitter apples in their hands:

And some are only ancient bones that blanch,

And some had ships that last year's wind did launch,

And some were yesterday the lords of lands.

 

In the soft dell, among the apple-trees,

High up above the hidden pit she stands,

And there for ever sings, who gave to these,

That lie below, her magic hour of ease,

And those her apples holden in their hands.

 

This in my dreams is shown me; and her hair

Crosses my lips and draws my burning breath;

Her song spread golden wings upon the air,

Life's eyes are gleaming from her forehead fair,

And from her breasts the ravishing eyes of Death.

 

Men say to me that sleep hath many dreams,

Yet I knew never but this dream alone:

There, from a dried-up channel, once the stream's,

The glen slopes up; even such in sleep it seems

As to my waking sight the place well known.

 

* * * * * *

 

My love I call her, and she loves me well:

But I love her as in the maelstrom's cup

The whirled stone loves the leaf inseparable

That clings to it round all the circling swell,

And that the same last eddy swallows up.

 

The Church Porch

II.

(To C.G.R.)

 

Sister, arise: We have no more to sing

Or say. The priest abideth as is meet

To minister. Rise up out of thy seat,

Though peradventure 'tis an irksome thing

To cross again the threshold of our King

Where His doors stand against the evil street,

And let each step increase upon our feet

The dust we shook from them at entering.

 

Must we of very sooth go home? The air,

Whose heat outside makes mist that can be seen,

Is very clear and cool where we have been.

The priest abideth ministering, Lo!

As he for service, why not we for prayer?

It is so bidden, sister, let us go.

 

The Ballad of Jan van Hunks

I

Full of smoke was the quaint old room

And of pleasant winter heat;

Whence you might hear the hall-door slap

And the wary shuffling of feet

Which from the carpeted floor stepped out

Into the ice-paved street.

 

II

Van Hunks was laughing in his paunch;

Ten golden pieces rare

Lay in his hand; with neighbour Spratz

He had smoked for a wager there;

He laughed, and from his neighbour's pipe

He looked to his neighbour's chair.

 





III

 

Even as he laughed, the evening shades

Rose stealthily and spread,

Till the smoky clouds walled up the sun

And hid his shining old head,

As though he too had his evening pipe

Before he tumbled to bed.

 

IV

Van Hunks still chuckled as he sat;

It caused him an inward grin,

When he heard the blast shake shutter and blind

With its teeth-chattering din,

To fancy the many who froze without

While he sat thawing within.

 





V

 

His bowl restuffed, again he puffed:

No noise the stillness broke

Save the tread of feet here and there in the street

And the church-bell's hourly stroke:

While silver-white through the deepening dusk

Up leaped the rapid smoke.

 

VI

»For thirty years,« the Dutchman said,

»I have smoked both night and day;

I've laid great wagers on my pipe

But never had once to pay,

For my vapouring foes long ere the close

Have all sneaked sickly away.

 





VII

 

Ah! would that I could find but one

Who knew me not too well

To try his chance against me

After the evening bell,

Even though he came to challenge me

From the smoking-crib of hell!«

 

VIII

His breath still lingered on the air

And mingled with the smoke,

When he was aware of a little old man

In broidered hosen and tocque,

Who looked as though from a century's sleep

That instant he had woke.

 





IX

 

Small to scan was the little old man,

Passing small and lean;

Yet a something lurked about him,

Felt strongly though unseen,

Which made you fear the hidden soul

Whose covering was so mean.

 

X

What thunder dwelt there, which had left

On his brow that lowering trace, –

What lightning, which could kindle so

The fitful glare on his face, –

Though the sneering smile coursed over his lips

And the laughter rose apace?

 





XI

 

With cap in hand the stranger bowed

Till the feather swept his shoe: –

»A gallant wish was yours,« he said,

»And I come to pleasure you;

We're goodly gossips, you and I, –

Let us wager and fall to.«

 

XII

The Dutchman stared, »How here you came

Is nothing to me,« he said;

»A stranger I sought to smoke withal,

And my wish is seconded;

But tell me, what shall the wager be,

By these our pipes essay'd?«

 





XIII

 

»Nay now,« the old man said, »what need

Have we for a golden stake?

What more do we ask but honour's spur

To keep our hopes awake?

And yet some bond 'twixt our good-wills

Must stand for the wager's sake.

 

XIV

This be our bond: – two midnights hence

The term of our strife shall be,

And whichso'er to the other then

Shall yield the victory,

At the victor's hest must needs accept

His hospitality.«

 





XV

 

»Done, done!« the Dutchman cried. »Your home

I'd reach, be it far or near;

But in my good pipe I set my trust,

And 'tis you shall sojourn here;

Here many a time we'll meet again

For the smokers' welcome cheer.«

 

XVI

With that, they lit their pipes and smoked

And never a word they said;

The dense cloud gathered about them there

High over each smoke-crowned head,

As if with the mesh of some secret thing

They sat encompasséd.

 





XVII

 

But now when a great blast shook the house

The Dutchman paused and spoke: –

»If aught this night could be devised

To sweeten our glorious smoke,

'Twere the thought of the outcast loons who freeze

'Neath the winter's bitter yoke.«

 

XVIII

The stranger laughed: »I most have watched

The dire extremes of heat;

Ay, more than you, I have seen men quail,

And found their sufferings sweet.

Fit gossips, you and I! But hark!

What sound comes from the street?«

 





XIX

 

To the street the chamber-windows stood,

With shutters strongly barred.

There came a timid knock without

And another afterward;

But both so low and faint and weak

That the casement never jarred.

 

XX

And weak the voice that came with the knock: –

»My father, lend your ear!

'Twas store of gold that you bade me wed,

But the wife I chose was dear;

Now she and my babes crave only bread:

O father, pity and hear!«

 





XXI

 

Van Hunks looked after the feathered smoke: –

»What thing so slight and vain

As pride whose plume is torn in the wind

And joy's rash flight to pain?«

Then loud: »Thou mind'st when I bade thee hence,

Poor fool, go hence again!«

 

XXII

There came a moan to the lighted room,

A moan to the frosty sky: –

»O father, my loves are dying now,

Father, you too must die.

Oh! on your soul, by God's good grace,

Let not this dread hour lie!«

 





XXIII

 

»Gossip, well done!« quoth the little old man.

And in a silvery spire,

Like a spider's web up leaped his smoke

A-twisting higher and higher;

And still through the veil his watchful eye

Burned with a fell desire.

 

XXIV

A woman's voice came next to the wall:

»Father, my mother's died,

'Twas three months since that you drove her forth

In the bitter Christmastide:

How could I care for your proffered gold

And quit my mother's side?

 





XXV

 

For two months now I have begged my bread;

Father, I can no more:

My mother's deaf and blind in her grave,

But her soul is at Heaven's door;

And though we're parted on this side death,

We may meet on the further shore.«

 

XXVI

Van Hunks laughed up at the scudding smoke: –

»Ay, go what way you will!

Of folly and pride, in life or death,

Let a woman take her fill!

My girl, even choose this road or that,

So we be asunder still!«

 





XXVII

 

»Gossip, well done!« the old man shrieked,

»And mark how her words come true!«

The smoke soared wildly around his head

In snakes of knotted blue;

And eke at heart of the inmost coil,

Two fiery eyes shone through.

 

XXVIII

Above the hearth was a carven frame

Where seven small mirrors shone;

There six bright moon-shapes circled round

A centre rayed like a sun;

And ever the reflex image dwelt

Alike in every one.

 





XXIX

 

No smokers' faces now appeared,

But lo! by magic art,

Seven times one squalid chamber showed

A grave's dull counterpart;

For there two starving parents lay

With their starved babes heart to heart.

 

XXX

Then changed the scene. In the watery street,

'Twixt houses dim and tall,

Like shaggy dogs the pollards shake

Above the dark canal;

And a girl's thin form gleamed through the night,

And sank; and that was all.

 





XXXI

 

And then the smoker beheld once more

Seven times his own hard face;

Half-dazed it seemed with sudden sights,

But showed no sign of grace;

And seven times flashed two fiery eyes

In the mirror's narrow space.

 

XXXII

The hours wore on and still they sat

'Mid the vapour's stifling cloud;

The one towards sudden stupor sank,

While the other laughed aloud.

Alas for the shrinking, blinking owl,

The vulture over him bowed!

 





XXXIII

 

'Twas the second night of the wager now,

And the midnight hour was near,

That glance like a kindled cresset blazed: –

»Ho! gossip of mine, what cheer?«

But the smoke from the Dutchman's pipe arose

No longer swift and clear.

 

XXXIV

The door-bell rang: »Peace to this house!«

'Twas the pastor's voice that spoke.

Above Van Hunks's head still curled

A fitful flickering smoke,

As the last half-hour ere full midnight

From the booming clock-tower broke.

 





XXXV

 

The old man doffed his bonnet and cringed

As he opened the chamber-door;

The priest cast never a glance his way,

But crossed the polished floor

To where the Dutchman's head on his breast

Lolled with a torpid snore.

 

XXXVI

»Mynheer, your servant sought me out;

He says that day and night

You have sat––« He shook the smoker's arm,

But shrank in sudden fright;

The arm dropped down like a weight of lead,

The face was dull and white.

 





XXXVII

 

And now the stranger stood astride,

And taller he seemed to grow,

The pipe sat firm in his sneering lips,

And with victorious glow

Like dancing figures around its bowl

Did the smoke-wreaths come and go.

 

XXXVIII

»Nay, nay,« he said, »our gossip sits

On contemplation bent;

On son and daughter afar, his mind

Is doubtless all intent:

Haply his silence breathes a prayer

Ere the midnight hour be spent.«

 





XXXIX

 

»And who art thou?« the pastor cried,

With quaking countenance,

– »A smoke-dried crony of our good friend

Here rapt in pious trance.«

And his chuckle shook the vaporous sprites

To a madder, merrier dance.

 

XL

»Hence, mocking fiend, I know thee now.«

The pastor signed the cross.

But the old man laughed and shrieked at once,

As over turret and fosse,

The midnight hour in the sleeping town,

From bell to bell did toss.

 





XLI

 

»Too late, poor priest!« in the pastor's ear,

So rang the scornful croak.

With that, a swoon fell over his sense;

And when at length he woke,

Two pipes lay shattered upon the floor,

The room was black with smoke.

 

XLII

That hour a dreadful monster sped

Home to his fiery place;

A shrieking wretch hung over his back

As he sank through nether space.

Of such a rider on such a steed

What tongue the flight shall trace?

 





XLIII

 

The bearer shook his burden off

As he reached his retinue:

He has flung him into a knot of fiends,

Red, yellow, green, and blue:

»I have brought a pipe for my private use,

Go, trim it, some of you!«

 

XLIV

They have sliced the very crown from his head,

Worse tonsure than a monk's –

Lopped arms and legs, stuck a red-hot tube

In his wretchedest of trunks;

And when the Devil wants his pipe

They bring him Jan Van Hunks.

 

Notes

1 »During the excavations, the Tiyari workmen held their services in the shadow of the great bulls. (Layard's Nineveh, ch. ix.)«

 

2 »A church legend of the Blessed Virgin's death.«

 

3 »Donne che avete intelletto d'amore:« – the first canzone of the Vita Nuova.

 

4 Uguccione della Faggiuola, Dante's former protector, was now his fellow-guest at Verona.

 

5 »Messere, voi non vedreste tant 'ossa se cane io fossi.« The point of the reproach is difficult to render, depending as it does on the literal meaning of the name Cane.

 

6 Such was the last sentence passed by Florence against Dante, as a recalcitrant exile.

 

7 »E quindi uscimmo a riveder le stelle.« – Inferno.

»Puro e disposto a salire alle stelle.« – Purgatorio.

»L'amor che muove il sole e l'altre stelle.« – Paradiso.

 

8 »Quomodo sedet sola civitas!« – the words quoted by Dante in the Vita Nuova when he speaks of the death of Beatrice.

9 This little poem, written in 1847, was printed in a periodical at the outset of 1850. The metre, which is used by several old English writers, became celebrated a month or two later on the publication of In Memoriam.

 

10 The scene is in the house-porch, where Christ holds a bowl of blood from which Zacharias is sprinkling the posts and lintel. Joseph has brought the lamb and Elisabeth lights the pyre. The shoes which John fastens and the bitter herbs which Mary is gathering form part of the ritual.

 

11 In the drawing Mary has left a festal procession, and is ascending by a sudden impulse the steps of the house where she sees Christ. Her lover has followed her and is trying to turn her back.

 

12 The subject shows Cassandra prophesying among her kindred, as Hector leaves them for his last battle. They are on the platform of a fortress, from which the Trojan troops are marching out. Helen is arming Paris; Priam soothes Hecuba; and Andromache holds the child to her bosom.

 

13 After the deaths of Leander and of Hero, the signal-lamp was dedicated to Anteros, with the edict that no man should light it unless his love had proved fortunate.

14 In this picture the Virgin Mother is seen withholding from the Child Saviour the prophetic writings in which his sufferings are foretold. Angelic figures beside them examine a scroll.

 

15 The same Lady, here surrounded by the masque of Spring, is evidently the subject of a portrait by Botticelli formerly in the Pourtalès collection in Paris. This portrait is inscribed »Smeralda Bandinelli.«

 

16 For a woman's fragmentary inscription.

 

17 Date of the Coup d'Etat: 2nd December 1851.
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