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You err in saying I must climb the mountain.

...

The mountain hath descended.

...

It stood, at first, no higher than my father’s speech,
when, smiling, he declared,
“This one shall go beyond us all.”
A sentence lightly uttered.
Yet words, once credited by many mouths,
acquire a body of their own.
Mine grew bones.
...

My mother fed it praise,
my brothers lent it height,
my kindred clothed it in their certainty,
until there walked beside me
a second self,
constructed wholly
of their expectation.
...

Judge now which of us is heir.

...

If I advance,
they cry that I fulfill prophecy.
If I falter,
they lament not my wound
but the blemish upon their vision.
Thus am I made a debtor
unto a future
I never borrowed.
...

It is a subtle usury.

...

For gold increaseth only whilst it sleepeth;
expectation gathereth interest
each hour it is awake.
...

Every examination,
every printed page,
every humble success,
instead of satisfying the account,
persuadeth them
to enlarge it.
...

Achievement is the only coin
that purchaseth more debt.
...

Consider the tree.

Whilst it remaineth a seed,
men ask but whether it shall live.
Let it once bear sweet fruit,
and suddenly the seasons themselves
become obligations.
The orchard forgiveth not
the year of barren branches.
So hath affection
performed a curious alchemy.
...

Love, wishing only to crown me,
hath cast the crown
before it forged the head
fit to sustain it.
...

And crowns,
however bright,
were first devised
to burden the neck.
...

Therefore I entreat no man
to think less highly of me.
Only this:

v

Speak sometimes
as though I were mortal.
Permit one evening
wherein my name
need accomplish nothing.
Let me inhabit,
if but for the space
between sunset and sleep,
a world
where I am not becoming,
not destined,
not promised,
but merely present.

For I begin to fear
that when the hour at last arriveth
and all your certainties stand vindicated,
it shall be asked
whether the prophecy came true,
and none shall think to ask
whether the boy
survived becoming it.
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Who first struck wonder from my tender ore,
And stamped my name where chance had stood before,
Did make one medal of a little deed,
And called it gold because it did succeed.
Then all who saw it praised the fortunate die,
And held the new coin glittering to the eye;
I too believed that every triumph won
Would keep the brightness of the minted sun.
...

But princes, fearing treasure should be rare,
Command more metal beaten everywhere;
And when one image fills the common purse,
Its face grows no less fair, yet fares the worse.
The gold remains, the sovereign’s head is clear,
But none bows down to what they daily bear;
That coin which once had purchased loud acclaim
Now buys no wonder, though it be the same.
...

So hath success, by multiplying me,
Made poor the very wealth it seemed to be.
My first small conquest rang through every room;
The next was praised, though with a lesser bloom;
The third was entered calmly in the sum;
The fourth expected ere the fourth had come.
At last the marvel, often brought to pass,
Was reckoned not as gold, but common brass.
...

Do not object that praise is but a breath,
And he who lives for praise inherits death.
I know applause is air, and air must flee;
Yet even air is needful to the sea.
I sought not trumpets, nor a laurelled head,
Nor wished each work through every town were spread;
I wished but this: that what had cost me blood
Should not be counted natural as a flood.
...

For habit is a subtle counterfeiter,
Who alters not the coin, but cheats the creditor.
It takes the rarest labour of the hand,
And makes it seem the custom of the land;
Then men receive what once they would have crowned
As though such treasures grew beneath the ground.
What others climb through terror to obtain,
I must produce as readily as rain.
...

And worse than this, their reckoning entered me;
I learned the cruel arithmetic I see.
The sums that once had made my spirit proud
Now scarcely stir one thought above the crowd.
I hold achievements in my careless palm
With less astonishment than priests hold psalm;
Not that the words have lost their sacred fire,
But use hath made devotion seem attire.
...

My younger self, had she beheld these things,
Would think me kin to prophets, crowned with wings;
Would ask what heavenly favor chose my name,
What star consented to enlarge my flame.
Yet I, who am the creature she adored,
Look on her promised heaven and am bored;
I stand within the miracle she sought,
And find it furnished like a common thought.
...

What theft is this, where nothing hath been taken,
Yet all the sense of having wealth forsaken?
The books remain, the honours bear my seal,
The proofs are fixed, the victories are real;
No hand hath clipped the edges from the gold,
No thief hath changed the number I may hold;
And still I count myself, though overpaid,
The poorest thing my riches ever made.
...

For each new triumph doth not join the last,
But turns upon it and devours the past.
The first erects a standard in the air;
The second moves that standard higher there;
The third persuades the eye the height is small;
The fourth denies there ever was a wall.
Thus every proof that I have farther gone
Becomes the ground I am expected on.
...

Had I done less, perhaps some deed might shine;
Abundance is the darkness laid on mine.
One candle startled in an empty nave;
A thousand make each single flame a slave.
The first was light; the rest became the room,
And no man praises walls for conquering gloom.
So what was once illumination’s birth
Is now mere furniture of daily earth.
...

What am I, then, when excellence grows plain?
A king whose many crowns annul his reign?
For one crown makes the kneeling court confess;
The tenth is but accustomed heaviness.
No herald cries when coronations breed;
The royal act becomes a household need.
I gained so many kingdoms of the mind
That kingship was the only name declined.
...

And here the wound lies deeper than neglect:
I mourn not chiefly that they cease to respect.
Their silence bruises, yet it is not all;
The greater grief is that I hear no call
Within myself, no sudden inward bell
To say, “Thou hast done greatly; mark it well.”
My soul, grown clerk to its own treasury,
Writes “received,” and shuts the registry.
...

I sometimes fear I must commit a fall,
That failure might restore proportion to all;
That one dark blot, set boldly on the score,
Might make the former numbers bright once more.
For hunger knows the sacrament of bread,
And darkness crowns the candle at its head;
Perhaps one loss would teach my sight again
The worth of all I presently disdain.
...

Yet shall I wound the hand to praise its skill?
Or break the clock to prove it moveth still?
Must I grow less that greatness may appear,
And purchase wonder with deliberate fear?
No. Let the mint continue, though the land
Forget what precious metal leaves my hand.
I will not counterfeit a poorer part
To make old admiration start.
...

But grant me this, O God, who know’st the cost
Of every hidden hour that others lost:
Preserve in me one uncorrupted scale,
One secret judge whom custom cannot stale;
Let not abundance teach my sight to lie,
Nor repetition dull the inward eye.
Though all the world call marvel ordinary,
Let me not join that judgment hastily.
...

For if I make my miracles seem small,
Then habit hath not merely stolen all
The praise of men, which time would take away,
But hath persuaded wonder to betray
The very hand whose labour gave it birth,
And taught the soul to misaccount its worth.
What greater poverty can triumph bring
Than making common
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