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Introduction

JANE DESMARAIS

‘Draw the curtains, kindle a joss-stick in a dark corner,’ John Betjeman enjoins us in his preface to The 1890s: A Period Anthology in Prose and Verse (1948), ‘settle down on a sofa by the fire, light an Egyptian cigarette and sip a brandy and soda, as you think yourself back to the world which ended in prison and disgrace for Wilde, suicide for Crackanthorpe and John Davidson, premature death for Beardsley, Dowson, Lionel Johnson, religion for some, drink and drugs for others, temporary or permanent oblivion for many more’. As this post-war reverie suggests, the word ‘decadence’ has powerful associations with languid and unconventional refinement. It has enjoyed an intermittently strong currency for more than a hundred years, which continues still today. Decadence is associated with luxury, beauty, (dis)taste, but also degeneration, decay and disgust. On a broad level, it describes moral, political, cultural and historical decline, but from a more individual and personal perspective, it tends to be a clichéd term describing what is essentially luxurious self-indulgence. And so, we might talk about the decadence of eating a rich chocolate dessert (‘chocolate decadence’ as one restaurant menu has described it) or soaking in a hot bath decorated with rose petals.

In the ordinary sense, decadence is a common byword for ‘naughty’, but when we think of it in literary terms, it becomes much richer and more fascinating than the cliché might lead us to think. When ‘decadence’ is applied to literature and art, it can elude clear definition, because although it can refer to ‘naughty’ self-indulgent behaviour it also signals a contradictory array of ideas that have less to do with lazy excess than with notions of transgression, corruption, exoticism and perversion. All of these are key characteristics of civilizations in decline. To refer to something as decadent is to reach back to the classical past and the idea of ‘The Decadence’, a period of alleged literary and linguistic decline associated with the fall of the Roman empire (AD 476) and a gallery of repugnant emperors, and forwards to our own times of political corruption, social degeneracy and personal excess.

Often emerging as a mood (perfectly evoked by Oscar Wilde’s ‘The Nightingale and the Rose’ (1888)) – discontinuous but recurrent, and powerful while its presence lasts – decadence is an expansive tradition in literature. There is no single defining trajectory of ideas; instead, we find decadent moments as well as ‘movements’, decadent trails that lead nowhere in particular, and decadent residues in other more well-defined areas such as late Romanticism, Naturalism, Symbolism and Modernism. Strange to think that at the end of the nineteenth century decadent preoccupations were the focus of what Holbrook Jackson described in The Eighteen Nineties (1913) as ‘a movement of elderly youths who wrote themselves out in a slender volume or so of hot verse or ornate prose, and slipped away to die in taverns and gutters’, but although these writers were relatively few in number and mostly male, their work went against the grain, challenging expectations about ‘good’ art, paving the way for literary modernism.

At a time when political, cultural and scientific revolutions had swept across Europe, when social change seemed to be accelerating towards a state of affairs of which no one could be fully certain, late nineteenth-century decadent writers – much like their Roman forebears – envisaged history in biological terms, as a series of life cycles, where youth and maturity ultimately fade and decline. In their work we repeatedly encounter highly sensual images of beauty and rot, decrepitude and disease, cruelty and sterility. Disgusted by metropolitan landscapes of overcrowding and poverty, and revolted by the impact of industrialization and the new commercial culture, aesthetes and decadents found in sensory and often sexual experience an escape from the evil of banality, and in acts of private sensual indulgence they identified a way of shocking the complacent and culturally deodorized middle classes. They were connoisseurs of the opium pipe and passing cloud. Flux, filth and all manner of sensual excitements were their obsessions. In their writings, Nature is represented as a figure of treacherous transience. Ripening and rotting, individuals must prepare themselves for a life, ‘burn[ing] always with a hard, gemlike flame’ (to borrow Walter Pater’s phrase), which then flickers and disappears.

In France, where the decadent tradition reached a peak in the 1880s, there were two associated concepts: décadence and décadentisme. The first is a historical and material signifier, and refers to the process of decay, or falling away and decline, as we might find in civilizations or buildings (deriving from the Latin term de + cadere, to fall away from). The second, rarer usage, décadentisme, refers to a style or an aesthetic, and is a correlate of terms like Symbolism or Parnassianism, which refer to a particular movement or school of writers. Décadisme is another, but rarely used, variant coined by Anatole Baju in the late 1880s and famously cited by Paul Verlaine in Le Figaro of 4 April 1891 as an alternative to the term ‘symbolism’. In the nineteenth century the French term décadence was used by various European writers, artists, philosophers and critics as a way of pinning the term to its French cultural roots. It was used to suggest sophistication. Friedrich Nietzsche used it in this way (usually in a pejorative sense that he applied to Christianity), and so did the artist Aubrey Beardsley, though his positive embrace of French sophistication was also intended as a provocation to the English Old Guard who disliked his work. While ‘Frenchness’ in the late nineteenth century was for many English critics synonymous with lax morals and social and sexual deviance, for a few its use connoted a modern outlook and was a sign to others that cross-cultural influences were to be welcomed.

At the fin de siècle, London had superseded Paris as the cosmopolitan centre of decadence, where a small number of writers, artists and publishers frequented fashionable cafes, like St James’s (known as ‘Jimmy’s’) in Piccadilly, London, to dress up, drink cocktails and discuss the new literature. The decadent publishing scene was dominated by two publishing houses, The Bodley Head run by John Lane and a seedier outfit a few streets away run by the pornographic bookseller Leonard Smithers, and their two rather short-lived journals, The Yellow Book (1894–7) and The Savoy (1896). Three of the stories in this selection were published in Lane’s The Yellow Book. Netta Syrett’s ‘Thy Heart’s Desire’ (1894) highlights the role of women at the fin de siècle; Lionel Johnson’s ‘Tobacco Clouds’ (1894), together with Kate Chopin’s ‘An Egyptian Cigarette’ (1900), are fusions of story, meditation and reverie; and Ella D’Arcy’s ‘The Death Mask’ (1896) is a homage to Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890). Syrett and D’Arcy were among a number of New Women writers who advanced their careers by publishing in The Yellow Book, which as Talia Schaffer notes in her book The Forgotten Female Aesthetes: Literary Culture in Late-Victorian England (2000) ‘positioned women’s writing as an integral part of aestheticism’.

At the end of the nineteenth century, the term ‘decadence’ was a fashionable epithet in London literary circles and connoted ‘Frenchness’ and moral laxity. Its two living symbols, Wilde and Beardsley, consciously cultivated a continental and decadent persona, with the intention of clashing with the prevailing nationalistic ideal in British culture. ‘Beardsley is a Decadent, and must do as the Decadents do’, sighed The Magazine of Art in 1897, ‘nations ripe and ripe, and when they rot and rot, decadence is the tale that hangs thereby’. In France at the fin de siècle, the term lost some of its original protesting resonance and became subsumed under the notional auspices of Symbolism, but in England, it was used as a convenient critical tool with which to effect moral rather than literary or artistic censure. In Germany, by contrast, the term ‘decadence’ acquired a different set of connotations. It was mobilized most significantly by Max Nordau in his major study Entartung (1892) to pathologize the art of the avant-garde. By the time the English translation, Degeneration, appeared in 1895, decadence was synonymous with the idea of entropic decline, and decay became the prevailing flavour of the 1890s.

The fin de siècle was shaped by critics into a period piece as the ‘decadent’, the ‘naughty’, ‘yellow’ nineties (‘mauve’ in the United States), beautifully captured in Max Beerbohm’s comic tragedy about an aspiring poet Enoch Soames, titled ‘Enoch Soames: A Memory of the Eighteen-Nineties’ (1916). Beerbohm’s story is set in the mid 1890s, the heyday of the ‘Beardsley Period’ as he called it, but by 1897 the decade was losing some of its decadent resonance. Fin-de-siècle decadence was as insubstantial as cigarette smoke, but a faint aroma lingered on into the early twentieth century. Orlo Williams, writing in The London Mercury in 1920, referred to the ‘ripe, romantic flavour’ of the decade as:

like that of some departed and not too outrageously Bohemian relative referred to by elders with an indulgent smile and shake of the head as ‘your poor uncle Roger’, the exact nature of whose extravagances is wrapped in a golden haze, and over whose faded photograph in the family album a glamour is cast – more glamour, perhaps, than his mortal presence ever gave out in its heyday.

Decadent fiction properly emerged in France with Contes Cruels (1883) by Auguste Villiers de l’Isle-Adam (1838–89), and it is clearly a product of Edgar Allan Poe’s macabre sensationalism in the short story form, although adapted to a more sophisticated readership. In Villiers’s story ‘The Eleventh-Hour Guest’ (not included in this selection), Poe’s morbid obsessions are woven into a fictional world of languid Parisian elegance, of idle debauchees supping flirtatiously with courtesans, that chimes with the new decadent sensibility. The indebtedness of decadent fiction to Poe’s Gothic formula appears frequently in the form of such motifs as deadly curses and contagions, which echo Poe’s own ‘The Mask of the Red Death’ through to Rachilde’s ‘The Grape-Harvest of Sodom’ (also not included in this selection but available in translation). A similar curse-like motif recurs as the secret vice, which is narcotic in Jean Lorrain’s ‘Funeral Oration’ (‘Oraison funèbre’, 1891). Decadent stories are often disturbing and unsettling, a quality they share with horror fiction, ghost stories and fantasy, as well as Gothic literature. Vernon Lee’s ‘Dionea’ (1890), which brings Pygmalionism into weird play with femme fatale tropes, produces shivers while Ernest Dowson’s ‘A Case of Conscience’ (1891), a narrative about a young girl’s internal conflict between love and moral duty, is unsettling in a different way.

In general, the newly distinctive element that decadent writers brought to prose fiction was their emphasis on sexuality and sexual perversity. Whereas in the detective and Gothic traditions deriving from Poe, the dark secret of the narrative tended to be murder or insanity, in decadent fiction it was more often revealed to be an ‘abnormality’ of the erotic life: necrophilia in Algernon Charles Swinburne’s deliciously morbid and perverse tale ‘Dead Love’ (1864) and bi-sexuality, which was widely seen as an abnormality at the time, in Richard Bruce Nugent’s tale ‘Smoke, Lilies, and Jade’ (1926) set in Harlem, New York City. The figure of the femme fatale and the modern woman are recurring preoccupations, the latter especially in the work of women writers such as George Egerton, whose ‘A Cross Line’ from the collection Keynotes (1898) explores desire and sex outside marriage.

As this selection shows, decadent fiction as a genre, both in its long and short forms, is pleasurably elusive. It may be understood in general terms as an unstable compound of Gothic or horror-story ingredients with elements of lurid eroticism and of glamorous ‘high-society’ setting and characterization. However, as we discover, in any individual work the balance of these elements varies, and the prime example of this is, of course, the macabre melodramatic plot of Wilde’s prose romance The Picture of Dorian Gray, which sits uneasily both with its attempts to announce a new ‘way of life’ in the aphorisms and aesthetic doctrines of Lord Henry Wotton, and with its coded homoerotic implications.

In many senses, Jackson was right. Decadence was a ‘movement of elderly youths’, who in the 1880s and 1890s mounted an ultimately flaccid resistance against authority and orthodoxy. Many, if not most, were bourgeois, and some even had pretensions towards the aristocracy; yet despite this, they remained vigorously opposed to the establishment and to the complacency and conservatism of bourgeois taste, while at the same time representing exactly that – middle-class taste. In treating subjects that were taboo and adopting a decadent style of writing that was ornate and sensual, these writers both honoured and deconstructed contemporary cultural idealism of the past and drew repeatedly upon ancient myths and archaic structures to express perverse aspects of modernity. In their generically hybrid short fiction, they work a passage between unsettling, spine-tingling Gothic horror and fairy-tale fantasy and aesthetic prose, they use the form provocatively to question conventional boundaries of gender and sexuality, and create sensualized fiction that imitates the act of meditation or state of transcendence through intoxication.

The wisps of smoke that curl and filter through the stories in this collection are an invitation to lie back and release the soul and imagination. Just like the blue smoke wafting from the ‘ivory holder inlaid with red jade and green’ in Nugent’s stream-of-consciousness narrative, we should open our minds to experience new realms of fantasy and desire. And so, let’s draw those curtains and follow Betjeman’s bidding . . . ‘Another sip of brandy and another Egyptian cigarette; a whiff of opium perhaps and we can see the mood of the time. Carriages from Mayfair to Belgravia, sun-blinds on verandahs in Park Lane, stable-smells in the mews behind, and stretching in front of us the plane-trees, the grass, the pedestrians and the riders in the Park . . .’




ALGERNON CHARLES SWINBURNE

Dead Love
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About the time of the great troubles in France, that fell out between the parties of Armagnac and of Burgundy, there was slain in a fight in Paris a follower of the Duke John, who was a good knight called Messire Jacques d’Aspremont. This Jacques was a very fair and strong man, hardy of his hands, and before he was slain he did many things wonderful and of great courage, and forty of the folk of the other party he slew, and many of these were great captains, of whom the chief and the worthiest was Messire Olivier de Bois-Percé; but at last he was shot in the neck with an arrow, so that between the nape and the apple the flesh was cleanly cloven in twain. And when he was dead his men drew forth his body of the fierce battle, and covered it with a fair woven cloak. Then the people of Armagnac, taking good heart because of his death, fell the more heavily upon his followers, and slew very many of them. And a certain soldier, named Amaury de Jacqueville, whom they called Courtebarbe, did best of all that party; for, crying out with a great noise, “Sus, sus!” he brought up the men after him, and threw them forward into the hot part of the fighting, where there was a sharp clamour; and this Amaury, laughing and crying out as a man that took a great delight in such matters of war, made of himself more noise with smiting and with shouting than any ten, and they of Burgundy were astonished and beaten down. And when he was weary, and his men had got the upper hand of those of Burgundy, he left off slaying, and beheld where Messire d’Aspremont was covered up with his cloak; and he lay just across the door of Messire Olivier, whom the said Jacques had slain, who was also a cousin of Amaury’s. Then said Amaury:

“Take up now the body of this dead fellow, and carry it into the house; for my cousin Madame Yolande shall have great delight to behold the face of the fellow dead by whom her husband has got his end, and it shall make the tiding sweeter to her.”

So they took up this dead knight Messire Jacques, and carried him into a fair chamber lighted with broad windows, and herein sat the wife of Olivier, who was called Yolande de Craon, and she was akin far off to Pierre de Craon, who would have slain the Constable. And Amaury said to her:

“Fair and dear cousin, and my good lady, we give you for your husband slain the body of him that slew my cousin; make the best cheer that you may, and comfort yourself that he has found a good death and a good friend to do justice on his slayer; for this man was a good knight, and I that have revenged him account myself none of the worst.”

And with this Amaury and his people took leave of her. Then Yolande, being left alone, began at first to weep grievously, and so much that she was heavy and weary; and afterward she looked upon the face of Jacques d’Aspremont, and held one of his hands with hers, and said:

“Ah, false thief and coward! it is great pity thou wert not hung on a gallows, who hast slain by treachery the most noble knight of the world, and to me the most loving and the faithfulest man alive, and that never did any discourtesy to any man, and was the most single and pure lover that ever a married lady had to be her knight; and never said any word to me but sweet words. Ah, false coward! there was never such a knight of thy kin.”

Then, considering his face earnestly, she saw that it was a fair face enough, and by seeming the face of a good knight; and she repented of her bitter words, saying with herself:

“Certainly this one, too, was a good man and valiant,” and was sorry for his death.

And she pulled out the arrow-head that was broken, and closed up the wound of his neck with ointments. And then beholding his dead open eyes, she fell into a great torrent of weeping, so that her tears fell all over his face and throat. And all the time of this bitter sorrow she thought how goodly a man this Jacques must have been in his life, who being dead had such power upon her pity. And for compassion of his great beauty she wept so exceedingly and long that she fell down upon his body in a swoon, embracing him, and so lay the space of two hours with her face against his; and being awaked she had no other desire but only to behold him again, and so all that day neither ate nor slept at all, but for the most part lay and wept. And afterward, out of her love, she caused the body of this knight to be preserved with spice, and made him a golden coffin open at the top, and clothed him with the fairest clothes she could get, and had this coffin always by her bed in her chamber. And when this was done she sat down over against him and held his arms about her neck, weeping, and she said:

“Ah, Jacques! although alive I was not worthy, so that I never saw the beauty and goodness of your living body with my sorrowful eyes, yet now being dead, I thank God that I have this grace to behold you. Alas, Jacques! you have no sight now to discern what things are beautiful, therefore you may now love me as well as another, for with dead men there is no difference of women. But, truly, although I were the fairest of all Christian women that now is, I were in nowise worthy to love you; nevertheless, have compassion upon me that for your sake have forgotten the most noble husband of the world.”

And this Yolande, that made such complaining of love to a dead man, was one of the fairest ladies of all that time, and of great reputation; and there were many good men that loved her greatly, and would fain have had some favour at her hands; of whom she made no account, saying always, that her dead lover was better than many lovers living. Then certain people said that she was bewitched; and one of these was Amaury. And they would have taken the body to burn it, that the charm might be brought to an end; for they said that a demon had entered in and taken it in possession; which she hearing fell into extreme rage, and said that if her lover were alive, there was not so good a knight among them, that he should undertake the charge of that saying; at which speech of hers there was great laughter.

And upon a night there came into her house Amaury and certain others, that were minded to see this matter for themselves. And no man kept the doors; for all her people had gone away, saving only a damsel that remained with her; and the doors stood open, as in a house where there is no man. And they stood in the doorway of her chamber, and heard her say this that ensues:—

“O most fair and perfect knight, the best that ever was in any time of battle, or in any company of ladies, and the most courteous man, have pity upon me, most sorrowful woman and handmaid. For in your life you had some other lady to love you, and were to her a most true and good lover; but now you have none other but me only, and I am not worthy that you should so much as kiss me on my sad lips, wherein is all this lamentation. And though your own lady were the fairer and the more worthy, yet consider, for God’s pity and mine, how she has forgotten the love of your body and the kindness of your espousals, and lives easily with some other man, and is wedded to him with all honour; but I have neither ease nor honour, and yet I am your true maiden and servant.”

And then she embraced and kissed him many times. And Amaury was very wroth, but he refrained himself: and his friends were troubled and full of wonder. Then they beheld how she held his body between her arms, and kissed him in the neck with all her strength; and after a certain time it seemed to them that the body of Jacques moved and sat up; and she was no whit amazed, but rose up with him, embracing him. And Jacques said to her:

“I beseech you, now that you would make a covenant with me, to love me always.”

And she bowed her head suddenly, and said nothing.

Then said Jacques:

“Seeing you have done so much for love of me, we twain shall never go in sunder: and for this reason has God given back to me the life of my mortal body.”

And after this they had the greatest joy together, and the most perfect solace that may be imagined: and she sat and beheld him, and many times fell into a little quick laughter for her great pleasure and delight.

Then came Amaury suddenly into the chamber, and caught his sword into his hand, and said to her:

“Ah, wicked leman, now at length is come the end of thy horrible love and of thy life at once;” and smote her through the two sides with his sword, so that she fell down, and with a great sigh full unwillingly delivered up her spirit, which was no sooner fled out of her perishing body, but immediately the soul departed also out of the body of her lover, and he became as one that had been all those days dead.

And the next day the people caused their two bodies to be burned openly in the place where witches were used to be burned: and it is reported by some that an evil spirit was seen to come out of the mouth of Jacques d’Aspremont, with a most pitiful cry, like the cry of a hurt beast. By which thing all men knew that the soul of this woman, for the folly of her sinful and most strange affection, was thus evidently given over to the delusion of the evil one and the pains of condemnation.




OSCAR WILDE

The Nightingale and the Rose
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‘She said that she would dance with me if I brought her red roses,’ cried the young student, ‘but in all my garden there is no red rose.’

From her nest in the holm-oak tree the nightingale heard him, and she looked out through the leaves and wondered.

‘No red rose in all my garden!’ he cried, and his beautiful eyes filled with tears. ‘Ah, on what little things does happiness depend! I have read all that the wise men have written, and all the secrets of philosophy are mine, yet for want of a red rose is my life made wretched.’

‘Here at last is a true lover,’ said the nightingale. ‘Night after night have I sung of him, though I knew him not; night after night have I told his story to the stars and now I see him. His hair is dark as the hyacinth-blossom, and his lips are red as the rose of his desire; but passion has made his face like pale ivory, and sorrow has set her seal upon his brow.’

‘The prince gives a ball tomorrow night,’ murmured the young student, ‘and my love will be of the company. If I bring her a red rose she will dance with me till dawn. If I bring her a red rose, I shall hold her in my arms, and she will lean her head upon my shoulder, and her hand will be clasped in mine. But there is no red rose in my garden, so I shall sit lonely, and she will pass me by. She will have no heed of me, and my heart will break.’

‘Here, indeed, is the true lover,’ said the nightingale. ‘What I sing of, he suffers; what is joy to me, to him is pain. Surely love is a wonderful thing. It is more precious than emeralds, and dearer than fine opals. Pearls and pomegranates cannot buy it, nor is it set forth in the market-place. It may not be purchased of the merchants, nor can it be weighed out in the balance for gold.’

‘The musicians will sit in their gallery,’ said the young student, ‘and play upon their stringed instruments, and my love will dance to the sound of the harp and the violin. She will dance so lightly that her feet will not touch the floor, and the courtiers in their gay dresses will throng round her. But with me she will not dance, for I have no red rose to give her;’ and he flung himself down on the grass, and buried his face in his hands, and wept.

‘Why is he weeping?’ asked a little green lizard as he ran past him with his tail in the air.

‘Why, indeed!’ said a butterfly, who was fluttering about after a sunbeam.

‘Why, indeed?’ whispered a daisy to his neighbour, in a soft, low voice.

‘He is weeping for a red rose,’ said the nightingale.

‘For a red rose?’ they cried; ‘how very ridiculous!’ and the little lizard, who was something of a cynic, laughed outright.

But the nightingale understood the secret of the student’s sorrow, and she sat silent in the oak tree, and thought about the mystery of love.

Suddenly she spread her brown wings for flight, and soared into the air. She passed through the grove like a shadow and like a shadow she sailed across the garden.

In the centre of the grass-plot was standing a beautiful rose tree, and when she saw it she flew over to it, and lit upon a spray.

‘Give me a red rose,’ she cried, ‘and I will sing you my sweetest song.’

But the tree shook its head. ‘My roses are white,’ it answered; ‘as white as the foam of the sea, and whiter than the snow upon the mountain. But go to my brother who grows round the old sundial, and perhaps he will give you what you want.’

So the nightingale flew over to the rose tree that was growing round the old sundial.

‘Give me a red rose,’ she cried, ‘and I will sing you my sweetest song.’

But the tree shook its head. ‘My roses are yellow,’ it answered; ‘as yellow as the hair of the mermaiden who sits upon an amber throne, and yellower than the daffodil that blooms in the meadow before the mower comes with his scythe. But go to my brother who grows beneath the student’s window, and perhaps he will give you what you want.”

So the nightingale flew over to the rose tree that was growing beneath the student’s window.

‘Give me a red rose,’ she cried, ‘and I will sing you my sweetest song.’

But the tree shook its head.

‘My roses are red,’ it answered; ‘as red as the feet of the dove, and redder than the great fans of coral that wave and wave in the ocean-cavern. But the winter has chilled my veins, and the frost has nipped my buds, and the storm has broken my branches, and I shall have no roses at all this year.’

‘One red rose is all I want,’ cried the nightingale, ‘only one red rose! Is there no way by which I can get it?’

‘There is a way,’ answered the tree; ‘but it is so terrible that I dare not tell it to you.’

‘Tell it to me,’ said the nightingale, ‘I am not afraid.’

‘If you want a red rose,’ said the tree, ‘you must build it out of music by moonlight, and stain it with your own heart’s-blood. You must sing to me with your breast against a thorn. All night long you must sing to me, and the thorn must pierce your heart, and your life-blood must flow into my veins and become mine.’

‘Death is a great price to pay for a red rose,’ cried the nightingale, ‘and life is very dear to all. It is pleasant to sit in the green wood, and to watch the sun in his chariot of gold, and the moon in her chariot of pearl. Sweet is the scent of the hawthorn, and sweet are the bluebells that hide in the valley, and the heather that blows on the hill. Yet love is better than life and what is the heart of a bird compared to the heart of a man?’

So she spread her brown wings for flight, and soared into the air. She swept over the garden like a shadow, and like a shadow she sailed through the grove.

The young student was still lying on the grass, where she had left him, and the tears were not yet dry in his beautiful eyes.

‘Be happy,’ cried the nightingale, ‘be happy; you shall have your red rose. I will build it out of music by moonlight, and stain it with my own heart’s-blood. All that I ask of you in return is that you will be a true lover, for Love is wiser than Philosophy, though he is wise, and mightier than Power, though he is mighty. Flame-coloured are his wings, and coloured like flame is his body. His lips are sweet as honey, and his breath is like frankincense.’

The student looked up from the grass, and listened, but he could not understand what the nightingale was saying to him, for he only knew the things that are written down in books.

But the oak tree understood, and felt sad for he was very fond of the little nightingale who had built her nest in his branches.

‘Sing me one last song,’ he whispered. ‘I shall feel lonely when you are gone.’

So the nightingale sang to the oak tree, and her voice was like water bubbling from a silver jar.

When she had finished her song, the student got up, and pulled a notebook and a lead-pencil out of his pocket.

‘She has form,’ he said to himself, as he walked away through the grove – ‘that cannot be denied to her; but has she got feeling? I am afraid not. In fact, she is like most artists; she is all style without any sincerity. She would not sacrifice herself for others. She thinks merely of music, and everybody knows that the arts are selfish. Still, it must be admitted that she has some beautiful notes in her voice. What a pity it is that they do not mean anything, or do any practical good!’ And he went into his room, and lay down on his little pallet-bed, and began to think of his love; and, after a time, he fell asleep.

And when the moon shone in the heavens the nightingale flew to the rose tree, and set her breast against the thorn. All night long she sang, with her breast against the thorn, and the cold crystal moon leaned down and listened. All night long she sang, and the thorn went deeper and deeper into her breast, and her lifeblood ebbed away from her.

She sang first of the birth of love in the heart of a boy and a girl. And on the topmost spray of the rose tree there blossomed a marvellous rose, petal following petal, as song followed song. Pale was it, at first, as the mist that hangs over the river – pale as the feet of the morning, and silver as the wings of the dawn. As the shadow of a rose in a mirror of silver, as the shadow of a rose in a water-pool, so was the rose that blossomed on the topmost spray of the tree.

But the tree cried to the nightingale to press closer against the thorn. ‘Press closer, little nightingale,’ cried the tree, ‘or the day will come before the rose is finished.’

So the nightingale pressed closer against the thorn and louder and louder grew her song, for she sang of the birth of passion in the soul of a man and a maid.

And a delicate flush of pink came into the leaves of the rose, like the flush in the face of the bridegroom when he kisses the lips of the bride. But the thorn had not yet reached her heart, so the rose’s heart remained white, for only a nightingale’s heart’s-blood can crimson the heart of a rose.

And the tree cried to the nightingale to press closer against the thorn. ‘Press closer, little nightingale,’ cried the tree, ‘or the day will come before the rose is finished.’

So the nightingale pressed closer against the thorn, and the thorn touched her heart, and a fierce pang of pain shot through her. Bitter, bitter was the pain, and wilder and wilder grew her song, for she sang of the love that is perfected by death, of the love that dies not in the tomb.

And the marvellous rose became crimson, like the rose of the eastern sky. Crimson was the girdle of petals, and crimson as a ruby was the heart.

But the nightingale’s voice grew fainter, and her little wings began to beat, and a film came over her eyes. Fainter and fainter grew her song, and she felt something choking her in her throat.

Then she gave one last burst of music. The white moon heard it, and she forgot the dawn, and lingered on in the sky. The red rose heard it, and it trembled all over with ecstasy, and opened its petals to the cold morning air. Echo bore it to her purple cavern in the hills, and woke the sleeping shepherds from their dreams. It floated through the reeds of the river, and they carried its message to the sea.

‘Look, look!’ cried the tree, ‘the rose is finished now;’ but the nightingale made no answer, for she was lying dead in the long grass, with the thorn in her heart.

And at noon the student opened his window and looked out.

‘Why what a wonderful
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