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    Selected Poems gathers a carefully chosen range of Rupert Brooke’s verse, offering a compact yet representative survey of his art. Rather than a complete works, this collection presents a focused cross-section designed to show Brooke’s variety of tone, subject, and technique. Readers encounter intimate meditations, vivid descriptive pieces, and classically inflected narratives, each revealing different facets of an early twentieth-century English poet whose voice remains distinctive. The purpose is twofold: to introduce new readers to Brooke’s characteristic music and imagery, and to give returning readers a coherent sequence that highlights correspondences among individual poems without claiming to be definitive or exhaustive.

The contents are poems, and only poems. Within that single art, however, there is notable range: short lyrics of reflection and feeling; a formal sonnet; pieces with the directness of song; narrative or scene-setting works; and poems that adopt dramatic or classical perspectives. Settings and frames shift from the natural world to domestic interiors, from the imagined precincts of antiquity to contemporary social moments. Titles such as Sonnet, Song, The Fish, Dining-room Tea, and Menelaus and Helen signal the collection’s formal and thematic breadth, while the inclusion of On the Death of Smet-Smet, the Hippopotamus-Goddess indicates Brooke’s willingness to inhabit mythic or ceremonial voices.

Though various in occasion, these poems share preoccupations that give the volume coherence. Love’s exhilarations and partings surface in Day that I have Loved and Second Best. Nature’s liveliness and strangeness animate The Fish and The Hill. Town and Country weighs contrasting ways of life, while The Jolly Company reflects on companionship and mood. Dust and Kindliness turn to mortality, memory, and ethical feeling. Thoughts on the Shape of the Human Body considers form and presence; The Voice attends to speech, silence, and address. Menelaus and Helen places desire and consequence against a classical backdrop, showing how Brooke threads individual experience through larger cultural stories.

Stylistically, Brooke is marked by clarity of diction, melodic cadence, and sensuous image-making shaped within recognizable forms. He balances lucidity with surprise, often moving from an accessible opening gesture to a turn of thought that deepens or unsettles the scene. Traditional measures and rhyme underpin many pieces, yet he uses them flexibly to support shifts of tone—from playful or urbane in Dining-room Tea to ceremonially grave in mythic or ritual settings. The result is a striking interplay of immediacy and poise: poems that are inviting at first hearing but reward renewed attention to sound, structure, and the precise placing of detail.

Taken together, these works remain significant because they show Brooke’s art at breadth: not only the polished lyricism associated with his name, but also the range of subjects and stances he could command. The selection foregrounds qualities that have kept his poems in circulation—formal control, sensory vividness, and emotional directness—while also revealing a curiosity about history, myth, and social texture. By allowing pastoral moments, domestic scenes, reflective address, and classical ventriloquism to stand side by side, the book resists any single label and instead presents a supple, many-voiced poet attentive to both the intimate and the ceremonial registers of experience.

The juxtaposition of pieces invites readers to notice how motifs echo across contexts. The quiet inward pressure of Second Best resonates differently when read near the sociable atmosphere of The Jolly Company. The bodily focus of Thoughts on the Shape of the Human Body acquires fresh nuance beside the environmental attentiveness of The Fish. Dining-room Tea and Town and Country draw attention to habit and place, while Menelaus and Helen and On the Death of Smet-Smet, the Hippopotamus-Goddess widen the frame to myth and ritual. Such proximities emphasize Brooke’s talent for shifting perspective without losing the grace and balance that anchor his line.

This selection, therefore, serves as a guided entry into Brooke’s poetic world, neither a comprehensive archive nor a casual miscellany. It offers a readable path through distinct modes—lyric, reflective, narrative, and dramatic—so that the cadence of a sonnet, the looseness of a song, or the scene-work of a social vignette can each be felt on its own terms. Whether approaching Brooke for the first time or revisiting familiar pieces, readers are invited to move slowly, listening for pattern and pause, and to let individual poems converse across the volume, forming an evolving portrait of a poet finely attentive to feeling, form, and time.
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    Rupert Brooke (1887–1915) wrote most of the poems gathered in Selected Poems during the late Edwardian years and the first months of the First World War. He emerged as a leading figure in the Georgian Poetry movement, showcased in Edward Marsh’s anthology Georgian Poetry 1911–1912 (published December 1912), which included several of the present pieces, notably The Fish, The Hill, Menelaus and Helen, Dining-room Tea, and The Voice. First appearing in his volume Poems (Sidgwick & Jackson, 1911), these works exemplify the Georgians’ preference for lucid diction, pastoral scenes, and intimate social observation, a counter-current to both Decadent mannerism and the experimental modernism then championed by Ezra Pound and allied circles.

Born at Rugby, Warwickshire, on 3 August 1887, Brooke was educated at Rugby School and went up to King’s College, Cambridge, in 1906. Cambridge conversation in the years after G. E. Moore’s Principia Ethica (1903) prized friendship, beauty, and sincerity, shaping Brooke’s celebrations of youth, companionship, and the ethical pull of pleasure that recur across these lyrics. He acted with the Marlowe Dramatic Society, debated in Fabian circles, and fostered ties with writers intersecting the Bloomsbury milieu. In 1911–1912 he lodged at Grantchester, near Cambridge, a landscape that underwrites the contrasts of town and countryside, afternoon-tea rituals, and the hill-and-river vistas animating multiple poems in this selection.

These poems arise amid the distinctive social textures of Edwardian and early Georgian Britain: expanding suburbs, electrified trams, and an advertised consumer culture that brought tea rooms and department stores into daily life. London’s West End and Bloomsbury grew as literary quarters; J. Lyons & Co. opened Corner Houses in 1909, emblematic of a democratized urban leisure. At the same time, rural England—Rugby’s Warwickshire, the Cam at Grantchester—was idealized as sanctuary from noise, labor unrest, and the suffrage and Home Rule agitations roiling Parliament before 1914. The resulting tension between drawing-room civility and open-field escape supplies the social setting for the domestic and pastoral vignettes across this selection.

Brooke’s classicism reflects a wider Edwardian Hellenism: Greek plays were staged in Cambridge; Gilbert Murray’s translations of Euripides (1902–1910) popularized ancient drama; and the gymnasium culture of the period allied bodily grace with moral clarity. His dramatic monologue Menelaus and Helen, the several sonnets, and playful meditations on form and flesh belong to an environment that measured modern emotions against classical exempla. The preference for clean contour—of line, argument, or anatomy—owes as much to educational curricula in Latin and Greek as to a contemporary fascination with sculpture in the British Museum, where the Parthenon marbles offered a public canon of idealized human shape.

Imperial expansion supplied Brooke and his readers with a cabinet of distant gods, animals, and myths. Egyptology in London, advanced by Flinders Petrie and the British School of Archaeology in Egypt (founded 1905), and popularized by E. A. Wallis Budge’s translations, nourished a whimsical yet reverent treatment of antiquities. On the Death of Smet-Smet, the Hippopotamus-Goddess plays within this vogue: Taweret, the hippopotamus deity of childbirth and protection, was a familiar museum presence. Such exotic references sit beside late-Victorian natural history and Darwinian legacies, sustaining poems attentive to creatures, bodies, and dust—cosmologies that mingle scientific curiosity with mythic play under the sign of Britain’s global museum culture.

After a personal crisis in 1912, Brooke crossed the Atlantic in 1913, lectured in the United States and Canada, and sailed on to the South Pacific, spending months in Samoa and Tahiti in 1914. The journey broadened the geographic and sensuous register of his verse: sea-light, reefs, and tropical flora reappear as counterpoints to English lanes and teas. The polarized images of town and country gain a third horizon—the oceanic—that deepens reflections on choice, second bests, and the grain of the human body within larger nature. He returned to England in June 1914, on the eve of war, with travel notebooks and a sharpened eye for elemental imagery.

The outbreak of war on 4 August 1914 redirected Brooke’s career. Commissioned as a Sub-Lieutenant in the Royal Naval Division, he took part in the Antwerp expedition in October 1914 and wrote the 1914 sonnets that made his name. He sailed in February 1915 with the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force bound for the Dardanelles. Struck by septicemia from an infected mosquito bite, he died on 23 April 1915 aboard the French hospital ship Duguay-Trouin off Skyros, and was buried in an olive grove on the island. That death and subsequent commemorations colored the reception of his earlier, domestically scaled poems with a powerful tone of retrospective elegy.

Publication networks mattered. Sidgwick & Jackson issued Poems (1911) and, posthumously, 1914 and Other Poems (1915), while Edward Marsh’s patronage and Harold Monro’s Poetry Bookshop (opened 1913 in Bloomsbury) framed Brooke as the emblematic Georgian. Across the Atlantic, Harriet Monroe’s Poetry (Chicago, 1912–) and Ezra Pound’s Imagist manifestos pressed for sharper, experimental forms, culminating in T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock (1915). Brooke’s Selected Poems belong to this hinge moment: metrically clear, socially observant, and classically tinged, yet shadowed by modernity’s shocks. Read together, pieces about fish, tea tables, voices, and hills conduct a cultural inventory of Britain between 1906 and 1915, poised between pastoral memory and a mechanized century.
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    Day that I have Loved
A farewell to a radiant day of love now past, in which the speaker cherishes its perfection while accepting its irrevocable end.
On the Death of Smet-Smet, the Hippopotamus-Goddess
A mock-mythic lament for an Egyptian hippopotamus goddess, blending exotic ritual detail with ironic meditation on mortality and devotion.
Second Best
A candid acknowledgment of settling for a lesser love or path when the ideal is lost, and of the quiet dignity in that acceptance.
The Hill
An ode to youth and anticipation, poised on a hilltop before the descent into the complexities of adult life.
Sonnet
A compressed meditation on love’s intensity set against time’s limits, using the sonnet’s restraint to heighten feeling.
Dust
Reflects on the body’s return to dust and the persistence of spirit or memory, framing death as part of a natural cycle.
Song
A brief lyrical celebration of love’s sweetness and its swift passing, shaped by musical repetition and cadence.
Kindliness
Extols simple goodness and everyday courtesies as steadying forces amid change and loss.
The Voice
The speaker hears a beckoning voice that stirs desire and restlessness, weighing impulse against caution.
Menelaus and Helen
A dramatic portrait of the legendary pair in comfortable old age, ruefully measuring fame and passion against the contentments of ordinary life.
The Jolly Company
Summons a bright, companionable crowd—real or imagined—that momentarily dispels solitude, with an aftertaste of impermanence.
Thoughts on the Shape of the Human Body
A playful, sensuous inventory of human anatomy that admires proportion and texture while teasing at desire.
Town and Country
Sets city poise against rural candor to expose the affectations and appeals of both worlds.
The Fish
Immerses the reader in a fish’s enclosed, glimmering habitat, where beauty and threat coexist in suspended time.
Dining-room Tea
A gently satirical vignette of a formal tea, where refined manners overlay ennui and unvoiced longings.
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Tenderly, day that I have loved, I close your eyes[1q],


And smooth your quiet brow, and fold your thin dead hands.



The grey veils of the half-light deepen; colour dies.


I bear you, a light burden, to the shrouded sands,






Where lies your waiting boat, by wreaths of the sea's making


Mist-garlanded, with all grey weeds of the water crowned.



There you'll be laid, past fear of sleep or hope of waking;[2q]


And over the unmoving sea, without a sound,






Faint hands will row you outward, out beyond our sight,


Us with stretched arms and empty eyes on the far-gleaming



And marble sand. …



Beyond the shifting cold twilight[3q],



Further than laughter goes, or tears, further than dreaming,






There'll be no port, no dawn-lit islands! But the drear


Waste darkening, and, at length, flame ultimate on the deep.



Oh, the last fire—and you, unkissed, unfriended there!


Oh, the lone way's red ending, and we not there to weep!






(We found you pale and quiet, and strangely crowned with flowers,


Lovely and secret as a child. You came with us,



Came happily, hand in hand with the young dancing hours,


High on the downs at dawn!) Void now and tenebrous,






The grey sands curve before me. …



From the inland meadows,



Fragrant of June and clover, floats the dark and fills



The hollow sea's dead face with little creeping shadows,


And the white silence brims the hollow of the hills.






Close in the nest is folded every weary wing,


Hushed all the joyful voices, and we, who held you dear,



Eastward we turn and homeward, alone, remembering …


Day that I loved, day that I loved, the Night is here![4q]
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SONG OF A TRIBE OF THE ANCIENT EGYPTIANS

(The Priests within the Temple)







She was wrinkled and huge and hideous?

She was our Mother.

She was lustful and lewd?—but a God; we had none other.

In the day She was hidden and dumb, but at nightfall moaned in the shade;

We shuddered and gave Her Her will in the darkness; we were afraid.




(The People without)




She sent us pain,


And we bowed before Her;



She smiled again


And bade us adore Her.



She solaced our woe[5q]


And soothed our sighing;



And what shall we do


Now God is dying?






(The Priests within)




She was hungry and ate our children;—how should we stay Her?

She took our young men and our maidens;—ours to obey Her.

We were loathed and mocked and reviled of all nations; that was our pride.

She fed us, protected us, loved us, and killed us; now She has died.




(The People without)




She was so strong;


But Death is stronger.



She ruled us long;


But Time is longer.



She solaced our woe


And soothed our sighing;



And what shall we do


Now God is dying?
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Here in the dark, O heart;[6q]

Alone with the enduring Earth, and Night,

And Silence, and the warm strange smell of clover;

Clear-visioned, though it break you; far apart

From the dead best, the dear and old delight;

Throw down your dreams of immortality[7q],

O faithful, O foolish lover!




Here's peace for you, and surety; here the one

Wisdom—the truth!—"All day the good glad sun

Showers love and labour on you, wine and song;

The greenwood laughs, the wind blows, all day long

Till night." And night ends all things.


Then shall be



No lamp relumed in heaven, no voices crying,

Or changing lights, or dreams and forms that hover!

(And, heart, for all your sighing,

That gladness and those tears are over, over. …)




And has the truth brought no new hope at all,

Heart, that you're weeping yet for Paradise?

Do they still whisper, the old weary cries?

"'Mid youth and song, feasting and carnival,

Through laughter, through the roses, as of old

Comes Death, on shadowy and relentless feet,

Death, unappeasable by prayer or gold;

Death is the end, the end!"

Proud, then, clear-eyed and laughing, go to greet

Death as a friend!

Exile of immortality, strongly wise,

Strain through the dark with undesirous eyes

To what may lie beyond it. Sets your star,

O heart, for ever! Yet, behind the night,

Waits for the great unborn, somewhere afar,

Some white tremendous daybreak. And the light,

Returning, shall give back the golden hours,

Ocean a windless level, Earth a lawn

Spacious and full of sunlit dancing-places,

And laughter, and music, and, among the flowers,

The gay child-hearts of men, and the child-faces

O heart, in the great dawn!
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Breathless, we flung us on the windy hill[8q],


Laughed in the sun, and kissed the lovely grass.

You said, "Through glory and ecstasy we pass;



Wind, sun, and earth remain, the birds sing still,


When we are old, are old. … " "And when we die



All's over that is ours; and life burns on


Through other lovers, other lips," said I,



—"Heart of my heart, our heaven is now, is won!"




"We are Earth's best, that learnt her lesson here.


Life is our cry. We have kept the faith!" we said;

"We shall go down with unreluctant tread



Rose-crowned into the darkness!" … Proud we were,

And laughed, that had such brave true things to say.

—And then you suddenly cried, and turned away.
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Oh! Death will find me, long before I tire[9q]


Of watching you; and swing me suddenly



Into the shade and loneliness and mire


Of the last land! There, waiting patiently,






One day, I think, I'll feel a cool wind blowing,


See a slow light across the Stygian tide,



And hear the Dead about me stir, unknowing,


And tremble. And I shall know that you have died,






And watch you, a broad-browed and smiling dream,


Pass, light as ever, through the lightless host,



Quietly ponder, start, and sway, and gleam—


Most individual and bewildering ghost!—






And turn, and toss your brown delightful head,

Amusedly, among the ancient Dead.
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When the white flame in us is gone,


And we that lost the world's delight



Stiffen in darkness, left alone


To crumble in our separate night;






When your swift hair is quiet in death,


And through the lips corruption thrust



Has stilled the labour of my breath—


When we are dust, when we are dust!—






Not dead, not undesirous yet,


Still sentient, still unsatisfied,



We'll ride the air, and shine, and flit,


Around the places where we died,






And dance as dust before the sun,


And light of foot, and unconfined,



Hurry from road to road, and run


About the errands of the wind.






And every mote, on earth or air,


Will speed and gleam, down later days,



And like a secret pilgrim fare


By eager and invisible ways,






Nor ever rest, nor ever lie,


Till, beyond thinking, out of view,



One mote of all the dust that's I


Shall meet one atom that was you.






Then in some garden hushed from wind,


Warm in a sunset's afterglow,



The lovers in the flowers will find


A sweet and strange unquiet grow






Upon the peace; and, past desiring,


So high a beauty in the air,



And such a light, and such a quiring,


And such a radiant ecstasy there,






They'll know not if it's fire, or dew,


Or out of earth, or in the height,



Singing, or flame, or scent, or hue,


Or two that pass, in light, to light,






Out of the garden, higher, higher …


But in that instant they shall learn



The shattering ecstasy of our fire,


And the weak passionless hearts will burn






And faint in that amazing glow,


Until the darkness close above;



And they will know—poor fools, they'll know!—


One moment, what it is to love.
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"Oh! Love," they said, "is King of Kings,


And Triumph is his crown.



Earth fades in flame before his wings,


And Sun and Moon bow down."—



But that, I knew, would never do;


And Heaven is all too high.



So whenever I meet a Queen, I said,


I will not catch her eye.






"Oh! Love," they said, and "Love," they said,




"The gift of Love is this;

A crown of thorns about thy head,


And vinegar to thy kiss!"—



But Tragedy is not for me;


And I'm content to be gay.



So whenever I spied a Tragic Lady,


I went another way.






And so I never feared to see


You wander down the street,



Or come across the fields to me


On ordinary feet.



For what they'd never told me of,


And what I never knew,



It was that all the time, my love,


Love would be merely you.
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When love has changed to kindliness—

Oh, love, our hungry lips, that press

So tight that Time's an old god's dream

Nodding in heaven, and whisper stuff

Seven million years were not enough

To think on after, make it seem

Less than the breath of children playing,

A blasphemy scarce worth the saying,

A sorry jest, "When love has grown

To kindliness—to kindliness!" …

And yet—the best that either's known

Will change, and wither, and be less,

At last, than comfort, or its own

Remembrance. And when some caress

Tendered in habit (once a flame

All heaven sang out to) wakes the shame

Unworded, in the steady eyes

We'll have—that day, what shall we do?

Being so noble, kill the two

Who've reached their second-best? Being wise,

Break cleanly off, and get away,

Follow down other windier skies

New lures, alone? Or shall we stay,

Since this is all we've known, content

In the lean twilight of such day,

And not remember, not lament?

That time when all is over, and

Hand never flinches, brushing hand;

And blood lies quiet, for all you're near;

And it's but spoken words we hear,

Where trumpets sang; when the mere skies

Are stranger and nobler than your eyes;

And flesh is flesh, was flame before;

And infinite hungers leap no more

In the chance swaying of your dress;

And love has changed to kindliness.
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Safe in the magic of my woods


I lay, and watched the dying light.



Faint in the pale high solitudes,


And washed with rain and veiled by night,






Silver and blue and green were showing.


And the dark woods grew darker still;



And birds were hushed; and peace was growing;


And quietness crept up the hill;






And no wind was blowing …




And I knew

That this was the hour of knowing,

And the night and the woods and you

Were one together, and I should find

Soon in the silence the hidden key

Of all that had hurt and puzzled me—

Why you were you, and the night was kind,

And the woods were part of the heart of me.




And there I waited breathlessly,

Alone; and slowly the holy three,

The three that I loved, together grew

One, in the hour of knowing,

Night, and the woods, and you——




And suddenly

There was an uproar in my woods,

The noise of a fool in mock distress,

Crashing and laughing and blindly going,

Of ignorant feet and a swishing dress,

And a Voice profaning the solitudes.




The spell was broken, the key denied me.

And at length your flat clear voice beside me

Mouthed cheerful clear flat platitudes.




You came and quacked beside me in the wood.

You said, "The view from here is very good!"

You said, "It's nice to be alone a bit!"

And, "How the days are drawing out!" you said.

You said, "The sunset's pretty, isn't it?"




* * * * *




By God! I wish—I wish that you were dead!










Menelaus and Helen


Table of Contents



I







Hot through Troy's ruin Menelaus broke


To Priam's palace, sword in hand, to sate

On that adulterous whore a ten years' hate



And a king's honour. Through red death, and smoke,

And cries, and then by quieter ways he strode,


Till the still innermost chamber fronted him.

He swung his sword, and crashed into the dim



Luxurious bower, flaming like a god.




High sat white Helen, lonely and serene.


He had not remembered that she was so fair,



And that her neck curved down in such a way;

And he felt tired. He flung the sword away,


And kissed her feet, and knelt before her there,



The perfect Knight before the perfect Queen.










II







So far the poet. How should he behold


That journey home, the long connubial years?

He does not tell you how white Helen bears



Child on legitimate child, becomes a scold,

Haggard with virtue. Menelaus bold


Waxed garrulous, and sacked a hundred Troys

'Twixt noon and supper. And her golden voice



Got shrill as he grew deafer. And both were old.




Often he wonders why on earth he went


Troyward, or why poor Paris ever came.



Oft she weeps, gummy-eyed and impotent;


Her dry shanks twitch at Paris' mumbled name.



So Menelaus nagged; and Helen cried;


And Paris slept on by Scamander side.
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The stars, a jolly company,


I envied, straying late and lonely;



And cried upon their revelry:


"O white companionship! You only



In love, in faith unbroken dwell,

Friends radiant and inseparable!"




Light-heart and glad they seemed to me


And merry comrades (even so



God out of Heaven may laugh to see


The happy crowds; and never know



That in his lone obscure distress

Each walketh in a wilderness).




But I, remembering, pitied well


And loved them, who, with lonely light,



In empty infinite spaces dwell,


Disconsolate. For, all the night,



I heard the thin gnat-voices cry,

Star to faint star, across the sky.
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How can we find? how can we rest? how can

We, being gods, win joy, or peace, being man?

We, the gaunt zanies of a witless Fate,

Who love the unloving, and the lover hate,

Forget the moment ere the moment slips,

Kiss with blind lips that seek beyond the lips,

Who want, and know not what we want, and cry

With crooked mouths for Heaven, and throw it by.

Love's for completeness! No perfection grows

'Twixt leg, and arm, elbow, and ear, and nose,

And joint, and socket; but unsatisfied

Sprawling desires, shapeless, perverse, denied.

Finger with finger wreathes; we love, and gape,

Fantastic shape to mazed fantastic shape,

Straggling, irregular, perplexed, embossed,

Grotesquely twined, extravagantly lost

By crescive paths and strange protuberant ways

From sanity and from wholeness and from grace.

How can love triumph, how can solace be,

Where fever turns toward fever, knee toward knee?

Could we but fill to harmony, and dwell

Simple as our thought and as perfectible,

Rise disentangled from humanity

Strange whole and new into simplicity,

Grow to a radiant round love, and bear

Unfluctuant passion for some perfect sphere,

Love moon to moon unquestioning, and be

Like the star Lunisequa, steadfastly

Following the round clear orb of her delight,

Patiently ever, through the eternal night!
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Here, where love's stuff is body, arm and side


Are stabbing-sweet 'gainst chair and lamp and wall.



In every touch more intimate meanings hide;


And flaming brains are the white heart of all






Here, million pulses to one centre beat:


Closed in by men's vast friendliness, alone,



Two can be drunk with solitude, and meet


On the sheer point where sense with knowing's one.






Here the green-purple clanging royal night,


And the straight lines and silent walls of town,



And roar, and glare, and dust, and myriad white


Undying passers, pinnacle and crown






Intensest heavens between close-lying faces


By the lamp's airless fierce ecstatic fire;



And we've found love in little hidden places,


Under great shades, between the mist and mire.






Stay! though the woods are quiet, and you've heard


Night creep along the hedges. Never go



Where tangled foliage shrouds the crying bird,


And the remote winds sigh, and waters flow!






Lest—as our words fall dumb on windless noons,


Or hearts grow hushed and solitary, beneath



Unheeding stars and unfamiliar moons,


Or boughs bend over, close and quiet as death—






Unconscious and unpassionate and still,


Cloud-like we lean and stare as bright leaves stare,



And gradually along the stranger hill


Our unwalled loves thin out on vacuous air,






And suddenly there's no meaning in our kiss,


And your lit upward face grows, where we lie



Lonelier and dreadfuller than sunlight is,


And dumb and mad and eyeless like the sky.
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