I

   THAT LADY, glorious and beautiful,

Who, once a pillar of high excellence,

Is now but spirit and a little earth,
   In honor was returning from her war, 
Glad for her victory over the great foe

Who with his fraudulence afflicts the world­

   Her weapons none save purity of heart, 
Beauty of countenance and modest thought, 
And converse ever virtuous and wise.

   And it was wondrous in her train to see, 
Shattered, the arrows and the bow of Love, 
And those whom he had captured or had slain.

   Returning from their noble victory

The lovely lady with a chosen few

Together made a troop that was but small­

   The glory that is true is ever rare­

But for herself each one of them deserved

A noble poem, or historic fame.

   The banner of their victory displayed

An ermine white upon a field of green,

Wearing a chain of topaz and of gold.

   Not human, rather to be called divine,

Were both their bearing and their holy words: 
Blessed is one born for such destiny!

   With violets and roses they were decked; 
Bright stars they seemed, and in their midst a sun 
Adorned them all, and made them brighter still.

   And as a gentle heart wins honor, so

The troop was moving onward joyously,

When I beheld a banner dark and sad,

   And a woman shrouded in a dress of black, 
With fury such as had perchance been seen

When giants raged in the Phlegraean vale,

   Came near, and said: "0 thou who goest on, 
Proud of thy beauty and thy youthfulness,

And know'st not when thy life shall reach its end,

   I am that one whom all ye mortals call

Fierce and relentless: ye are deaf and blind,

Night falls upon you ere' tis eventide.

   'Twas I who brought the Grecians to their fate, 
And Troy, and then the Romans last of all,

With this my sword, that cuts and plunges deep,

   And other peoples, barbarous and strange;

And coming when there is least heed of me,

I put an end to infinite vain thoughts.

   And now to you, when life delights you most,

I take my course, ere Fortune strike at you,

Turning your sweetness into bitterness."

   "Thou hast no power over those with me" ­

Thus answered she who was without a peer­

"And little over me, save for my body.

   I know that there is one who more than I

Will grieve, who needeth me for his soul's sake; 
But I shall grateful be for my release."

   As one who bends her eyes on something strange, 
Perceiving what before she had not seen, 
Marveling and regretful for her error,

   Such now was this dread creature: but ere long 
"Well do I recognize them all," she said, 
"And know when they were bitten by my tooth."

   Then, with her brow less troubled and less dark

She said: "Thou who dost lead this goodly throng, 
And yet hast never felt my poisonous touch,

   If thou hast any trust in what I say, 
Who can enforce my will, 'tis better far 
To shun old age and all its many woes.

   I am disposed to honor thee in a way

Unwonted, and to let thee pass from life

Free from all fear and from all suffering."

   "As it may please the Lord who is in heaven

And rules and moderates the universe,

Do with me as thou dost with all mankind."

   'Twas thus she answered; and then suddenly

The vale was filled with folk already dead,

Beyond the power of prose or verse to telL

   The plain itself and all its slopes were filled

With a great host of the dead of many times,

From India, Cathay, Morocco, Spain.

   Here now were they who were called fortunate, 
Popes, emperors, and others who had ruled;

Now are they naked, poor, of all bereft.

   Where now their riches? Where their honors now? 
Where now their gems and scepters, and their crowns, 
Their miters, and the purple they had worn?

   Wretched who sets his hope on mortal things­
Yet who does not?-and if he find himself

Deluded at the last, it is but just.

   What profit have ye from your blind pursuits? 
Ye all return to the great ancient mother:

Even the memory of your names is lost.

   Of your unnumbered tasks is there e'en one 
That is aught more than merest vanity?

Let him reply who knows what ye have done.

   Avails it aught to conquer other lands

And make their foreign people tributary,

Your will enkindled ever for their harm?

   After emprises perilous and vain

And lands and treasures won with your own blood, 
Ye will find bread and water far more sweet,

   And wood and glass better than gems and gold.
But, following no more so long a theme,

'Tis time that I return to my prime task.

   So I declare that for her earthly life,

Brief and renown'd, the final hour had come,

And the doubtful passing that the world doth dread.

   There to behold her was another throng

Of worthy women still in life, who came

To see if it may be that Death be kind.

   This noble company was gathered there

To see and contemplate the fatal end

That comes to all of us, and comes but once:

   They were her friends and neighbors, everyone. 
And then from her blond head the hand of Death 
Plucked forth a single sacred golden strand;

   And thus she chose the whole world's fairest flower, 
Not out of hatred, but to demonstrate

Her sovereignty o'er e'en the highest things.

   Weeping and sad laments abounded there,

And only those fair eyes of hers were dry

For which I sang and burned so many years.

   Amid the sighing and the sorrowing

Silent and well content she sat alone,

Gathering now the fruit of her good life.

   "Go then in peace," they said, "0 thou who art

A mortal goddess." Such she was, and yet

Naught could prevail 'gainst Death's relentless power.

   Night after night she had suffered burning pain, 
Now less, now more: how then shall others fare?

0 human hopes! how blind and false ye are!

   If many tears fell then upon the earth,

Called forth by pity for her gentle soul,

who saw them, knows: thou, listener, mayst but think.

   April the sixth, it was, and the first hour,

When I was bound-and now, alas, set free!

Surely the ways of fate are strange indeed!

   None ever grieved so much for servitude,

Even for death, as I for liberty,

And that my life was not now taken from me.

   'Twas due this age of ours, and due the world, 
That I, who first had come, should first have gone, 
And that its brightest honor should remain.

   Grief beyond measure filled us all: I scarce 
Dare think of it, and even less be bold

Enough to speak thereof in verse or rhyme.

   "Virtue is dead, beauty and gentleness" ­
'Twas thus by her chaste bed the ladies all

Spoke sadly: "What shall now become of us?

   Who now will see her perfect way of life? 
Who now will hear the wisdom of her words, 
Or the angelic sweetness of her song?"

   Her spirit, ready now to leave her breast, 
Was gathering her virtues to itself,

And the heaven above her had become serene.

   No evil adversary ventured then

To make appearance with malignant mien

Before the task of Death was all complete.

   And now, the time for fear and weeping past, 
All were intent upon her lovely face,

Despair bringing to them its certainty.

   Not like a flame that forcibly is quenched, 
But like to one that doth itself consume,

Her soul, contented, went its way in peace,

   Like to a light that is both clear and sweet 
And loses slowly its own nutriment,

Keeping its dearness to the very end.

   Not pale, but whiter than the whitest snow 
Quietly falling on a gentle hill,

She seemed to be aweary and at rest.

   And that which is called "death" by foolish folk 
Was a sweet sleep upon her lovely eyes,

Now that her body held her soul no more;

   And even death seemed fair in her fair face.

   II

   The night that followed the dread stroke of fate 
That quenched the sun-nay, lifted it to heaven, 
Leaving me lost and blind upon the earth­

   Was spreading through the air the coolness sweet 
That with the whiteness of Tithonus' mate 
Is wont to take the veil from dreams confused,

   When toward me, from among a thousand crowns, 
There came a lady like unto the Spring, 
Crowned with a diadem of orient gems.

   Speaking and sighing, she held out to me­
Bringing eternal sweetness to my heart­
The hand that I so greatly had desired.

   "Knowest thou her who first, and long ago, 
Guided thy steps away from the common path?" 
Pensive she was, and humble, and yet wise,

   As when my heart was first aware of her.

She sat, and I beside her, by a stream

0'ershaded by a laurel and a beech.

   "How could I fail to know my heavenly guide?"

I answered, like to one who speaks and weeps, 
"Tell me, I pray, art thou in life or death?"

   "I am in life, and thou art still in death,"

She said, "as thou wilt be until there come

The hour that shall release thee from the earth.

   Our time is short, and our desire is long: 
Therefore take thought, and count and check thy words

Ere we be parted by the light of day."

   And I: "When earthly life comes to its end, 
Pray tell me, thou who knowest it by proof, 
If death be fraught with bitter suffering."

   She answered: "Following the common herd 
In all the blindness of their stubborn thought, 
Never canst thou attain to happiness.

   Death is the end of dark imprisonment 
For gentle souls, but bringeth agony

To those whose cares rise not above the mire;

   And mine own death, that causeth thee such grief, 
Would bring thee gladness, if thou couldst but know 
A thousandth part of the joy that now is mine."

   Thus did she speak, her eyes devoutly raised

To heaven; then in silence did she move

Her rosy lips, until I spoke again:

   "Mezentius, Sulla, Nero, Marius,

Gaius, and burning fevers and racking pains,

Make wormwood seem less bitter than death's sting."

   "The failing of the breath before the end,"

Thus she replied, "is hard indeed to bear,

And harder still the fear of lasting woe;

   But if the soul hath placed its trust in God

And the heart also, weary though it be,

What more is death than a mere moment's sigh?

   When I was near the hour of my passing,

My spirit willing, though my flesh was weak,

I heard a sorrowing voice say quietly:

   'Oh sad indeed is he who counts the days,

Each one a thousand years to him. In vain

He lives, no more to meet her on this earth.

   He seeks the sea, and travels all its shores,

And yet no wandering brings change to him:

Of her alone he thinks and speaks and writes.'

   Then to the place whence came these words to me 
I turned my weary eyes, and saw her there

Who, for us both, urged me, restraining thee.

   I recognized her by her face and speech,

who often had brought comfort to my heart:

Now grave and wise, and ever true and fair.

   When I was in my fairest earthly state

In glowing youth, and unto thee most dear­
Whence many have found cause to think and speak­

   My life was hardly less than bitter, then, 
Compared to the sweet kindliness of death 
Vouchsafed to me -and rarely to mankind.

   In all my passing I was more content,

Than one from exile coming to a dear home,

Save for the pity that I felt for thee."

   "Prithee, Madonna, by the faithfulness

That while you lived was manifest to you

And in the sight of God is now confirmed,

   Did ever love create within your mind

The thought of taking pity on my plight,

Within the bounds your sense of honor set?

   Your sweet reproaches and your sweet disdains 
And the sweet signs of peace in your fair eyes

Kept my desire in doubt for many years."

   Scarce had I said these words when I beheld 
The flashing of that smile so sweet to me,

That once had been a sun to cheer my spirit.

   Sighing, she answered: "Never was my heart 
From thee divided, nor shall ever be.

Thy flame I tempered with my countenance

   Because there was no other way than this 
To save us both, and save your youthful fame: 
A mother loves, even with lash in hand.

   How often to myself I said: 'He loves,

Nay more, he burns, and is in need of help, 
Scarce to be had from one who hopes and fears:

   Let him behold my face, and not my heart.' 
And this it was that often turned thee back

And checked thee, as a frightened steed is checked.

   More than a thousand times anger appeared 
Upon my face, while love glowed in my heart, 
But reason ever conquered my desire.

   And when I saw thee overcome with grief 
I looked upon thee then with kindly eyes, 
Safeguarding thus our honor and thy life;

   And if thy suffering were too intense 
Making me sorrowful or timorous,

My brow and voice more gently greeted thee.

   These my devices were, and these my arts, 
Now benign welcoming, and now disdain­

Thou knowest, who hast often sung thereof

   For there were times when I beheld thine eyes 
So tearful that I thought: 'I see the signs,

He is undone, unless some help be given' ­

   And then as best I could I succored thee.

At other times I saw thee so aflame

I said: 'Now needeth he a tighter bit.'

   And thus, now warm and red, now cold and white, 
Now sad, now glad, I have conducted thee

Safe (and therefor do I rejoice), but weary."

   Then trembling, and with tears upon my face, 
I said: "Madonna, great reward were this

For all my faith, if I could but believe."

   "Of little faith! for if I knew it not,

Or knew not it was true, why should I tell?"

She answered, and her face seemed flushed to me.

   "Whether thou didst bring pleasure to my eyes

I will not say; but pleasure that sweet knot

Did give me that thou hadst around thy heart,

   And pleasure the fair name thy poetry

Hath won for me, I ween, both near and far.

All that I sought was measure in thy love:

   I never found it. While in sorrowful guise

Thou wouldst have shown me what I always saw,

Thou didst reveal thy heart to all the world.

   Thence came the coolness that still troubles thee, 
For in all else we were as much at one

As love comports, within the bounds of honor.

   The flames of love burned almost equally

In us, after I knew the fire in thee:

But one of us revealed them, one did not.

   Thou wast already hoarse, calling for mercy,

While I was silent, since my fear and shame

Combined to make my great desire seem small.

   Dole that is hidden is no less a pain,

Nor is it made the larger by laments,

For no pretense greatens or lessens truth.

   But was not every veil between us rent

When in thy presence I received thy verse,

And sang, 'Our love dares not say more than this'?

   My heart was thine, but I controlled mine eyes.

For this thou grievest, thinking I was wrong:

What I withheld was least, what I gave, best.

   Knowest thou not that though mine eyes were turned

A way from thee a thousand times and more, 
They were restored, and looked on thee with pity?

   And peacefully would I have let them turn 
Ever to thee, had I not been afraid

Of the parlous flames that shone within thine eyes.

   Now that the time of parting is so near

I will say more, to leave thee not without

A final word that thou mayst cherish still.

   Though I was richly blest in other ways,

In one sole matter was I ill content:

That I was born in such a lowly place.

   Regretful am I that I was not born

Nearer, at least, to thine own flowered nest;

But if I pleased thee, coming thence, , tis well.

   For had I been unknown to thee, thy heart,

Wherein I trust, might not have turned to me, 
And less renown and fame would have been mine."

   "Not so," I answered; "the third heavenly sphere 
Unmoved and stable, destined me for a love 
As great as this, where' er we might have dwelt."

   "So be it then," she said, "for honor comes 
To me, and still is mine. But in thy joy 
Thou countest not the passing of the hours.

   See how Aurora from her golden bed 
Brings the day back to mortals, while the sun 
Is lifting now his breast above the sea:

   She came to part us, and therefor I grieve.

If thou hast more to say, seek to be brief, 
Remembering how short a time remains."

   "Your kind and loving words have made it seem 
That all my sufferings were light and sweet,

But life without you will be hard for me.

   Therefore, Madonna, this I fain would know: 
Shall it be soon or late that I follow you?"

And she, departing, said: " 'Tis my belief

   Thou wilt be long without me on the earth."

