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A lover's complaint (excerpts)

From off a hill whose concave womb reworded
A plaintful story from a sistering vale,

My spirits to attend this double voice accorded,
And down I laid to list the sad-tuned tale;

Ere long espied a fickle maid full pale,

Tearing of papers, breaking rings a-twain,
Storming her world with sorrow's wind and rain.

Upon her head a platted hive of straw,

‘Which fortified her visage from the sun,

‘Whereon the thought might think sometime it saw
The carcass of beauty spent and done:

Time had not scythed all that youth begun,

Nor youth all quit; but, spite of heaven's fell rage,
Some beauty peep'd through lattice of sear'd age.

A thousand favours from a maund she drew

Of amber, crystal, and of beaded jet,

Which one by one she in a river threw,

Upon whose weeping margent she was set;

Like usury, applying wet to wet,

Or monarch'’s hands that let not bounty fall

‘Where want cries some, but where excess begs all.

A reverend man that grazed his cattle nigh--
Sometime a blusterer, that the ruffle knew
Of court, of city, and had let go by

The swiftest hours, observed as they flew--
Towards this afflicted fancy fastly drew,
And, privileged by age, desires to know

In brief the grounds and motives of her woe.

So slides he down upon his grained bat,
And comely-distant sits he by her side;
‘When he again desires her, being sat,

Her grievance with his hearing to divide:

If that from him there may be aught applied
‘Which may her suffering ecstasy assuage,
'Tis promised in the charity of age.
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'Father,' she says, ‘though in me you behotd
The injury of many a blasting hour,

Let it not tell your judgment I am old;
Not age, but sorrow, over me hath power:
I'might as yet have been a spreading flower,
Fresh to myself, If I had self-applied
Love to myself and to no love beside.

'But, woe is me! too early I attended
A youthful suit--it was to gain my grace--

Of one by nature's outwards so commended,
That maidens' eyes stuck over all his face:
Love lack'd a dwelling, and made him her place;
And when in his fair parts she did abide,
She was new lodged and newly deified.

'Well could he ride, and often men would say
‘That horse his mettle from his rider takes:
Proud of subjection, noble by the sway,

‘What rounds, what bounds, what course, what stop he makes!"

And controversy hence a question takes,
‘Whether the horse by him became his deed,
Or he his manage by the well-doing steed.

'For further I could say ‘This man’s untrue,’
And knew the patterns of his foul beguiling;
Heard where his plants in others' orchards grew,
Saw how deceits were gilded in his smiling;
Knew vows were ever brokers to defiling;
Thought characters and words merely but art,
And bastards of his foul adulterate heart,

'And long upon these terms I held my city,
Till thus he gan besiege me: 'Gentle maid,
Have of my suffering youth some feeling pity,
And be not of my holy vows afraid:
That's to ye sworn to none was ever said;
For feasts of love I have been call'd unto,
Till now did ne'er invite, nor never woo.

"Among the many that mine eyes have seen,
Not one whose flame my heart so much as warm'd,
Or my affection put to the smallest teen,

Or any of my leisures ever charm'd:

Harm have I done to them, but ne'er was harm'd;
Kept hearts in liveries, but mine own was free,
And reign'd, commanding in his monarchy.

'This said, his watery eyes he did dismount,

‘Whose sights till then were levell'd on my face;
Each cheek a river running from a fount

With brinish current downward flow'd apace:

O, how the channel to the stream gave grace!

‘Who glazed with crystal gate the glowing roses
That flame through water which their hue encloses.

'O father, what a hell of witchcraft lies

In the small orb of one particular tear!

But with the inundation of the eyes

‘What rocky heart to water will not wear?
‘What breast so cold that is not warmed here?
O cleft effect! cold modesty, hot wrath,

Both fire from hence and chill extincture hath.

‘In him a plenitude of subtle matter,

Applied to cautels, all strange forms receives,
Of burning blushes, or of weeping water,

Or swooning paleness; and he takes and leaves,
In either’s aptness, as it best deceives,

To blush at speeches rank to weep at woes,

Or to turn white and swoon at tragic shows,

'That not a heart which in his level came

Could 'scape the hail of his all-hurting aim,
Showing fair nature is both kind and tame;

And, veil'd in them, did win whom he would maim:
Against the thing he sought he would exclaim;
‘When he most burn'd in heart-wish'd luxury,

He preach'd pure maid, and praised cold chastity.

'Thus merely with the garment of a Grace

The naked and concealed fiend he cover'd;

That th' unexperient gave the tempter place,
‘Which like a cherubin above them hover'd.

‘Who, young and simple, would not be so lover'd?
Ay me! I fell; and yet do question make

‘What I should do again for such a sake.

'O, that infected moisture of his eye,

O, that false fire which in his cheek so glow'd,
O, that forced thunder from his heart did fly,
O, that sad breath his spongy lungs bestow'd,
0O, all that borrow'd motion seeming owed,
Would yet again betray the fore-betray'd,

And new pervert a reconciled maid!'
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