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The Last of Old England:[1] 
Thoughts on the Melancholy of Autumn  

   

There is a poem by Verlaine whose last stanza reads:  

        

Au calme clair de lune triste et beau, 

Qui fait rêver les oiseaux dans les arbres 

Et sangloter d’extase les jets d’eau, 

Les grands jets d’eau sveltes parmi les marbres.  

        

 

 

I’m not myself very fond of the French poetry of the later 19th 

century—a failing which has upset a friend of ours, an excellent 

singer who delights in the settings of poems of this period by Fauré 

and Debussy and Ravel. I quoted to him the poem from which this 

stanza comes as an example of lack of substance beneath the images, 

objecting to the poet’s imposing his own tristesse on the moonlight 

and, as I thought, rather foolishly suggesting that it made the birds 

dream and the fountains sob with ecstasy. I expect I have missed the 

point of the strange oxymoron in “sangloter d’extase” (which seems 

to me silly nonsense), but in any case my friend came back at me 

forcefully: “Why shouldn’t the moon arrogate the poet’s melancholy, 

or the fountains his ecstasy, come to that? The pathetic fallacy is a 

time-honoured device ...” Poor moon! what a responsibility it has 

taken on! But of course I couldn’t deny the antiquity and worthiness 

of the pathetic fallacy, even though the phrase itself is only as old as 

Ruskin: I couldn’t bear to give up the Ode to Autumn (which 

incidentally is not its proper name—did Keats mean anything special 

by not entitling the poem an ode, as he did with all the others?). The 

whole structure of the poem depends on an overall assumption of the 

pathetic fallacy; its intimacy and warmth would be impossible 

without the poet’s assumption, not only that autumn is a being with 

both sentience and its doings activated by the most praiseworthy 

sentiments but, that he can talk to it as to a familiar ‘friend’—the 

intimate friend moreover of the sun, with whom autumn works hand 

in hand—in a conspiracy: one relishes the opportunities the poem 

offers to go on playing Keats’s game. 

     And it is more than just fun to trace the ways in which he 

elaborates the game through the three stanzas. We start with the 

conspiracy—to outwit whom or what? the storms that threaten from 

the onset of winter? In the Hampshire autumn of 1819 the storms are 

far away; at least in the first two stanzas autumn is a rapture of lazy 

warmth, full, though, of very material goodness:  
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Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, 

   Close bosom friend of the maturing sun,  
        

 

—“maturing” is very clever—almost a metaphysical conceit, the sun 

maturing, growing old, with the year, but at the same time helping to 

mature the fruits—  

        

Conspiring with him how to load and bless 

   With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eaves run: 

To bend with apples the mossed cottage-trees, 

   And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core; 

      To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells 

   With a sweet kernel; to set budding more, 

And still more, later flowers for the bees, 

Until they think warm days will never cease, 

      For summer has o’er-brimmed their clammy cells.  

        

 

Every reader, noticing it consciously or not, must feel the crunch of 

teeth into the apples picked from the mossed cottage-trees; the 

magnificently physical word “plump”—to plump the hazel shells / 
With a sweet kernel—has been picked out by critic after critic as 

especially felicitous in its enactment of meaning, so much more than 

mere statement, a point intensified by Keats’s unerring skill in 

weighting his images by balancing them over rhyming line-ends as 

on a fulcrum. Unquestionably the two conspirators are busily active, 

physically engaged in their loading and bending and swelling and 

plumping.[2] So effective is their work (based on previous labour by 

another agent, identified as summer) that the very bees, who are 

somehow endowed with the power of thought—“until they think 

warm days will never cease”—misuse it and make what would 

surely turn out to be a fatal mistake: they thought wrong, as Edward 

Thomas’s Hob said to the hog “that thought the butcher came to 

bring his breakfast”.[3] I’m not myself happy about the bee-line, 

which seems to me a blemish on the poem: bees don’t think, they 

just go on guzzling nectar so long as there is nectar to be guzzled. 

The ascription of a coy humanoid ‘thought’ to the bees has the same 

kind of sentimentality as Browning’s explanation in Home Thoughts 
from Abroad of the motivation of  

        

... the wise thrush, [who] sings each song twice over 

Lest you should think he never could recapture 

The first fine careless rapture  

        

 

—but without Browning’s excuse of an acute and particular 

observation from nature.  

     The second stanza of To Autumn works in an entirely different 
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way. Miriam Allott, whose learnedly over-annotated edition of the 

poems is not, in my view, the one in which to read Keats, announces 

that in this stanza Autumn is personified. Yes, but rather more no. 

And certainly no to Ian Jack’s insistence that Keats took his images 

from paintings, even though what he gives us might suggest pictorial 

miniatures—the sort of thing that might appear in collections of ‘the 

seasons’: is it possible to read this stanza unaccompanied by visual 

images in the mind? The Keats who could write in the Nightingale 

ode of “guessing” in the darkness of an early summer night  

        

                                                       each sweet 

   Wherewith the seasonable month endows 

The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild, 

   White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine; 

      Fast-fading violets covered up in leaves; 

         And mid-May’s eldest child, 

   The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine, 

      The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves?[4]  

        

 

—Keats didn’t need to guess this, he knew; and neither did he need 

the help of pictures to visualize the English scene: seasonable is 

enough to tell us that. In the opening line of stanza 2 Autumn is 

formally invoked as a familiar sight amongst the “store” of goodness 

exemplified in stanza 1; and, as Professor Allott would have it, she is 

immediately “personified” in a sequence of images:“she”, because 

palpably Keats has in mind Ceres or Demeter, the goddess of 

agriculture and the harvest.[5] But although the sequence faithfully 

repeats the second-person singular address to the goddess at each 

image, what the scenes portray are not so much evocations of the 

goddess as vividly realized vignettes of specific harvest scenes, 

characterized especially by a sense of contented satiety: the autumn 

gathering has indeed been very rich. So, though in the first little 

scene the wanderer seeking abroad may spot “thee [Autumn or the 

goddess] sitting careless on a granary floor”, what he actually sees is 

surely a woman, resting dreamily during a pause in her job of 

winnowing the threshed ears: the wind is gentle—her hair is soft-
lifted—since too strong a wind would risk blowing away the grain as 

well as the chaff:[6] every detail precisely captured. That Keats has, 

unconsciously perhaps, shifted from the literal address to autumn is 

evident in the second scene—  

        

Or on a half-reaped furrow[7] sound asleep, 

   Drowsed with the fume of poppies, while thy hook 

      Spares the next swath and all its twinèd flowers— 

        

 

for, while winnowing was normally women’s work, the reaper was 

almost always a man—followed traditionally by his wife or daughter 

who gathered and bound into sheaves that he had cut. “Drowsed”—
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again a wonderfully found word, as much for its sound as for the 

sake of semantics[8]—characterizes the whole stanza with its 

atmosphere of ease after or during hard work (even if perhaps the 

relaxation is stolen from worktime), for the autumn has been 

graciously generous, and its plenty should be acknowledged without 

haste. Even the gleaner, the one figure in the stanza still actually 

working—bringing home the cornstalks missed by the reaper’s 

wife—is caught in a moment almost of stasis, poised carefully on a 

narrow plank bridge to avoid slipping or spilling her load: Or 
sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep/Steady thy laden head 
across a brook. As Leavis pointed out, “in the step forward from the 

rime-word ‘keep’, across (so to speak) the pause enforced by the 

line-division, to ‘Steady’, the balancing movement of the gleaner is 

enacted”—crucially because “keep” does not stand by itself but is 

half of a compound verb which compels the reader likewise to keep 

steady his voice, across the line-end.[9] The last image is the 

drowsiest, laziest of all, a dreamy motionless watching of slow-

motion drops, without essential purpose but knowing that there will 

always be hours and hours to spend, for warm days will never cease. 

So hypnotic is the overall atmosphere and the creative power of pure 

sound that by the last line one could almost switch it round without 

its being noticed: “thou oozest the last watchings hours by hours”. 

The whole stanza is a triumph of self-forgetfulness. 

    —The absence of which is a bedevilling limitation on the interest 

of the Browning poem I alluded to a while ago, and it may be worth 

while to isolate some of its weaknesses to illuminate by contrast 

Keats’s strength:  

        

Oh—[a special plea for sympathy in the very first syllable!]—  

Oh, to be in England 

Now that April’s there, 

And whoever wakes in England 

Sees, some morning, unaware, 

That the lowest boughs and the brushwood sheaf 

Round the elm-tree bole are in tiny leaf, 

While the chaffinch sings on the orchard bough 

In England—now!  

And after April, when May follows, 

And the whitethroat builds, and all the swallows! 

Hark, where my blossomed pear-tree in the hedge 

Leans to the field and scatters on the clover 

Blossoms and dewdrops at the bent spray’s edge— 

That’s the wise thrush; he sings each song twice over, 

Lest you should think he never could recapture 

The first fine careless rapture! 

And though the fields look rough with hoary dew, 

All will be gay when noontide wakes anew 

The buttercups, the little children’s dower  
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—Far brighter than this gaudy melon-flower!  

 

The first-person pronoun appears only once—“my blossomed pear-

tree”; we are to know that it is Browning’s own singular garden that 

he is thinking of. But from the start—“Oh to be in England”—one is 

aware that the longing is personal, even though all but one of the 

evoked aspects of the imagined scene are general, sensible to 

“whoever seeks abroad”. Whoever: a very different ‘whoever’ from 

Keats’s: this time it is “whoever wakes in England”—which can 

only mean everyone who is alive there at all, very many of whom 

will not be within miles of an elm-tree (“whoever wakes in England / 

Finds some morning unaware / That the lowest boughs and the 

brushwood sheaf / Round the elm-tree bole are in tiny leaf.”). What a 

shame! The observation is precise, accurate and delicate; but the 

attempt to bring all England into it is a fraud; and besides, how will 

they see the leaflets if they are “unaware”? and if they do, they will 

not be unaware. “While the chaffinch sings on the orchard bough”—

surely a stilted use of the generalized singular: it’s a poor orchard 

that has only one bough; there ought to be hundreds of chaffinches 

on hundreds of boughs. 

     “And after April, when May follows”: yes, it does follow, but I 

suspect that it only follows here for the sake of the rhyme with 

“swallows”, which—Browning is of course right again—do 

customarily arrive in England in May. “And the whitethroat builds”: 

right again, the whitethroat is a summer migrant to England and so 

will build later than permanent residents like tits and blackbirds; but 

unlike Keats’s redbreast near the end of Autumn, it isn’t distinctive 

in its behaviour. Presumably Browning just liked whitethroats or 

remembered them for some unrevealed association. Then we have 

the pear-tree dropping its blossoms and also dewdrops, which in the 

warm scene that Browning is keen to evoke should surely have 

already evaporated? And the “wise” thrush, whom we have already 

met. And so on until, rather surprisingly, we must wait till noon for 

buttercups to open—“the little children’s dower”. No marks for that 

little gem, or is it a reference to some now lost children’s wedding 

game? Poor kids whose dowry is made of buttercups. The 

sentiment—the stress on the gaudiness of the melon flower with 

which buttercups are favourably compared—cloys and reinforces the 

finally overwhelming impression that Browning’s interest in evoking 

the English spring is to air his homesickness: an understandable 

feeling to one loyally staying abroad for his wife’s health and 

missing well-remembered beauties, selected here—consciously or 

not—to avoid the April shrouds and May thunderstorms.—As one 

does; and homesickness can be painful; but the expression, or the 

publication, of it may be a self-indulgence. 

     Back to Autumn. From out of the warm sleepy haze of endless 
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idle hours the final stanza summons us briskly to attention: “Where 

are the songs of spring? Aye, where are they?” A curious question 

for which there is no obvious answer except to say that they belong 

to the past—something alien in an ode so steeped in what is present. 

No wonder that it is brushed aside—“Think not of them”. Autumn 

herself—the second person singular—also takes a back seat now, 

“thy music” being the last specific recognition of her. And the music 

makes a concert so strange and perhaps disconcerting in its contrast 

with the contented somnolence that precedes it: a music made up of 

wails and bleats, whistling and twitter; the only “song” is the one 

that hedge-crickets “sing”—the grasshopper’s persistent scratchy 

little monotone that outlasts the last bird of evening. Everyone must 

have noticed how the autumn thins out in this final stanza: the very 

air seems thinner. Stanza 1 was surely morning, stanza 2 endless 

afternoon; now it is definitely evening, and evening moving on; the 

day is dying (softly indeed), the rosy glow of sunset on the stubble—

the rough gritty stubble that must wait for the manuring and 

ploughing to start the whole round again; the gnats not only wail 

(that too a gift from humanity of course but easily forgiven), they 

mourn. Do they, though? For what?—the passing of the year, or of 

their own brief lives? Or has Keats just been caught by onomatopoea 

and the handy rhyme? Note though how the unpunctuated line-end in 

the following line asks the voice to behave quite differently from its 

keeping steady in stanza 2: the voice must indeed be borne aloft—

momentarily, only to sink with the light wind: borne aloft / Or 
sinking as the light wind lives or dies. The red-breast—tuneful as 

ever—will of course stay with us, a comforting presence through the 

winter, immortalized—through no fault of Keats’s—on innumerable 

cosy Christmas cards; but the twittering swallows are gathering to 

fly south, where, sensible creatures, they will winter in warmth and 

need not witness the dying of the year.[10] 

     It clearly doesn’t do to be too lugubrious about the ending of To 
Autumn. Though the luxuriance has gone, the scene is cheerful: the 

swallows will be back—making a spring so long as they come in 

quantity (one, we remember, is not enough). The robin will keep 

with us, but unless the winter is exceptionally mild, the gnats will 

not survive, nor the bees, for all their reckless confidence reported in 

stanza 1. There is nothing here of the foolhardy optimism of the end 

of Shelley’s Ode to the West Wind; but nor is the autumn’s evening 

straining to be the hearse-of-all night of Hopkins’s Spelt from Sibyl’s 
Leaves; and I should deserve to be hooted down if I suggested that 

Autumn is a melancholy poem. But then I don’t think the Ode on 
Melancholy a melancholy poem. If we’re looking for a melancholy 

autumn poem, how about this?  

        

Les sanglots longs 

Des violons 

De l’automne 

Blessent mon cœur 

D’une langueur 

        



WORDS IN EDGEWAYS - 13 

Monotone.  

Tout suffoquant 

Et blême, quand 

Sonne l’heure, 

Je me souviens 

Des jours anciens 

Et je pleure.  

Et je m’en vais 

Au vent mauvais 

Qui m’emporte 

Deçà, delà, 

Pareil à la 

Feuille morte.  

 

Oh poor poor me—boo-hoo, boo-hoo. Verlaine again, alone and 

palely loitering, a latter-day Narcissus blaming his self-pity this time 

on the season: what flimsy stuff this is, what feeble rhyming, what 

clichés of language and sentiment!—he needs a good shaking and to 

be told, in V.S.Naipaul’s memorable phrase, to take it on the chin 

and move on. (How about that final couplet as an example of how 

not to break a phrase with a rhyme?[11] ) 

     Let us look for relief at the second stanza of Melancholy. The first 

stanza says, in brief, “don't give up, don’t give in”, though it all the 

while allows the luxury of indulging in fancy what is to be sternly 

rejected: the stanza is full of glamorously dangerous poisons, a 

witches’ brew relished as it might be in the Hell-fire Club, but these 

could bring on drowsiness, which here is to be resisted, as drowning 

“the wakeful anguish of the soul”. What to do, though, should 

melancholy nevertheless take one over? Read on:  

        

But when the melancholy fit shall fall 

   Sudden from heaven like a weeping cloud, 

That fosters the droop-headed flowers all, 

   And hides the green hill in an April shroud; 

Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose, 

   Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave, 

      Or on the wealth of globèd peonies; 

Or if thy mistress some rich anger shows, 

   Imprison her soft hand, and let her rave, 

      And feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes.  

        

 

Where else shall we find a stanza so full of shifting attitudes, of 

toughness underlying unease, deliberate undermining of expectation, 

drama sabotaged by mockery? “Weeping” in line 2 (gratis again en 
passant to the pathetic fallacy) seems all too naturally to follow from 

“the melancholy fit”, but the cloud it is likened to is life-fostering—
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the droop-headed flowers would altogether wither without it—only 

to find itself knocked down as a shroud. Well, yes, anyone who 

knows England has had the experience of that shroud: I was actually 

writing this in April, and one day, while I worked in the garden, 

sudden from heaven came down the weeping cloud which, as well as 

soaking me and driving me inside the house, for a while blanked out 

all the surrounding hills, while doubtless at the same time 

encouraging the flowers to perk up. So: back and forth: weeping, 

fostering; invigorating, deathly. And then relish—but of a weirdly 

ambiguous kind. Are we to understand that melancholy is similarly 

life-fostering? On the next few lines—“Then glut your sorrow on a 

morning rose”—Leavis writes particularly well, and then stops short:  

        

In the strength that makes the luxury of this more than merely 

voluptuous we have that which makes Keats so much more than 

a mere aesthete. That “glut” ... finds itself taken up in “globèd”, 

the sensuous concreteness of which it reinforces: the hand is 

round the peony, luxuriously cupping it. [I have to say that I’m 

not sure that “concreteness” is a happy choice to describe 

peonies.] Such tactual effects... express, not merely the 

voluptuary’s itch to be fingering, but that strong grasp upon 

actualities—upon things outside himself, that firm sense of the 

solid world, which makes Keats so different from Shelley.[12]  

        

 

—And from Verlaine. Yes, but what is it to “glut one’s sorrows”? 

Professor Allott glosses, “Enjoy to the full ... by thinking of”. Of 

what? One’s sorrows or the roses and peonies? Apparently the latter, 

but how does one enjoy sorrow to the full by thinking of peonies, 

however globèd? Haply they might take one’s mind off the gloom. 

Perhaps, however, it depends on how one takes the last three lines: 

note “rich anger”—what a grand, sumptuous word: when was any of 

us last richly angry?—and rave, which the O.E.D. defines as “to talk 

or declaim wildly or furiously in consequence of madness or some 

violent passion”. Your mistress is clearly more than half off-balance, 

and in that is not so much to be indulged—“let her rave”—as, I feel 

convinced, to be laughed at, or, let us say, laughed out of it. “Feed 

deep, deep upon her peerless eyes.” Critics seem always to take this 

with deep, deep solemnity, Professor Allott duly finding what she 

sees as parallels in the “happy, happy dove” of Psyche and “happy, 

happy love” of Grecian Urn. But picture for yourselves the scene: 

you are close enough to your mistress—I see her sitting on the sofa 

(or, let us say, upon a grassy bank) while she raves—close enough to 

imprison her soft hand, and you stare not just deep, but deep, deep 

into her peerless eyes; more than that, you feed deep, deep upon 

them. Can one resist the mockery in this? It seems to me to come 

straight from that robust good sense which is a part of that grasp on 

actualities that Leavis notes; and if Keats was really being solemn 

about the deep deep feeding, then it seems to me that he is making a 

fool of himself.—This is not to make nonsense of the final stanza, in 
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which it is certainly a serious matter that she (the peerless raving 

mistress) “dwells with Beauty—Beauty that must die”, that 

Melancholy has her shrine in the temple of Delight. But the real 

sadness, understanding the inevitable dark perishable side of human 

loveliness, is still only open to him “whose strenuous tongue / Can 

burst Joy's grape against his palate fine”. “Strenuous” indeed: what 

an extraordinary epithet for a tongue! But it sustains, to the end of a 

poem devoted openly to melancholy, the vigorous, resourceful 

entertainment of living that swells up so memorably in Autumn.  

* * * * * * 

That was England in 1819, the year and subject of Shelley’s 

explosive sonnet. Poor Keats didn’t live to see another English 

autumn through: by September 1820 he was on his way to Italy in 

the futile search for a climate to save his health. But the autumn he 

left us with and the English scenes he celebrates give no hint 

whatever that he is conscious of loving that well which he must 

leave ere long.—Or of any sense that the seasons’ sweet successions 

would ever cease or radically change, or that fundamentally England 

would. To Autumn is an intensely English poem, as I realized with 

great force one summer many years ago when I tried to talk about it 

to students from the south of France, whose seasons were so unlike 

ours, their autumn so fleeting that they could barely conceive that it 

could offer time to laze and linger. And in England now? Of course 

people still grow apples and keep bees and harvest corn; swallows 

still come, and go, there are plenty of lambs to grow (as far as they 

are allowed to), robins aren’t in short supply. But there aren’t really 

cottages any longer—not in the way Keats saw them, not with 

gnarled old apple trees that have been allowed uneconomically to 

gather moss on their branches. And as for the scenes in the middle 

stanza, vanished entirely. Recently I saw men threshing with flails in 

Madagascar, which presumably meant that someone would have to 

winnow the grains, but never again in England, where the combine 

harvester has consigned reaping hooks to museums, and barns are 

converted into desirable residences for commuters. I am just old 

enough to have been among the last generation of gleaners in 

England, gathering stray cornstalks to feed hens during the second 

world war (though I didn’t carry them home on my head); and I’m 

quite sure that no responsible brewer of cider would allow one of his 

workers time off to watch the slow drips from presses which are 

doubtless now fully mechanized and controlled by computers. (The 

nearest I could offer to this is our home-made version of Eppelwei: 
we squeeze the apple pulp within the jaws of a recycled trouser 

press, itself of a kind entirely out of date for its own purpose, which 

needs frequent checking and tightening and lacks the relaxing charm 

of Keats’s image.) So, reading the Autumn ode can be dangerously 

near to a nostalgia trip to a past that almost none of us can have 

experienced, and to an almost wholly rural England quite beyond our 

grasp. We naturally think of Keats as a Londoner, but Enfield, where 

he went to school, was a small country town in the early 1800s, 
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Edmonton a day’s ride from London for John Gilpin, and Hampstead 

a suburb only in the sense of being a place that the wealthy, tiring of 

London, could readily escape to. Keats was staying in Winchester 

when he wrote Autumn, a cathedral city—of a few thousand 

inhabitants—still intimately linked to and dependent on the 

surrounding Hampshire countryside, whose depths an hour’s walk 

would easily reach. Nevertheless, even in this temple of delight, 

veiled melancholy kept her shrine. 

     Almost a hundred years after To Autumn, Edward Thomas wrote 

his poem October, as exquisite an evocation of an English rural 

scene as Keats’s, perhaps even more acutely observant:  

        

The green elm with the one great bough of gold 

Lets leaves into the grass slip, one by one,— 

The short hill grass, the mushrooms small, milk-white,  

Harebell and scabious and tormentil,  

That blackberry and gorse, in dew and sun,  

Bow down to; and the wind travels too light  

To shake the fallen birch leaves from the fern;  

The gossamers wander at their own will.  

At heavier steps than birds’ the squirrels scold.  

The rich scene has grown fresh again and new  

As Spring and to the touch is not more cool  

Than it is warm to the gaze; and now I might  

As happy be as earth is beautiful,  

Were I some other or with earth could turn  

In alternation of violet and rose,  

Harebell and snowdrop, at their season due,  

And gorse that has no time not to be gay.  

But if this be not happiness,—who knows?  

Some day I shall think this a happy day,  

And this mood by the name of melancholy  

Shall no more blackened and obscurèd be.  

                       .... the wind travels too light  

To shake the fallen birch leaves from the fern;  

The gossamers wander at their own will.  

At heavier steps than birds’ the squirrels scold.  

        

 

This is, I think, as perfect a piece of observation as one could find in 

any English poem; but on its own it could be taken as generalizing 

an experience familiar to anyone who has been outside in England 

on one of the disconcertingly warm October days which nevertheless 

have enough of a sharp undercurrent of coolness to distance them 

from summer, when to the touch the scene is not more cool than it is 

warm to the gaze. But of course the lines don’t stand on their own: 

they come within the evocation of something quite individual. 

Whereas Keats’s images of autumn make a sequence—one 

recognizes, and in a way dockets, them one after another—Thomas’s 
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gather together into one complex picture precisely identified with a 

particular place: one feels sure of its recording exactly one place at 

one moment that he could have pointed us to. I don’t just mean that 

it relates to one identifiable spot of the upland country around Steep 

in east Hampshire, where he lived near the end of his life, and I 

might add that, though none of them belongs with any particularity 

to a given area, Keats’s images and scenelets unquestionably evoke 

southern England: thatch is not common in the north, vines need 

southern warmth, cider apples grow in the south-west, willow-

fringed rivers belong to the home counties, and the very warmth of 

the overall picture suggests a beaker full of the south. He is of course 

seeing things which he knows and is unmistakably fond of, but, as 

one might say, as a fairly detached recorder. What strikes one, in the 

context of the whole of Thomas’s poem, is, by contrast, his own 

intimate relation to a sweet especial rural scene, whose loveliness 

nevertheless is there for all to recognize and share. Keats stands back 

a little, surveying.  

     There are paradoxes here. The very specificity of Thomas’s 

vision—does it circumscribe what the reader can take in, or which 

reader? “Harebell and scabious and tormentil”: I’ve talked about this 

poem with numerous groups of students, who, if they didn’t simply 

pass over the line, had at best a muzzy idea of what the three flowers 

might be like. Harebells they might just have remembered, rather 

unhelpfully, from Wordsworth; scabious is sometimes grown as a 

garden plant; but tormentil? It’s a little wild potentilla with bright 

yellow flowers, common on heathy uplands, where the grass is short 

because it grows on thinnish soil and is regularly cropped by rabbits 

if not by sheep. I think all of this is somehow within and necessary to 

the poem, as much as being able to spot the aptness of the variety of 

flowers later on—“alternation of violet and rose, harebell and 

snowdrop at their season due”—contrasted with the gorse which 

flowers happily at almost any season. (Pathetic fallacy here again—

gorse that has no time not to be gay—it captures the wild brilliant 

yellowness of the flower-coated bushes, but there is no dwelling on 

sentiment.) Even the green elm with one bough on which the leaves 

have already turned golden—a trick of this magnificent tree instantly 

recognized by those who have had the good fortune to grow up in 

elm country—is half-hidden from those who have not. Yet how 

could I blame my urban-bred students from Liverpool or Leicester if 

they could recognize nothing of it? Keats in this respect lets his 

readers in more easily: vines, apples, bees gathering honey—

everyone knows about them, even if gourds and perhaps hazels are a 

bit more specialized; and, however remote the images in stanza 2, he 

helps one in with his exquisite miniatures. 

     Yet much of Keats’s autumn, of the England that he evoked so 

eagerly, is further from recall than Thomas’s—and not simply by a 

hundred years. One could go back to Steep on a warm October day 

next autumn (though it must be a long warm October for tormentil 

still to be in flower), one could go back and, with one exception, 

almost certainly find the scene that he describes: Steep is still some 

distance from the encroachments of post-modern industry, though 
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the sublime vacancy of the sky that he encounters elsewhere may be 

invaded by aeroplanes from Farnborough (not far off in air-miles). 

The exception is a crucial one but in a sense accidental: since the 

disease which began to savage the landscape of southern England 

thirty years ago, there will almost certainly be no elm to drop its 

leaves into the grass. Accidental in that no-one planned or intended 

to destroy the great trees that defined so much of the English 

landscape; yet an ‘accident’ of the kind which is apparently 

inevitable in the post-modern global village which has replaced the 

older-fashioned kind: the disease was imported in carelessly (and 

illegally) untreated timber from Canada: one aspect of the world we 

have lost. Obviously Thomas could not have foreseen this disaster; 

yet the mysterious melancholy which blackens his perception of the 

beauty of the physical scene is, I believe, unmistakably born out of 

an awareness that his world is passing. Keats indeed was no shirker, 

no dreamer standing off from the world and vexing it: “None can 

usurp this height, ... But those to whom the miseries of the world / 

Are misery, and will not let them rest”; or think of the devastating 

lines further on in The Fall of Hyperion casting off the dreamer from 

the poet; think indeed of the whole of that mighty fragment. But in 

Autumn he surveys the English scene from out of a sensibility within 

a continuing world: the ode contains no hint that such seasons will 

not continue till the end of the world—though to leave him at that 

would be a gross injustice. 

     By contrast, though in poem after poem he is dogged by a 

melancholy that he cannot, or cannot bring himself to, analyze, 

Thomas’s sensibility has made a quantum leap (I think that would 

still be the current cant) beyond the idea of a continuing world. 

When he wrote October he had every reason to be aware of shifting 

sands: for those looking through Shelley’s eyes, though England in 

1819 was grim, the long series of wars was over, Europe was at 

peace at last; but the October of Thomas’s poem was October 1915: 

he had recently enlisted in the Artists’ Rifles, to take part in the war 

that killed him. 

     There are a dozen or more of Thomas’s poems that I read and re-

read with as much pleasure almost as any others. Characteristically 

they involve a search for a ‘key’ to the understanding of a mood or 

to something lost in the past, a search which is invariably left in the 

air; and if I were to read to you any number of them you might well 

say that I had not escaped the danger of the nostalgia trip I hinted at. 

I don’t think, however, that Thomas himself ever indulged in 

nostalgia, for all his consciousness of living on a catastrophic 

watershed; but I’d like you to test this in a poem which may seem to 

come close to it, though it is one in which he is content to record 

without expressed personal involvement. This time it is a summer 

poem, called Haymaking, and its second half describes a scene of 

momentary stasis within traditional labour:  
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In the field sloping down, 

Park-like, to where its willows showed the brook,  

Haymakers rested. The tosser lay forsook 

Out in the sun; and the long waggon stood  

Without its team: it seemed it never would  

Move from the shadow of that single yew.  

The team, as still, until their task was due, 

Beside the labourers enjoyed the shade  

That three squat oaks mid-field together made 

Upon a circle of grass and weed uncut,  

And on a hollow, once a chalk pit, but  

Now brimmed with nut and elder-flower so clean.  

The men leaned on their rakes, about to begin,  

But still. And all were silent. All was old,  

This morning time, with a great age untold,  

Older than Clare and Cobbett, Morland and Crome,  

Than, at the field’s edge, the farmer’s home,  

A white house crouched at the foot of a great tree.  

Under the heavens that know not what years be  

The men, the beasts, the trees, the implements  

Uttered even what they will in times far hence— 

All of us gone out of the reach of change— 

Immortal in a picture of an old grange.  

        

 

     Thomas’s language is more technical than Keats’s, as his 

identification of flowers is more particular: it is clearly important to 

him to identify the particulars of a scene exactly. Though I credited 

Keats earlier with knowing a reaping hook from a scythe, “hook” is a 

generic word which may simply have turned up happily for its rhyme 

with “brook”. But “tosser” is a word so specialized (and perhaps so 

local in usage) that—to my surprise—it doesn’t appear in either the 

O.E.D. or the English Dialect Dictionary: it refers to the broad 

version of a pitchfork, with half a dozen or more tines, used to 

turn—or toss—the mown grass to ensure its being dry before being 

carted to the stack (I have seen them in a Freilichtmuseum in 

Bavaria). Probably in the context the word’s broad meaning is easy 

enough to guess—provided of course that you have seen manual 

haymaking or have some notion of what was involved. Now that, in 

England at least, grass is cut for silage in preference to hay, and hay, 

where it is gathered at all, is mechanically cut and mechanically 

bundled into cylindrical bales (today’s English young have never 

seen a haystack, and Monet’s famous pictures may remind them 

more of cup-cakes than little tight bundles of dried grass), the entire 

scene must, to anyone much younger than me, be as remote as a fairy 

story—just like the vignettes in the second stanza of Autumn. How 

would such a person cope with “team”? Would he even know that it 

was a team of horses? The usage here is just as technical as with 

“tosser” and is all a part with fixing the scene with the utmost 

precision as in a picture—the “picture of an old grange” at the very 
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end of the poem. Some of the precision may seem superfluous: do 

we need to know that the hollow in the shade of the oaks, now 

“brimmed”—edged or full to the brim?—with nut and elderflower, 

was once a chalk pit? Well, this is part of its history, and Thomas is 

above all conscious that he is preserving as in a photograph a 

moment of history. “As in a photograph”? No not really, because the 

poem has also a depth in time: Clare and Cobbett, Morland and 

Crome, two writers, two painters of rural England, already by 

Thomas’s time deep in a past which stretches back far beyond them. 

     Pictures may, as they age, grow elusive. We need keys, verbal or 

otherwise, to unlock what is within the words or the paint. In the 

Birmingham art gallery there is a once well-known painting by 

Benjamin Leader called “February Filldyke”. The title alludes to the 

traditional importance of February rains to fill the irrigation ditches 

before spring sowing, and the picture shows a winter scene 

somewhere in the English Midlands, in which the whole of the 

foreground is taken up by a field so waterlogged that it is hard to 

believe it will recover in time. There is a good deal of ambiguity in 

the painting, which I think has been undeservedly castigated as a 

typical piece of sentimental Victorian moralizing. But to get within 

measurable distance of it one needs to distance oneself from a world 

of modern conveniences in which water is always available at the 

turn of a tap. So long as we live in the comfortable west—where, we 

have lately been painfully reminded, water can be threatening and 

dangerous.[13] 

     What then of Thomas’s verbal picture? The ‘key’ must lie in the 

closing lines, with their special stress on stillness and age, a stillness 

of the momentary present—a moment of complete hush when time 

stops—which is one with its age and agelessness:  

        
The men leaned on their rakes, about to begin, 

But still. And all were silent. All was old— 
        

 

The extremely simple statements have huge gaps of stillness and 

silence within them.  

        

                                            All was old,  

This morning time, with a great age untold,  

Older than Clare and Cobbett, Morland[14] and Crome,  

Than, at the field’s far edge, the farmer’s home, 

A white house crouched at the foot of a great tree. 

Under the heavens that know not what years be  

The men, the beasts, the trees, the implements  

Uttered even what they will in times far hence— 

All of us gone out of the reach of change— 

Immortal in a picture of an old grange.  

        

 

“Grange”: another technical word—not just an elegant variation on 
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‘farm’ with a useful rhyme: the farm was once a grange, the outlier 

of a monastery, and that puts it back before the Reformation. 

Nothing essential has changed in four hundred years? And nothing 

will? Surely not. A year or two before Haymaking Thomas had 

written in The Country:  

        

There is nothing left for us to rest upon, nothing great, 

venerable, or mysterious, which can take us out of ourselves, 

and give us that more than human tranquillity now to be seen in 

a few old faces of a disappearing generation. To be a citizen of 

infinity is no compensation for the loss of that tranquillity. 

When we grow old what will grant any of us that look? 

Certainly not statistics and the knowledge that we have lived 

through a time of progress unparalleled in history.  

        

 

The opening sounds dangerously the note of sentimental nostalgia 

for the past—until we reach “that more than human tranquillity”, 

which, I should like to say, I believe I have seen long after Thomas’s 

time and having lived through a “time of progress” which even in 

1913 would have seemed unthinkable—have seen most recently in 

the photographed face of an elderly retired miner, wracked with lung 

disease and threatened with being swindled out of his due 

compensation, yet instinct with that dignified uprightness which 

signals tranquillity, which is not the same as a calm acceptance of 

wrong. Thomas of course knew perfectly well that the implements 

were on the point of becoming redundant, farming was already partly 

mechanized, and he could no doubt foresee something of the change 

inevitable in the men. So how will they “utter” in times far hence 

what they uttered then? A strange word to choose; but it once meant 

“to disclose or reveal something unknown, secret or hidden” 

(O.E.D.). And what picture will secure their immortality? We have 

at home a drawing by a minor English artist of the early nineteenth 

century, named Thomas Stothard, which I call “Husbandry”. It 

shows a ploughman guiding a wooden plough drawn by three oxen 

(unwillingly, to judge from the boy who goads the leading ox with a 

whip); behind the plough three labourers follow, one with a pick-

axe, one with a spade and one with a rake. I suppose that one may 

say that this ancient form of husbandry has been here immortalized 

with such immortality as a watercolour may have. But is there not in 

the rhythm of that last line—“Immortal in a picture of an old 

grange”—the loose pentameters of which most of the poem is made 

now finally steadied into something that is nearly prose—is there not 

a sense of something achieved, almost of triumph? How if the 

“picture” were after all Thomas’s? (But yet to time in hopes my 

verse shall stand, / Praising thy worth despite his cruel hand.) That, 

despite the loss, would be an achievement of a sort. 

     This, one may say, is one of the great worths of poetry, that the 

celebration of a loss can be itself a victory, remaining, in midst of 

other woe than ours, a friend to man. I hope I may be allowed to 



WORDS IN EDGEWAYS - 13 

offer you one more example, two further generations later than 

Edward Thomas, of such a victory. In the early 1960s Charles 

Tomlinson—a poet remote from any taint of a sentimental regard for 

the past—returned to England from a period spent in the United 

States and visited a Somerset farm he had long known: while he was 

away the farmer himself had died. This is the poem, addressed to the 

farmer’s widow, that was the outcome of those visits:  
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Return to Hinton 
Written on the author’s return to Hinton Blewett from the United States  

 

Ten years 

            and will you be 

                        a footnote, merely, 

England 

            of the Bible  

                        open at Genesis 

on the parlour table? 

            “God  

                        saw the light 

that it was good.”  

            It falls  

                        athwart the book  

through window-lace  

            whose shadow 

                        decorates the sheets 

of “The Bridal March”— 

            a square of white 

                        above the keyboard 

and below 

            a text which is a prayer. 

                        The television box 

is one, 

            the mullions and flagged floor  

                        of the kitchen  

through an open door  

            witness a second 

                        world in which  

beside the hob 

            the enormous kettles’  

                        blackend bellies ride— 

as much the tokens of an order as 

            the burnished brass.  

                        You live 

between the two  

            and, ballasted against  

                        the merely new, the tide 

and shift of time, 

            you wear 

                        your widow’s silk 

your hair  

            plaited, as it has been  

                        throughout those years  

whose rime it bears.  

            A tractor 

                        mounts the ramp of stones 

into the yard:  

            a son surveys 

                        the scenes 

that occupied a father’s days. 

            Proud of his machine,  

                        will he transmit  

that more than bread  
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     The poem is itself a fulcrum between two worlds—not so much 

between England of the Bible open at Genesis and England of the 

tractor the farmer’s son is proud of, as between England of the 

perilous balance between those two and the future in which locality 

(the individual? the personal?), buried by the soft oppression of 

prosperity, is abolished in the interests of the merely new. It 

celebrates an alliance between makers of two kinds, however little 

verse the farmer’s wife may read, nevertheless through language, as 

a poet obviously must, and at the close explicitly so: “our language is 

our land”. (Remember Herbert: “I like our language as I like our 

coasts.”) But it is, as Keats’s were not, and as Thomas’s only 

hovered on the point of being, a poem of farewell. Tomlinson gave 

his first “England” ten years: thirty years later again, the oppression 

of prosperity has become less soft, and after decades of post-

modernist nihilism, denying all meaning to a choice of values, that 

England—for “England” read ‘Old Europe’?—has become 

something to read of in a story book. For us who have lived through 

“a time of progress unparalleled in history”, the note of nervous 

regret in the prose passage of Thomas that I read a few minutes ago 

must inevitably colour the pondering of poems as seemingly 

innocent of foresight of change as To Autumn or even Home 
Thoughts from Abroad as much as those written out of an inner 

consciousness of change that is irreversible. The poems then seem 

themselves to herald the future as  

        
          a faded song, a Royal Rose or a lavender spray 

Of wistful regret for those who are not yet here to regret.  
        

 

Pressed between yellow leaves of a book that has never been opened 

they are not, and it is up to us to make sure that they never are. But 

the poems themselves have changed because we have changed  

  

Andor Gomme 

  

Notes  

1. As aficionados of the Pre-Raphaelites may have spotted, my title 

is a misquotation. In 1852 the sculptor Thomas Woolner, distressed 

by his inability to make a living in England from his not especially 

distinguished talents, turned his back on the old country and 

emigrated to Australia to dig for gold. According to his friend Ford 

Madox Brown, he didn’t turn his back immediately; for Brown 

painted a now famous image of Woolner and his wife on a steamer, 

staring sourly back at the receding cliffs of Dover: it is called “The 
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Last of England”. But that was over-optimistic: gold-digging turned 

out to be “the poorest occupation going” and two years later “the 

dear pale cliffs” were “a comfort to [Woolmer's] eyes, ease to [his] 

soul, as food to the hungry man”. Old England hadn’t changed 

except in turning out to be highly receptive of the stony frock coats 

and marble trousers in which Woolner now established a personal 

production line. This of course is hardly relevant to my theme unless 

as part of the evidence of the dumbing-down of England which may 

have started earlier than we suppose.  

2. What, though, did Keats have in mind by “gourd”? I ask as one 

who has mistakenly eaten gourd, thinking it to be the plant we call 

vegetable marrow, and as a result having been briefly very ill indeed. 

The excellent Victorian Imperial Dictionary tells me that some 

cucurbitae are held in high esteem in hot countries for their size and 

wholesome nutritious matter. Perhaps Keats felt that ‘marrow’ or 

‘cucumber’, even if he could have made them scan, might have 

sounded too culinary for his purpose (and ‘squash’ would have made 

for a very vile jingle of esses), but he was running a risk: apart from 

the oversize one provided to shield Jonah from his grief, the only 

biblical reference to gourds, which some readers might have 

recalled, is to one who gathered gourds and shredded them into the 

pottage, the eating of which caused those to whom it was served to 

cry out. “O thou man of God, there is death in the pot.” (II Kings 

4.39)  

3. Edward Thomas, Lob.  

4. “Dewy wine”? Or does he mean ‘winey dew’? Is “wine” there for 

the rhyme? And in what sense is the musk-rose mid-May’s eldest 
child?  

5. Professor Jack writes of there being “even a slight suggestion of 

the classical figure of Ceres” (quoted in Allott, ed.cit., p.652). 

Heavens, how daring! I suspect that Keats knew perfectly well from 

his reading that poppies were one of Ceres’s emblems and that he 

didn’t need to check it out in collections of engravings. Professor 

Allott dutifully reminds us that poppies used once to brighten 

cornfields and are traditionally associated with sleep; might she not 

also have thought of their association with opium, so persistently a 

romantic preoccupation?  

6. I am pedantically doubtful about her sitting on the granary floor: 

winnowing was done on the threshing floor of the barn, whose 

double doors opposite one another stood open to the prevailing wind 

to allow it to do its work of blowing off the unwanted chaff. “Store”, 

two lines before, perhaps prompted “granary”—the building where 

the winnowed grain is stored.  

7. “Furrow” is interesting: technically the channel left by the share of 

the plough into which the seed was cast; but even after the harrow 
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had been drawn across to cover the seed, the corrugations remained 

as hollows in which the reaper would walk (or sleep). Perhaps the 

reaper should be in, rather than on, the furrow? Keats also knows 

that the corn harvestman’s implement was a reaping hook, not a 

scythe; swath is the term used to define the range within a reaper’s 

hook or scythe, or the amount of grass or corn which one stroke will 

cut.  

8. The first draft reads “Dosed with red poppies” (Allott, loc.cit.)—

irrelevantly medicinal and lacking the languor of “drowsed” and 

“fume”; “Dased”, as in the letter to Reynolds which quoted a draft of 

the whole poem, is half-way there. I had thought that “drowse” as a 

transitive verb must be a Keats coinage (he uses it also, very oddly, 

in Otho the Great—“bid our trumpets speak / To nations drowsed in 

peace”); but it does—rarely—occur earlier.  

9. See Revaluation (1936), pp.263-4. The gleaner differs from the 

other three figures in the stanza by being treated as a simile for 

autumn—“sometimes like a gleaner”—rather than a personification. 

Not perhaps altogether satisfactorily. If autumn simply keeps her 

head steady like a gleaner, one can’t think what autumn is actually 

doing, since there is no image in which to see her herself. Since I 

seem to be in the business of improving on Keats, why not “as a 

gleaner”, i.e., ‘in the person of’—which would point directly (too 

much so?) to the way in which the personifications work in this 

stanza?  

10. “Skies” isn’t quite right, and I suspect that Keats, having hit on 

the rhyme word, hasn’t thought enough about swallows, which in my 

experience gather not in the skies but on telephone wires or, these 

being unavailable in 1819, rooftops and trees: I think it important 

that if one chooses to write about swallows, one should know that 

they aren’t larks.  

11. I caught myself for a moment wondering whether “je m’en vais 

au vent mauvais” incorporating a king of spoonerizing pun; but no, 

it’s impossible.  

12. Leavis, op.cit., p.261.  

13. An allusion to the devastating floods in the Elbe valley in 2002.  

14. I don’t know why Thomas chose Morland, who strikes me as 

having been a sentimental faker of antique rural charm; but I have a 

faint memory of having once seen a painting of his in whose title the 

word ‘grange’ was included.  

 


