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CHRISTOPHER BEARDSLEY

OF PHANTOMS AND FROST-FIRES

Settings of poetry by Walter de la Mare

3. The Song of Shadows 

Sweep thy faint strings, Musician,

   With thy long lean hand;

Downward the starry tapers burn,

   Sinks soft the waning sand;

The old hound whimpers couched in sleep,

   The embers smoulder low;

Across the walls the shadows

      Come, and go. 

Sweep softly thy strings, Musician,

   The minutes mount to hours;

Frost on the windless casement weaves

   A labyrinth of flowers;

Ghosts linger in the darkening air,

   Hearken at the open door;

Music hath called them, dreaming,

      Home once more. 

4. Snow

No breath of wind,

No gleam of sun –

Still the white snow

Whirls softly down –

Twig and bough

And blade and thorn

All in an icy

Quiet, forlorn.

Whispering, rustling,

Through the air,

On sill and stone,

Roof, - everywhere,

It heaps its powdery

Crystal flakes,

Of every tree

A mountain makes;

Till pale and faint

At shut of day,

Stoops from the West

One wintry ray.

And, feathered in fire,

Where ghosts the moon,

A robin shrills

His lonely tune. 

1. The Ghost 

'Who knocks?' 'I, who was beautiful,

Beyond all dreams to restore,

I, from the roots of the dark thorn am hither.

And knock on the door.'

'Who speaks? ' 'I - once was my speech

Sweet as the bird's on the air,

When echo lurks by the waters to heed;

'Tis I speak thee fair.'

'Dark is the hour!' 'Aye, and cold.'

'Lone is my house.' 'Ah, but mine? '

'Sight, touch, lips, eyes yearned in vain.'

'Long dead these to thine...'

Silence. Still faint on the porch

Brake the flames of the stars.

In gloom groped a hope-wearied hand

Over keys, bolts, and bars.

A face peered. All the grey night

In chaos of vacancy shone;

Nought but vast sorrow was there -

The sweet cheat gone. 

2. Nothing 

Whsst, and away, and over the green, 

Scampered a shape that never was seen. 

It ran without sound, it ran without shadow, 

Never a grass-blade in unmown meadow 

Stooped at the thistledown fall of its foot. 

I watched it vanish, yet saw it not – 

A moment past, it had gazed at me; 

Now nought but myself and the spindle tree. 

A nothing! – Of air? Of earth? Of sun? – 

From emptiness come, into vacancy gone!... 

Whsst, and away, and over the green, 

Scampered a shape that never was seen. 
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6. Blow, northern Wind

Blow, northern wind; fall snow; 

And thou – my loved and dear, 

See, in this waste of burthened cloud 

How Spring is near! 

  

See, in those labouring boughs, 

Buds stir in their dark sleep; 

How in the frost-becrumbling ruts 

The green fires creep. 

  

The dreamless earth has heard 

Beneath snow's whispering flakes 

A faint shrill childlike voice, a call— 

Sighs, ere she wakes . . . 

  

What Spring have we? Turn back!— 

Though this be winter's end, 

Still may far-memoried snowdrops bloom 

For us, my friend. 

5. The Snowflake

Before I melt, 

Come, look at me! 

This lovely icy filigree! 

Of a great forest 

In one night 

I make a wilderness 

Of white: 

By skyey cold 

Of crystals made, 

All softly, on 

Your finger laid, 

I pause, that you 

My beauty see: 

Breathe; and I vanish 

Instantly. 

Duration: 16 minutes

All rights reserved. The composer wishes to thank the Literary Trustees of Walter de la Mare

 and the Society of Authors as their representative for permission to set the words.

7. Spring

Now the slim almond tree 

Tells April soon will be 

Scattering her petals where 

Snow lies cold and bare. 

  

Birds in its leafing boughs 

Echoes of spring arouse. 

Piercing the drowsy earth, 

Crocus her flower brings forth – 

  

Wooing the bees. And soon 

Winter’s ice-silvered moon 

Shall melt, shall kindle on high 

Springtime within the sky. 
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