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In the midst there was the tree of life and the leaves of the tree were 

for the healing of the nations.   Revelation 22.2
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Ombra mai fu di vegetabile soave ed 

amabile, soave più.   Handel. Serse

Ne’er was dappled shade granted more 

lavishly, more lovingly.   Handel. Serse
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Hope deferred maketh the heart sick: 

But when the desire cometh, it is a tree of life.   Proverbs 13.12
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The Tree

Alongside the water it stands, like a legend

In its walled, silent garden

This beautiful tree, two centuries old.

Its powerful branches stretched out

Surrounded by so much grass, leaves interwoven

Into a canopy, concealing a dark Eden.

Born under this Nordic sky

Whose light is so short, so uncertain, despite its brevity

The delight of summer barely moves or exalts it

As it does to its brother, the southern plane

Where the sound of crickets makes it so agreeable,

So divinely useless, to kill time.

After the horrors of winter, when only a flame

Reassures the hope of future revival,

At the foot of the tree sprout tears of snow

Coronets of saffron, hyacinth and asphodel.

With a vernal thrust from the earth

The tree faithfully crowns itself with a new 

found youth.

These then, are the days, some of them clear-skied,

Some cloudy, the warmest this climate ever gets,

A northern dream that the sun has difficulty 

in breaking.

And towards the pond flock fair serenading youngsters.

Trembling, like so many frail bodies, the water remains:

The air lingers on, vibrating like so many ringing voices.

Amongst this youth, the promise of life,

Although soon to wither in sad use,

Rare is the man who feels, alone one day

In a moment of passion, his hand on the trunk,

The secret urgency of the sap rising

As though it was the beat of his own destiny.

In youth the world is wide,

As vast as desire itself.

Loneliness falls lightly, this departure enjoyable.

Watching, without nostalgia, objects and creatures;

Friends for a moment, the memory free

Of memories, one day to become a heavy load.

Behind come the others, repeating

Without any internal urgency, the gestures they have 

learned,

Made legitimate by a sterile result

Like a flock mating, producing children

Passive in the face of pain like frightened animals

Alive in the limbo of death.

But there’s a pause mid-way,

The look that yearns, forward looking,

Is nostalgia now, turned towards the past,

A new tiredness is now alert to the echoes

Of voices which have gone, suspended in the air;

The same old questions, answered by no-one.

Star of Bethlehem flowers

And the deluded lad is now old, he himself does not 

know how,

Between dreams time was so mis-spent.

Now his own reflected face seems strange to him,

Missing his conscience

From which the fervour has fled, broken by disgust,

Like some alien bird in another’s nest.

Meanwhile, in its garden, the beautiful tree exists

Free of the mortal deceit that time develops.

And as the light fades from its top in the evening,

When the shadows slowly overcome the breeze

It only appears sad to those who look upon it sadly,

This creature of a magic world where man is 

a stranger.

Luis Cernuda (1902–63), translated by Tony Axon.

Cernuda was Lector at Emmanuel from 1943 to 1945.






