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The trees, which were far apart where I entered, giving free passage to level rays of the sun, 
closed rapidly as I advanced, so that ere long their crowded stems barred the sunlight out, 
forming as it were a thick grating between me and the east. I seemed to be advancing towards a 
second midnight. In the midst of the intervening twilight, however, before I entered what 
appeared to be the darkest portion of the forest, I saw a country maiden coming towards me from 
its very depths. She did not seem to observe me, for she was apparently intent upon a bunch of 
wild flowers which she carried in her hand. I could hardly see her face; for, though she came 
right towards me, she never looked up. But when we met, instead of passing, she turned and 
walked alongside of me for a few yards, still keeping her face downwards, and busied with her 
flowers. She spoke rapidly, however, all the time, in a low tone, as if talking to herself, but 
evidently addressing the purport of her words to me. She seemed afraid of being observed by 
some lurking foe. ‘Trust the Oak,’ said she; ‘trust the Oak, and the Elm, and the great Beech. 
Take care of the Birch, for though she is honest, she is too young not to be changeable. But shun 
the Ash and the Alder; for the Ash is an ogre—you will know him by his thick fingers; and the 
Alder will smother you with her web of hair, if you let her near you at night.’ All this was uttered 
without pause or alteration of tone. Then she turned suddenly and left me, walking still with the 
same unchanging gait. I could not conjecture what she meant, but satisfied myself with thinking 
that it would be time enough to find out her meaning when there was need to make use of her 
warning; and that the occasion would reveal the admonition. . . 
 Before noon, I fancied I saw a thin blue smoke rising amongst the stems of larger trees in front 
of me; and soon I came to an open spot of ground in which stood a little cottage, so built that the 
stems of four great trees formed its corners, while their branches met and intertwined over its 
roof, heaping a great cloud of leaves over it, up towards the heavens. I wondered at finding a 
human dwelling in this neighbourhood; and yet it did not look altogether human, though 
sufficiently so to encourage me to expect some sort of food. Seeing no door, I went round to the 
other side, and there I found one, wide open. A woman sat beside it, preparing some vegetables 
for dinner. This was homely and comforting. As I came near, she looked up, and seeing me, 
showed no surprise, but bent her head again over her work, and said in a low tone: 
 ‘Did you see my daughter?’ 
 ‘I believe I did,’ said I. ‘Can you give me something to eat, for I am very hungry.’ 
 ‘With pleasure,’ she replied, in the same tone; ‘but do not say anything more, till you come 
into the house, for the Ash is watching us.’ 
 Having said this, she rose and led the way mo the cottage; which, I now saw, was built of the 
stems of small trees set closely together, and was furnished with rough chairs and tables, from 
which even the bark had not been removed. . . 
 Here she placed some bread and some milk before me, with a kindly apology for the 
homeliness of the fare, with which, however, I was in no humour to quarrel. I now thought it 
time to try to get some explanation of the strange words both of her daughter and herself. 
 ‘What did you mean by speaking so about the Ash?’ 
 She rose and looked out of the little window. My eyes followed her; but as the window was too 
small to allow anything to be seen from where I was sitting, I rose and looked over her shoulder. 



I had just tune to see, across the open space, on the edge of the denser forest, a single large ash-
tree, whose foliage showed bluish, amidst the truer green of the other trees around it; when she 
pushed me back with an expression of impatience and terror, and then almost shut out the light 
from the window by setting up a large old book in it. © 2006 by http://www.HorrorMasters.com 
 ‘In general,’ said she, recovering her composure, ‘there is no danger in the daytime, for then he 
is sound asleep; but there is something unusual going on in the woods; there must be some 
solemnity among the fairies tonight, for all the trees are restless, and although they cannot come 
awake, they see and hear in their sleep.’ 
 ‘But what danger is to be dreaded from him?’ 
 Instead of answering the question, she went again to the window and looked out, saying she 
feared the fairies would be interrupted by foul weather, for a storm was brewing in the west. 
 ‘And the sooner it grows dark, the sooner the Ash will be awake,’ added she. . . 
 At this instant, a grey cat rushed in like a demon, and disappeared in a hole in the wall. 
 ‘There, I told you!’ said the woman. 
 ‘But what of the ash-tree?’ said I, returning once more to the subject. Here, however, the young 
woman, whom I had met in the morning, entered. A smile passed between the mother and 
daughter; and then the latter began to help her mother in little household duties. 
 ‘I should like to stay here till the evening,’ I said; ‘and then go on my journey, if you will allow 
me.’ 
 ‘You are welcome to do as you please; only it might be better to stay all night, than risk the 
dangers of the wood then. Where are you going?’ 
 ‘Nay, that I do not know,’ I replied; ‘but I wish to see all that is to be seen, and therefore I 
should like to start just at sundown.’ 
 ‘You are a bold youth, if you have any idea of what you are daring; but a rash one, if you know 
nothing about it; and, excuse me, you do not seem very well informed about the country and its 
manners. However, no one comes here but for some reason, either known to himself or to those 
who have charge of him; so you shall do just as you wish.’ 
 Accordingly I sat down, and feeling rather tired, and disinclined for further talk, I asked leave 
to look at the old book which still screened the window. The woman brought it to me directly, 
but not before taking another look towards the forest, and then drawing a white blind over the 
window. I sat down opposite to it by the table, on which I laid the great old volume, and read. It 
contained many wondrous tales of Fairy Land, and olden times, and the Knights of King 
Arthur’s table. I read on and on, till the shades of the afternoon began to deepen; for in the midst 
of the forest it gloomed earlier than in the open country . . . 
 Here a low hurried cry from my hostess caused me to look up from the book, and I read no 
more. 
 ‘Look there!’ she said; ‘look at his fingers!’ 
 Just as I had been reading in the book, the setting sun was shining through a cleft in the clouds 
piled up in the west; and a shadow as of a large distorted hand, with thick knobs and humps on 
the fingers, so that it was much wider across the fingers than across the undivided part of the 
hand, passed slowly over the little blind, and then as slowly returned in the opposite direction. 
 ‘He is almost awake, mother; and greedier than usual tonight.’ #$ %@#$ r 4255 rw;l%@E$% sd kj4234 fdjw 445 4r $% 42! sre 
 ‘Hush, child; you need not make him more angry with us than he is; for you do not know how 
soon something may happen to oblige us to be in the forest after nightfall.’ 
 ‘But you are in the forest,’ said I; ‘how is it that you are safe here?’ 



 ‘He dares not come nearer than he is now,’ she replied; ‘for any of those four oaks, at the 
corners of our cottage, would tear him to pieces: they are our friends. But he stands there and 
makes awful faces at us sometimes, and stretches out his long arms and fingers, and tries to kill 
us with fright;  for, indeed, that is his favourite way of doing.  Pray, keep out of his way 
tonight.’. . . 
 The woman and I continued the conversation for a few minutes longer. . . But now the 
daughter returned with the news, that the Ash had just gone away in a south-westerly direction; 
and, as my course seemed to lie eastward, she hoped I should be in no danger of meeting him if I 
departed at once. . . 
 By this time, my hostess was quite anxious that I should be gone. So, with warm thanks for 
their hospitality, I took my leave, and went my way through the little garden towards the forest… 
 Here and there, whole mighty trees glowed with an emitted phosphorescent light. You could 
trace the very course of the great roots in the earth by the faint light that came through; and every 
twig, and every vein on every leaf was a streak of pale fire. 
 All this time, as I went on through the wood, I was haunted with the feeling that other shapes, 
more like my own in size and mien, were moving about at a little distance on all sides of me. But 
as yet I could discern none of them, although the moon was high enough to send a great many of 
her rays down between the trees, and these rays were unusually bright, and sight-giving, 
notwithstanding she was only a half-moon. . . 
 Soon a vague sense of discomfort possessed me. With variations of relief, this gradually 
increased; as if some evil thing were wandering about in my neighbourhood, sometimes nearer 
and sometimes further off, but still approaching.. .At length the thought crossed my mind with 
horror: ‘Can it be possible that the Ash is looking for me? or that, in his nightly wanderings, his 
path is gradually verging towards mine?’ I comforted myself, however, by remembering that he 
had started quite in another direction; one that would lead him, if he kept it, far apart from me; 
especially as, for the last two or three hours, I had been diligently journeying eastward. I kept on 
my way, therefore, striving by direct effort of the will against the encroaching fear. . . To add to 
my distress, the clouds in the west had risen nearly to the top of the skies, and they and the moon 
were travelling slowly towards each other. Indeed, some of their advanced guard had already met 
her, and she had begun to wade through a filmy vapour that gradually deepened. At length she 
was for a moment almost entirely obscured. When she shone out again, with a brilliancy 
increased by the contrast, I saw plainly on the path before me—from around which at this spot 
the trees receded, leaving a small space of green sward—the shadow of a large hand, with knotty 
joints and protuberances here and there. Especially I remarked, even in the midst of my fear, the 
bulbous points of the finger. I looked hurriedly all round, but could see nothing from which such 
a shadow should fall . . . I looked, and peered, and intensified my vision, all to no purpose. I 
could see nothing of that kind, not even an ash-tree in the neighbourhood. Still the shadow 
remained; not steady, but moving to and fro; and once I saw the fingers close, and grind 
themselves close, like the claws of a wild animal, as if in uncontrollable longing for some 
anticipated prey. There seemed but one mode left of discovering the substance of this shadow. I 
went forward boldly, though with an inward shudder which I would not heed, to the spot where 
the shadow lay, threw myself on the ground, laid my head within the form of the hand, and 
turned my eyes towards the moon. Good heavens! what did I see? I wonder that ever I arose, and 
that the very shadow of the hand did not hold me where I lay until fear had frozen my brain. I 
saw the strangest figure; vague, shadowy, almost transparent, in the central parts, and gradually 
deepening in substance towards the outside, until it ended in extremities capable of casting such 



a shadow as fell from the hand through the awful fingers of which I now saw the moon. The 
hand was uplifted in the attitude of a paw about to strike its prey. But the face, which throbbed 
with fluctuating and pulsatory visibility—not from changes in the light it reflected, but from 
changes in its own conditions of reflecting power, the alterations being from within, not from 
without—it was horrible. I do not know how to describe it. It caused a new sensation. Just as one 
cannot translate a horrible odour, or a ghastly pain, or a fearful sound, into words, so I cannot 
describe this new form of awful hideousness. I can only try to describe something that is not it, 
but seems somewhat parallel to it; or at least is suggested by it. It reminded me of what I had 
heard of vampires; for the face resembled that of a corpse more than anything else I can think of, 
especially when I can conceive such a face in motion but not suggesting any life as the source of 
the motion. The features were rather handsome than otherwise, except the mouth, which had 
scarcely a curve in it. The lips were of equal thickness; but the thickness was not at all 
remarkable, even although they looked slightly swollen. . . But the most awful of the features 
were the eyes. These were alive, yet not with life. They seemed lighted up with an infinite greed. 
A gnawing voracity, which devoured the devourer, seemed to be the indwelling and propelling 
power of the whole ghastly apparition. I lay for a few moments simply imbruted with terror; 
when another cloud, obscuring the moon, delivered me from the immediately paralysing effects 
of the presence to the vision of the object of horror, while it added the force of imagination to the 
power of fear within me; inasmuch as, knowing far worse cause for apprehension than before, I 
remained equally ignorant from what I had to defend myself, or how to take any precautions: he 
might be upon me in the darkness any moment. I sprang to my feet, and sped I knew not whither, 
only away from the spectre. I thought no longer of the path, and often narrowly escaped dashing 
myself against a tree, in my headlong flight of fear. 
 Great drops of rain began to patter on the leaves. Thunder began to mutter, then growl in the 
distance. I ran on. The rain fell heavier. . . I sprang forward, stung to yet wilder speed; but had 
not run many steps before my foot slipped, and, vainly attempting to recover myself, I fell at the 
foot of one of the large trees. Half-stunned, I yet raised myself, and almost involuntarily looked 
back. All I saw was the hand within three feet of my face. But, at the same moment, I felt two 
large soft arms thrown round me from behind; and a voice like a woman’s said: ‘Do not fear the 
goblin; he dares not hurt you now.’ With that, the hand was suddenly withdrawn as from a fire, 
and disappeared in the darkness and the rain. Overcome with the mingling of terror and joy, I lay 
for some time almost insensible. The first thing I remember is the sound of a voice above me, 
full and low, and strangely reminding me of the sound of a gentle wind amidst the leaves of a 
great tree. It murmured over and over again: ‘I may love him, I may love him; for he is a man, 
and I am only a beech-tree.’ I found I was seated on the ground, leaning against a human form, 
and supported still by the arms around me, which I knew to be those of a woman who must be 
rather above the human size, and largely proportioned. I turned my head, but without moving 
otherwise, for I feared lest the arms should untwine themselves; and clear, somewhat mournful 
eyes met mine. At least that is how they impressed me; but I could see very little of colour or 
outline as we sat in the dark and rainy shadow of the tree. The face seemed very lovely, and 
solemn from its stillness; with the aspect of one who is quite content, but waiting for something. 
I saw my conjecture from her arms was correct: she was above the human scale throughout, but 
not greatly. 
 ‘Why do you call yourself a beech-tree?’ I said. 
 ‘Because I am one,’ she replied, in the same low, musical, murmuring voice. 
 ‘You are a woman,’ I returned. 



 ‘Do you think so? Am I very like a woman then?’ 
 ‘You are a very beautiful woman. Is it possible you should not know it?’ 
 ‘I am very glad you think so. I fancy I feel like a woman sometimes. I do so tonight—and 
always when the rain drips from my hair. For there is an old prophecy in our woods that one day 
we shall all be men and women like you. Do you know anything about it in your region? Shall I 
be very happy when lam a woman? I fear not; for it is always in nights like these that I feel like 
one. But I long to be a woman for all that.’ 
 I had let her talk on, for her voice was like a solution of all musical sounds. I now told her that 
I could hardly say whether women were happy or not. I knew one who had not been happy; and 
for my part, I had often longed for Fairyland, as she now longed for the world of men. But then 
neither of us had lived long, and perhaps people grew happier as they grew older. Only I doubted 
it. I could not help sighing. She felt the sigh, for her arms were still round me. She asked me how 
old I was. 
 ‘Twenty-one,’ said I. 
 ‘Why, you baby!’ said she; and kissed me with the sweetest kiss of winds and odours. There 
was a cool faithfulness in the kiss that revived my heart wonderfully. I felt that I feared the 
dreadful Ash no more. 
 ‘What did the horrible Ash want with me?’ I said. 
 ‘I am not quite sure, but I think he wants to bury you at the foot of his tree. But he shall not 
touch you, my child.’ 
 ‘Are all the ash-trees as dreadful as he?’ 
 ‘Oh, no. They are all disagreeable selfish creatures—(what horrid men they will make, if it be 
true!) but this one has a hole in his heart that nobody knows of but one or two; and he is always 
trying to fill it up, but he cannot. That must be what he wanted you for. I wonder if he will ever 
be a man. If he is, I hope they will kill him.’ 
 ‘How kind of you to save me from him!’ 
 ‘I will take care that he shall not come near you again. But there are some in the wood more 
like me, from whom, alas! I cannot protect you. Only if you see any of them very beautiful, try to 
walk round them.’ 
 ‘What then?’ 
 ‘I cannot tell you more. But now I must tie some of my hair about you, and then the Ash will 
not touch you. Here, cut some off. You men have strange cutting things about you.’ 
 She shook her long hair loose over me, never moving her arms. 
 ‘I cannot cut your beautiful hair. It would be a shame.’ 
 ‘Not cut my hair! It will have grown long enough before any is wanted again in this wild 
forest. Perhaps it may never be of any use again—not till I am a woman.’ And she sighed. 
 As gently as I could, I cut with a knife a long tress of flowing, dark hair, she hanging her 
beautiful head over me. When I had finished, she shuddered and breathed deep, as one does 
when an acute pain, steadfastly endured without sign of suffering, is at length relaxed. She then 
took the hair and tied it round me, singing a strange sweet song, which I could not understand, 
but which left in me a feeling like this- 
 

I saw thee ne’er before; 
I see thee never more; 
But love, and help, and pain, beautiful one, 
Have made thee mine, till all my years are done. 



 
I cannot put more of it into words. She closed her arms about me again, and went on singing. The 
rain in the leaves, and a light wind that had arisen, kept her song company. I was wrapt in a 
trance of still delight. It told me the secret of the woods, and the flowers, and the birds. At one 
time I felt as if I was wandering in childhood through sunny spring forests, over carpets of 
primroses, anemones, and little white starry things—I had almost said, creatures, and finding 
new wonderful flowers at every turn. At another, I lay half dreaming in the hot summer noon, 
with a book of old tales beside me, beneath a great beech; or, in autumn, grew sad because I trod 
on the leaves that had sheltered me, and received their last blessing in the sweet odours of decay; 
or, in a winter evening, frozen-still, looked up, as I went home to a warm fireside, through the 
netted boughs and twigs to the cold, snowy moon, with her opal zone around her. At last I had 
fallen asleep; for I know nothing more that passed, till I found myself lying under a superb 
beech-tree, in the clear light of the morning, just before sunrise. Around me was a girdle of fresh 
beech-leaves. Alas! I brought nothing with me out of fairy-land, but memories—memories. The 
great boughs of the beech hung drooping around me. At my head rose its smooth stem, with its 
great sweeps of curving surface that swelled like undeveloped limbs. The leaves and branches 
above kept on the song which had sung me asleep; only now, to my mind, it sounded like a 
farewell and a speed-well. I sat a long time, unwilling to go; but my unfinished story urged me 
on. I must act and wander. With the sun well risen, I rose, and put my arms as far as they would 
reach around the beech-tree, and kissed it, and said goodbye. A trembling went through the 
leaves; a few of the last drops of the night’s rain fell from off them at my feet; and as I walked 
slowly away, I seemed to hear in a whisper once more the words: ‘I may love him, I may love 
him; for he is a man, and I am only a beech-tree.’ . . . 
 I walked on, in the fresh morning air, as if new-born. . . There was little to distinguish the 
woods to-day from those of my own land; except that all the wild things, rabbits, birds, squirrels, 
mice, and the numberless other inhabitants, were very tame; that is, they did not run away from 
me, but gazed at me as I passed, frequently coming nearer, as if to examine me more closely. . . 
Now and then, too, a dim human figure would appear and disappear, at some distance, amongst 
the trees, moving like a sleep-walker. But no one ever came near me. 
 This day I found plenty of food in the forest—strange nuts and fruits I had never seen before. I 
hesitated to eat them; but argued that, if I could live on the air of fairy-land, I could live on its 
food also. I found my reasoning correct, and the result was better than I had hoped; for it not 
only satisfied my hunger, but operated in such a way upon my senses, that I was brought into far 
more complete relationship with the things around me. The human forms appeared much more 
dense and defined; more tangibly visible, if I may say so. I seemed to know better which 
direction to choose when any doubt arose. I began to feel in some degree what the birds meant in 
their songs, though I could not express it in words, any more than you can some landscapes. . . 
Some of the creatures I never heard speak at all, and believe they never do so, except under the 
impulse of some great excitement. The mice talked; but the hedgehogs seemed very phlegmatic; 
and though I met a couple of moles above ground several times, they never said a word to each 
other in my hearing. There were no wild beasts in the forest; at least, I did not see one larger than 
a wild cat. There were plenty of snakes, however, and I do not think they were all harmless; but 
none ever bit me . . . 
 But just where the path seemed to end, rose a great rock, quite overgrown with shrubs and 
creeping plants, some of them in full and splendid blossom: these almost concealed an opening 
in the rock, into which the path appeared to lead. I entered, thirsting for the shade which it 



promised. What was my delight to find a rocky cell, all the angles rounded away with rich moss, 
and every ledge and projection crowded with lovely ferns, the variety of whose forms, and 
groupings, and shades wrought in me like a poem; for such a harmony could not exist, except 
they all consented to some one end! A little well of the clearest water filled a mossy hollow in 
one corner. I drank, and felt as if I knew what the elixir of life must be; then threw myself on a 
mossy mound that lay like a couch along the inner end. Here I lay in a delicious reverie for some 
time; during which all lovely forms, and colours, and sounds seemed to use my brain as a 
common hall, where they could come and go, unbidden and unexcused. I had never imagined 
that such capacity for simple happiness lay in me, as was now awakened by this assembly of 
forms and spiritual sensations, which yet were far too vague to admit of being translated into any 
shape common to my own and another mind. I had lain for an hour, I should suppose, though it 
may have been far longer, when, the harmonious tumult in my mind having somewhat relaxed, I 
became aware that my eyes were fixed on a strange, time-worn bas-relief on the rock opposite to 
me. This, after some pondering, I concluded to represent Pygmalion, as he awaited the 
quickening of his statue. The sculptor sat more rigid than the figure to which his eyes were 
turned. That seemed about to step from its pedestal and embrace the man, who waited rather than 
expected. 
 ‘A lovely story,’ I said to myself. ‘This cave, now, with the bushes cut away from the entrance 
to let the light in, might be such a place as he would choose, withdrawn from the notice of men, 
to set up his block of marble, and mould into a visible body the thought already clothed with 
form in the unseen hall of the sculptor’s brain. And, indeed, if I mistake not,’ I said, starting up, 
as a sudden ray of light arrived at that moment through a crevice in the roof, and lighted up a 
small portion of the rock, bare of vegetation, ‘this very rock is marble, white enough and delicate 
enough for any statue, even if destined to become an ideal woman in the arms of the sculptor.’ 
 I took my knife and removed the moss from a part of the block on which I had been lying; 
when, to my surprise, I found it more like alabaster than ordinary marble, and soft to the edge of 
the knife. In fact, it was alabaster. By an inexplicable, though by no means unusual kind of 
impulse, I went on removing the moss from the surface of the stone; and soon saw that it was 
polished, or at least smooth, throughout. I continued my labour; and after clearing a space of 
about a couple of square feet, I observed what caused me to prosecute the work with more 
interest and care than before. For the ray of sunlight had now reached the spot I had cleared, and 
under its lustre the alabaster revealed its usual slight transparency when polished, except where 
my knife had scratched the surface; and I observed that the transparency seemed to have a 
definite limit, and to end upon an opaque body like the more solid, white marble. I was careful to 
scratch no more. And first, a vague anticipation gave way to a startling sense of possibiity; then, 
as I proceeded, one revelation after another produced the entrancing conviction, that under the 
crust of alabaster, lay a dimly visible form in marble, but whether of man or woman I could not 
yet tell. I worked on as rapidly as the necessary care would permit; and when I had uncovered 
the whole mass, and, rising from my knees, had retreated a little way, so that the effect of the 
whole might fall on me, I saw before me with sufficient plainness—though at the same time with 
considerable indistinctness, arising from the limited amount of light the place admitted, as well 
as from the nature of the object itself—a block of pure alabaster enclosing the form, apparently 
in marble, of a reposing woman. She lay on one side, with her hand under her cheek, and her 
face towards me; but her hair had fallen partly over her face, so that I could not see the 
expression of the whole. What I did see, appeared to me perfectly lovely; more near the face that 
had been born with me in my soul, than anything I had seen before in nature or art. The actual 



outlines of the rest of the form were so indistinct, that the more than semi-opacity of the alabaster 
seemed insufficient to account for the fact; and I conjectured that a light robe added its obscurity. 
Numberless histories passed through my mind of change of substance from enchantment and 
other causes, and of imprisonments such as this before me. I thought of the Prince of the 
Enchanted City, half marble and half a living man; of Ariel; of Niobe; of the Sleeping Beauty in 
the Wood; of the bleeding trees; and many other histories. Even my adventure of the preceding 
evening with the lady of the beech-tree contributed to arouse the wild hope, that by some means 
life might be given to this form also, and that, breaking from her alabaster tomb, she might 
glorify my eyes with her presence. ‘For,’ I argued, ‘who can tell but this cave may be the home 
of Marble, and this, essential Marble—that spirit of marble which, present throughout, makes it 
capable of being moulded into any form? Then if she should awake! But how to awake her? A 
kiss awoke the Sleeping Beauty: a kiss cannot reach her through the incrusting alabaster.’ I 
kneeled, however, and kissed the pale coffin; but she slept on. I bethought me of Orpheus, and 
the following stones;—that trees should follow his music seemed nothing surprising now. Might 
not a song awake this form, that the glory of motion might for a time displace the loveliness of 
rest? Sweet sounds can go where kisses may not enter. 
 I sat down on the ground by the ‘antenatal tomb,’ leaned upon it with my face towards the head 
of the figure within, and sang—the words and tones coming together, and inseparably connected, 
as if word and tone formed one thing; or, as if each word could be uttered only in that tone, and 
was incapable of distinction from it, except in idea, by an acute analysis. I sang something like 
this: but the words are only a dull representation of a state whose very elevation precluded the 
possibility of remembrance; and in which I presume the words really employed were as far 
above these, as that state transcended this wherein I recall it: 
 

Marble woman, vainly sleeping 
In the very death of dreams! 
Wilt thou—slumber from thee sweeping, 
All but what with vision teems— 
Hear my voice come through the golden 
Mist of memory and hope; 
And with shadowy smile embolden 
Me with primal Death to cope? 
 
Thee the sculptors all pursuing, 
Have embodied but their own; 
Round their visions, form induing, 
Marble vestments thou hast thrown; 
But thyself, in silence winding, 
Thou hast kept eternally; 
Thee they found not, many finding— 
I have found thee: wake for me. 

 
As I sang, I looked earnestly at the face so vaguely revealed before me. I fancied, yet believed it 
to be but fancy, that through the dim veil of the alabaster, I saw a motion of the head as if caused 
by a sinking sigh. I gazed more earnestly, and concluded that it was but fancy. Nevertheless I 
could not help singing again: 



 
Rest is now filled full of beauty, 
And can give thee up, I ween; 
Come thou forth, for other duty; 
Motion pineth for her queen. 
 
* * * 
 
Or, if still thou choosest rather 
Marble, be its spell on me; 
Let thy slumber round me gather, 
Let another dream with thee! 

 
Again I paused, and gazed through the stony shroud, as if, by very force of penetrative sight, I 
would clear every lineament of the lovely face. And now I thought the hand that had lain under 
the cheek, had slipped a little downward. But then I could not be sure that I had at first observed 
its position accurately. So I sang again; for the longing had grown into a passionate need of 
seeing her alive: 
 

. . . Cold lady of the lovely stone! 
   Awake! or I shall perish here; 
And thou be never more alone, 
   My form and I for ages near. 
 
But words are vain; reject them all— 
   They utter but a feeble part: 
Hear thou the depths from which they call, 
   The voiceless longing of my heart. 

 
There arose a slightly crashing sound. Like a sudden apparition that comes and is gone, a white 
form, veiled in a light robe of whiteness, burst upwards from the stone, stood, glided forth, and 
gleamed away towards the woods. For I followed to the mouth ofthe cave, as soon as the 
amazement and concentration of delight permitted the nerves of motion again to act; and saw the 
white form amidst the trees, as it crossed a little glade on the edge of the forest where the 
sunlight fell full, seeming to gather with intenser radiance on the one object that floated rather 
than flitted through its lake of beams. I gazed after her in a kind of despair; found, freed, lost! It 
seemed useless to follow, yet follow I must. I marked the direction she took; and without once 
looking round to the forsaken cave, I hastened towards the forest. . . 
 
The sunny afternoon died into the loveliest twilight. Great bats began to flit about with their own 
noiseless flight, seemingly purposeless, because its objects are unseen. The monotonous music of 
the owl issued from all unexpected quarters in the half-darkness around me. The glow-worm was 
alight here and there, burning out into the great universe. The night-hawk heightened all the 
harmony and stillness with his oft-recurring, discordant jar. Numberless unknown sounds came 
out of the unknown dusk; but all were of twilight-kind, oppressing the heart as with a condensed 
atmosphere of dreamy undefined love and longing. The odours of night arose, and bathed me in 



that luxurious mournfulness peculiar to them, as if the plants whence they floated had been 
watered with bygone tears. Earth drew me towards her bosom; I felt as if I could fall down and 
kiss her. I forgot I was in Fairy Land, and seemed to be walking in a perfect night of our own old 
nursing earth. Great stems rose about me, uplifting a thick multitudinous roof above me of 
branches, and twigs, and leaves—the bird and insect world uplifted over mine, with its own 
landscapes, its own thickets, and paths, and glades, and dwellings; its own bird-ways and insect-
delights. Great boughs crossed my path; great roots based the tree-columns, and mightily clasped 
the earth, strong to lift and strong to uphold. It seemed an old, old forest, perfect in forest ways 
and pleasures. And when, in the midst of this ecstasy, I remembered that under some close 
canopy of leaves, by some giant stem, or in some mossy cave, or beside some leafy well, sat the 
lady of the marble, whom my songs had called forth into the outer world, waiting (might it not 
be?) to meet and thank her deliverer in a twilight which would veil her confusion, the whole 
night became one dream-realm of joy, the central form of which was everywhere present, 
although unbeheld. Then, remembering how my songs seemed to have called her from the 
marble, piercing through the pearly shroud of alabaster—‘Why,’ thought I, ‘should not my voice 
reach her now, through the ebon night that inwraps her.’ My voice burst into song so 
spontaneously that it seemed involuntarily. 
 

Not a sound 
But, echoing in me, 
Vibrates all around 
With a blind delight, 
Till it breaks on thee, 
Queen of Night! 
 
* * * 
 
Let no moon 
Creep up the heaven to-night. 
I in darksome noon 
Walking hopefully, 
Seek my shrouded light— 
Grope for thee! 
 
Darker grow 
The borders of the dark! 
Through the branches glow, 
From the roof above, 
Star and diamond-spark, 
Light for love. 

 
Scarcely had the last sounds floated away from the hearing of my own ears, when I heard instead 
a low delicious laugh near me. It was not the laugh of one who would not be heard, but the laugh 
of one who has just received something long and patiently desired—a laugh that ends in a low 
musical moan. I started, and, turning sideways, saw a dim white figure seated beside an 
intertwining thicket of smaller trees and underwood. 



 ‘It is my white lady!’ I said, and flung myself on the ground beside her; striving, through the 
gathering darkness, to get a glimpse of the form which had broken its marble prison at my call. 
 ‘It is your white lady,’ said the sweetest voice, in reply, sending a thrill of speechless delight 
through a heart which all the love charms of the preceding day and evening had been tempering 
for this culminating hour. Yet, if I would have confessed it, there was something either in the 
sound of the voice, although it seemed sweetness itself, or else in this yielding which awaited no 
gradation of gentle approaches, that did not vibrate harmoniously with the beat of my inward 
music. And likewise, when, taking her hand in mine, I drew closer to her, looking for the beauty 
of her face, which, indeed, I found too plenteously, a cold shiver ran through me; but ‘it is the 
marble,’ I said to myself, and heeded it not. 
 She withdrew her hand from mine, and after that would scarce allow me to touch her. It 
seemed strange, after the fulness of her first greeting, that she could not trust me to come close to 
her. Though her words were those of a lover, she kept herself withdrawn as if a mile of space 
interposed between us. 
 ‘Why did you run away from me when you woke in the cave?’ I said. 
 ‘Did I?’ she returned. ‘That was very unkind of me; but I did not know better.’ 
 ‘I wish I could see you. The night is very dark.’ 
 ‘So it is. Come to my grotto. There is light there.’ 
 ‘Have you another cave, then?’ 
 ‘Come and see.’ 
 But she did not move until I rose first, and then she was on her feet before I could offer my 
hand to help her. She came close to my side, and conducted me through the wood. But once or 
twice, when, involuntarily almost, I was about to put my arm around her as we walked on 
through the warm gloom, she sprang away several paces, always keeping her face full towards 
me, and then stood looking at me, slightly stooping, in the attitude of one who fears some half-
seen enemy. It was too dark to discern the expression of her face. Then she would return and 
walk close beside me again, as if nothing had happened. I thought this strange; but, besides that I 
had almost, as I said before, given up the attempt to account for appearances in fairy land, I 
judged that it would be very unfair to expect from one who had slept so long and had been so 
suddenly awakened, a behaviour correspondent to what I might unreflectingly look for. I knew 
not what she might have been dreaming about. Besides, it was possible that, while her words 
were free, her sense of touch might be exquisitely delicate. 
 At length, after walking a long way in the woods, we arrived at another thicket, through the 
intertexture of which was glimmering a pale rosy light. 
 ‘Push aside the branches,’ she said, ‘and make room for us to enter.’ 
 I did as she told me. 
 ‘Go in,’ she said; ‘I will follow you.’ 
 I did as she desired, and found myself in a little cave, not very unlike the marble cave. It was 
festooned and draperied with all kinds of green that cling to shady rocks. In the furthest corner, 
half-hidden in leaves, through which it glowed, mingling lovely shadows between them, burned 
a bright rosy flame on a little earthen lamp. The lady glided round by the wall from behind me, 
still keeping her face towards me, and seated herself in the furthest corner, with her back to the 
lamp, which she hid completely from my view. I then saw indeed a form of perfect loveliness 
before me. Almost it seemed as if the light of the rose-lamp shone through her (for it could not 
be reflected from her); such a delicate shade of pink seemed to shadow what in itself must be a 
marbly whiteness of hue. I discovered afterwards, however, that there was one thing in it I did 



not like; which was, that the white part of the eye was tinged with the same slight roseate hue as 
the rest of the form. It is strange that I cannot recall her features; but they, as well as her 
somewhat girlish figure, left on me simply and only the impression of intense loveliness. I lay 
down at her feet, and gazed up into her face as I lay. 
 She began, and told me a strange tale, which, likewise, I cannot recollect; but which, at every 
turn and every pause, somehow or other fixed my eyes and thoughts upon her extreme beauty; 
seeming always to culminate in something that had a relation, revealed or hidden, but always 
operative, with her own loveliness. I lay entranced. It was a tale which brings back a feeling as of 
snows and tempests; torrents and water-spirits; lovers parted for long, and meeting at last; with a 
gorgeous summer night to close up the whole. I listened till she and I were blended with the tale; 
till she and I were the whole history. And we had met at last in this same cave of greenery, while 
the summer night hung round us heavy with love, and the odours that crept through the silence 
from the sleeping woods were the only signs of an outer world that invaded our solitude. What 
followed I cannot clearly remember. The succeeding horror almost obliterated it. I woke as a 
grey dawn stole into the cave. The damsel had disappeared; but in the shrubbery at the mouth of 
the cave, stood a strange horrible object. It looked like an open coffin set up on one end; only 
that the part for the head and neck was defined from the shoulder-part. In fact it was a rough 
representation of the human frame, only hollow, as if made of decaying bark torn from a tree. It 
had arms, which were only slightly seamed, down from the shoulder-blade by the elbow, as if the 
bark had healed again from the cut of a knife. But the arms moved, and the hands and fingers 
were tearing asunder a long silky tress of hair. The thing turned round—it had for a face and 
front those of my enchantress, but now of a pale greenish hue in the light of the morning, and 
with dead lustreless eyes. In the horror of the moment, another fear invaded me. I put my hand to 
my waist, and found indeed that my girdle of beech-leaves was gone. Hair again in her hands, 
she was tearing it fiercely. Once more as she turned, she laughed a low laugh, but now full of 
scorn and derision; and then she said, as if to a companion with whom she had been talking 
while I slept, ‘There he is; you can take him now.’ I lay still, petrified with dismay and fear; for I 
now saw another figure beside her; which, although vague and indistinct, I yet recognized but 
too well. It was the Ash-tree. My beauty was the Maid of the Alder! and she was giving me, 
spoiled of my only availing defence, into the hands of my awful foe. The Ash bent his Gorgon-
head, and entered the cave. I could not stir. He drew near me. His ghoul-eyes and his ghastly face 
fascinated me. He came stooping, with the hideous hand outstretched, like a beast of prey. I had 
given myself up to a death of unfathomable horror, when, suddenly, and just as he was on the 
point of seizing me, the dull, heavy blow of an axe echoed through the wood, followed by others 
in quick repetition. The Ash shuddered and groaned, withdrew the outstretched hand, retreated 
backwards to the mouth of the cave, then turned and disappeared amongst the trees. The other 
walking Death looked at me once, with a careless dislike on her beautifully moulded features; 
then, heedless any more to conceal her hollow deformity, turned her frightful back and likewise 
vanished amid the green obscurity without. I lay and wept. The Maid of the Alder-tree had 
befooled me—nearly slain me—in spite of all the warnings I had received from those who knew 
my danger. 
 


