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Introduction

The most anticipative poem of his time is how Edmund Blunden described The City of Dreadful Night in his 1932 selection of Thomsons poetry. Whatever its shifting status may have been among literary critics, it is certainly a poem of notable and sometimes surprising reverberations. Rudyard Kipling read it when he was still at school and tells in his autobiography (Something of Myself, 1937) how it shock me to my unformed core. Later, working as a young journalist in Lahore, he used his own nocturnal insomniac wanderings through Lahores streets as a Thomsonian analogy in his story The City of Dreadful Night, which is permeated with verbal echoes of Thomsons poem. Jack Londons The People of the Abyss (1903), an account of his experience of slum life in the East End of London during the previous year, shows how Thomsons title had already become common currency in its references to The City of Dreadful Monotony  an idea not foreign to the original poem. T. S. Eliot freely admitted the strong influence Thomsons poem had had on him when he began to write, and that influence clearly left its marks on The Waste Land, not only through urban imagery but in philosophical and religious ideas as well. (There is a good discussion of the relation between Thomson and Eliot in Robert Crawford, The Savage and the City in the Work of T. S. Eliot, Oxford, 1987, chap. 2.) And more recently, John Rechys novel City of Night (1963), a saga of homosexual hustling in the streets of New York and other American cities, sets down its epigraph from Thomson: The City is of Night; perchance of Death, / But certainly of Night. Rechys appropriation of the poem suggests a new subtext for the sad Fraternity of the Proem, and its statement that None uninitiate by many a presage / Will comprehend the language of the message.
The potency of this poem, wherever it comes from and however one describes it, is not really in doubt. Counter-arguments based on its rhetorical language, or its pessimistic content, have to face that fact. If Thomsons reputation has been uncertain, it is tempting to relate this to his being an uprooted Scot living in other places, i.e. is he a Scottish or an English writer, and does it matter? Similar uncertainties have attended the reputations of Carlyle and Stevenson, of John Davidson, of Robert Buchanan and David Gray. It could be argued  has been argued  that in Victorian times Scottish literature suffered from this hiving off of talent (even if the talent is minor, as with Buchanan and Gray), but taken from the point of view of the writers themselves, the question is how easy or difficult it was for a Scottish poet brought up in or migrating to England at that period to write persuasively in English, considering the fact that his antecedents in Scotland were Fergusson, Burns, and Hogg. And if it was difficult, were there nevertheless compensating advantages? The whole change of environment from Scotland to (say) London  the complex of physical, cultural, linguistic changes  may also have forced, under pressure of various kinds, new ways of looking at things, a new awareness of things that an outsider suddenly sees and points out. T. S. Eliots published tribute to both Thomson and Davidson  perhaps as an incomer himself he was all the more receptive  was that they had a particular kind of modernity, a sort of prophetic modern adumbration, deeply incorporating urban experience into poetry, which he did not find in their English contemporaries. The two Scottish poets were alienated, whether psychologically or geographically or both, and their lives may fairly be called tragic, but Eliot swept his eye over them more widely and saw them as figures symbolic of the exile and alienation of the early-modern artist.
But who or what alienated Thomson? What made him an alcoholic, an atheist, a pessimist, and are these three quite separate conditions? An early editor and biographer, Bertram Dobell, called him the laureate of pessimism, and the dubious accolade has not helped enlightenment. Certainly his life was not short of disappointment, frustration, grief. As a child, he saw a much loved younger sister die of measles caught from me. He was brought up mostly in institutions. He was discharged with disgrace from the army. His mining company in America collapsed. He was recalled from the war in Spain as an incompetent reporter. He may, though the facts are wanting, have loved an adolescent girl who died young. His literary work, though highly appreciated by some, did not bring him widespread fame. Towards the end, despite the attempts of friends to look after him, he drank more and more heavily, disappeared for long periods, sometimes in prison, sometimes living on the streets, sleeping in model lodging-houses or just walking about all night. When he was dying he dragged himself to the house of a friend, the blind poet Philip Bourke Marston, and terrified the helpless man by haemorrhaging on his couch. The dreadful nights of the poem are not absent from the life. His last words, according to William Sharp who heard them, were at once so desperate and so defiant that he did not dare to record them.
Whether such personal disasters and guilts are foreground or background, the whole picture would doubtless include the move from Scotland to England, the influence of Darwinism on matters of faith, his acquaintance over many years with the militant atheist Charles Bradlaugh, and the whole modern complex of reactions to living in the mass society of a huge city. Yet to call him the laureate of pessimism is a curiously misleading piece of shorthand. Thomson was far from being a gloomy or dull man. He was a lively talker; he loved children and got on well with them; some of his poems, like Sunday up the River and Sunday at Hampstead, are light lyrical tributes to the open air, to picnics and holidays and groups of bantering young friends and lovers. He enjoyed  and it is quite a list  boating, fishing, swimming, horse-riding, grouse-shooting, sleighing, singing, playing poker, dancing quadrilles, playing the clarinet, going to concerts and operas, games of tennis, games of billiards  yes, it is all documented, many nondreadful nights and days. In his literary criticism, which often shows great insight, he praised Burns, Blake, Shelley, Rabelais, Browning, and above all Walt Whitman  writers who have either a fine sense of comedy or a positive, enjoying, forward-looking attitude to life. He had his own darker favourites, like Leopardi and Heine, both of whom he translated, but he did not recommend them at the expense of more optimistic spirits. He was, in fact, a man of unusually wide culture, and although his essays and articles and reviews were mostly published in relatively obscure periodicals like the National Reformer and Copes Tobacco Plant (a trade journal in Liverpool with literary leanings  and Thomson being a heavy and enthusiastic smoker was the perfect contributor!), you discover when you read them that he was often more in touch with contemporary developments than (say) Matthew Arnold who, in his essays on modern or recent writers, had a genius for picking out the second-rate or simply not knowing what was really going on in Europe or America, whereas Thomson did know, and he read and translated from French, German and Italian. Thomson was one of the first people in Britain to see the importance of Blake, of Leopardi, of Whitman and Melville, of Stendhal and Flaubert; he admired Edgar Allan Poe; he was interested (as an opium-taker himself, though apparently not a habitual one) in the drug culture of De Quincey and Baudelaire and he referred admiringly to Baudelaires Les Paradis artificiels. He loved Beethoven and Mozart and knew their music intimately.
This man of many accomplishments, and many desperations, is seen chiefly as a poet, and although his prose works are certainly recommended reading, it is his poetry which projects itself most strongly. It is very uneven; some of it has tremendous power, some of it is turgid, loose, over-adjectival, trying too hard. Poems of note include In the Room, a macabre piece in which various items of furniture speak about the man who has lived in the room and who now lies dead on the bed, having poisoned himself; Low Life, a poem of social comment in the tradition of Thomas Hoods Song of the Shirt and John Davidsons Thirty Bob a Week, giving the conversation of a sempstress overheard on a train; A Real Vision of Sin, a sort of manic horror story written in disgust at Tennysons [The Vision of Sin], which is very pretty and clever and silly and truthless as his headnote tells us; and poems in praise of Burns and Blake, the latter showing a particular relevance to Thomson himself, and to London:
 		 			He came to the desert of London Town
Grey miles long;
He wandered up and he wandered down,
Singing a quiet song 

 	 		 		 	 		Some longer poems  The Doom of a City, To Our Ladies of Death, Insomnia  have close links with The City of Dreadful Night, as does the prose piece (it could be called a prose-poem), A Lady of Sorrow, with which he opened the volume of his Essays and Phantasies (1881). This last, an impressive meditation on the night-side of nature, influenced by Novaliss Hymns to the Night (which Thomson had translated) and probably by Leopardis more philosophical poems, contains many of the themes and images of The City of Dreadful Night  the brotherhood, the dead girl, the statue of the woman, the fossils from prehistory, and above all the City, the vast Metropolis which was become as a vast Necropolis, desolate as a Pariah. The Doom of a City is an early, pre-atheist fantasy which goes on much too long but has some powerful scenes, in particular the vision of a City of the Dead where the inhabitants are petrified and the sea is frozen:
 		Dim stony merchants holding forth rich wares
To catch the choice of purchasers of stone;
Fair statues leaning over balconies,
Whose bosoms made the bronze and marble chill;
Statues about the lawns, beneath the trees;
Firm sculptured horsemen on stone horses still;
Statues fixed gazing on the flowing river
Over the bridges sculptured parapet;
Statues in boats, amidst its sway and quiver
Immovable as if in ice-waves set.

 		 	Insomnia, one of his last poems, is also one of his most remarkable. As an attempt to convey a state of mind through imagery and through analogies of physical action, it has outstanding force and dedication. Basically, as its blunt title suggests, it presents a realistic underpinning of The City of Dreadful Night. The speaker of the poem goes to bed at midnight, cannot sleep, counts the hours till five a.m., puts on his clothes, goes out and walks the streets till daybreak, finally returns to his homeless home. The approach of each of the night hours is signalled by the appearance of a dark shrouded figure; these relentless Watchers have furled wings which they could only unfurl if the speaker fell asleep. The space between each of the hours, the fearfully stretched sense of time which insomnia gives, is evoked by having the would-be sleeper climb painfully down one sharp-  rocked, root-snarled wall of a ravine and equally painfully up the wall at the other side, the night before me an immense / Black waste of ridge-walls, hour by hour apart. The transition from this level of reality, which one would call nightmarish if the sleepless man would not in fact have relished a real nightmare, to the one-degree- more-real reality of the streets, mediated verbally though it is, is highly effective.
 		 			Against a bridges stony parapet
I leaned, and gazed into the waters black;
And marked an angry morning red and wet
Beneath a livid and enormous rack
Glare out confronting the belated moon,
Huddled and wan and feeble as the swoon
Of featureless Despair:
When some stray workman, half-asleep but lusty,
Passed urgent through the rainpour wild and gusty,
I felt a ghost already, planted watching there.

 	The workman is pure Leopardi, but fits perfectly into the London setting. Half-asleep is masterly, focusing the theme of the poem by its contrast between the lusty yawning man rushing to his early work after a nights sleep and the ghostly insomniac whose purposelessness hovers from house to street to house. Flaws like waters black and moon / swoon do not disappear, but seem to become part of a voice one has learned to place some trust in; that is the way he does things; that is him.
The City of Dreadful Night, written between 1870 and 1874, is a well-constructed poem which is all the more impressive as it appears to have taken its origin in some psychological crisis. A diary entry for 4 November, 1869 shows Thomson making a bonfire of all my old papers, manuscripts, and letters in what he calls a sad and stupid mood. He refers to his climacteric thirty-fifth birthday in that month, but there is more to it than that. But after this terrible year, I could do no less than consume the past. Why 1869 was terrible, no one has been able to explain, but that fact, dealt with in one sense by the burning of the papers, and in another by his acknowledgement of standing at a watershed (35 on the 23rd inst.), seems to have released the inspirational floodgates: at the beginning of 1870 he started work on The City of Dreadful Night. Perhaps it is not surprising that he took his first epigraph from Dante, who also at the age of thirty-five found himself in a dark wood where the way ahead was lost. Thomsons dark wood certainly included insomnia; in a letter to George Eliot (20 June, 1874) he described the poem as the outcome of much sleepless hypochondria, and a letter to his sister-in-law Julia (9 April, 1880) warned her it was one of several poems written under evil inspiration of insomnia. The poem may have come out of a crisis, but many things culminate in it.
In accordance with its title, the whole poem deals with or takes place in a city at night. Passages of general comment alternate with passages describing action as the speaker wanders through different parts of the city and has various meetings and encounters. It is not any actual city, though it is certainly based on London, and possibly incorporates some of Thomsons early memories of Glasgow and Port Glasgow. But he makes it clear that it is not to be identified: it has great ruins of an unremembered past, which is not London, and the landscape to the north of it is a wilderness of mountains and savannahs which has been influenced by his travels in America (especially Colorado) and possibly Spain (the Pyrenees). So it becomes simply the city, any city that is very large and very old, it has huge buildings, great bridges, squares, cathedrals, mansions, slums, endless street- lamps. Since it is night, the streets are relatively empty, but because it is a large city there are plenty of shadowy nocturnal wanderers who are the inhabitants of the place and the actors of the poem  the outcasts of daytime society, the tramps, the drunks, the drug-addicts, the half-crazed, the homeless, the sleepless, the lonely. The poem emphasises the isolation of all these characters: they murmur to themselves, they creep about wrapped up in their own thoughts, they appear as products of a dehumanising process in society which is becoming so competitive it has no room for failure; there are also of course psychological weaknesses which are not being blamed on society, but they too take their place within the parameters that society sets up, and the individual seems able to do less and less to change his condition. The speaker, the I of the poem, who is clearly a projection of Thomson himself, is both an inhabitant of this night world, a familiar, an intimate, who can align himself with its sufferings, and yet also an observer, an artist, a reporter, an imaginative reconstructor, who is able to stand apart and build up a poem, an art object, for an audience. Thomson keeps the poem moving forward by the alternation of abstract and particular passages, and works everything towards a strong conclusion, with an added special effect which seems deliberate. In Section II the speaker describes how he follows a man who shows him three spots in the city where in his experience Faith, Love, and Hope died one after the other, and the speaker is horrified when he discovers that in this walk they have come round in a circle, and that his companion (like someone in Dantes Inferno) is about to proceed on his way again in an endless haunting of his own sense of loss. He circled thus for ever tracing out / The series of the fraction left of Life; / Perpetual recurrence in the scope / Of but three terms, dead Faith, dead Love, dead Hope. And Thomsons footnote explains that he is thinking in mathematical terms:
Life divided by that persistent three [image: alt] 
Now this recurring decimal, this Perpetual recurrence, applies also to the poem itself. The 210 refers to the 21 sections of the poem plus the introduction or Proem. So in reading the poem you are setting off on a circular journey, and the last stanza loops back to the first, catching you in a trap like the inhabitants of the city. These opening and closing stanzas have the same rhymes, except that the slightly hopeful there / air / fair of the beginning has become the air / there / despair of the end. Thomson not only admired Dante, who has similar effects, but was knowledgeable in mathematics; at school, indeed, he had better marks for mathematics than for English.
The main problem in the poem was how to avoid monotony, since the characters are in a state of withdrawal from life, and the poem is about the difficulty of escaping from a despairing state of mind. Some monotony is required, simply to bring home to the reader the awful repetitiveness of such lives, the sense of being on a treadmill. Yet the poem must also be to some extent striking, strange, dramatic; it has to move forward somehow. Critical opinions have differed on this, but I believe Thomson has managed the matter rather well, and introduced sufficient variety without destroying the overall mood or tone. Much of the poem is like a nightmare, or a series of nightmares, from the unhappy fitful sleep of an insomniac. There are images of terror or desolation or destruction, often reminiscent of Edgar Allan Poe and looking forward to the Surrealists. Thomson makes the obvious point that in this nocturnal city there is normally no traffic, but suddenly, in Section IX, the speaker hears a great rumble of wheels and the trampling clash of heavy ironshod feet, and a huge carriage, loaded, groaning, with snorting straining horses, rolls past and disappears into the night again  unexplained, a sudden image of fear, a portent of something unknown. In Section IV a speaker (not the speaker of the poem) stands in a square and addresses an imaginary crowd, telling them about his experiences in coming through a terrible desert where he was attacked by monstrous creatures, in scenes reminiscent of Hieronymus Bosch, or some of the illustrations of Gustave Dor.
 		 			As I came through the desert thus it was,
As I came through the desert: Lo you, there,
That hillock burning with a brazen glare;
Those myriad dusky flames with points a-glow
Which writhed and hissed and darted to and fro;
A Sabbath of the Serpents, heaped pell-mell
For Devils roll-call and some fte of Hell:
Yet I strode on austere;
No hope could have no fear.

 	As in Eliots The Waste Land, images of desert and city are often combined by Thomson, emphasising a theme of static sterility, and often (as in Eliot) connected with sex. In a late autobiographical letter to his sister-in-law Julia (1882) he ended by saying he had been Ishmael in the desert from my childhood. The Ishmael character in the desert of Section IX, though only observed, is therefore strongly identified with by Thomson. After the passage just quoted, the desert wanderer sees a woman with a red oil-dripping lamp in her hand, and as he comes closer he realises it is in fact her heart that she is carrying. He splits into two selves, one self bent over beside the woman who tries to wipe away from his face the blood that drops from her heart / lamp, the other self standing watching, in agony, unable to move, until eventually the woman and the first self are swept away by a sea and he is left alone, half of himself, an outcast, and forced like the Ancient Mariner to tell and retell the story. The idea of the split self is not only something that reminds us of doubles in Hoffmann, Hogg, Poe, and Stevenson, but something that has a painful relevance to Thomson himself. A good friend of his called Jack Barrs told Henry Salt (Thomsons biographer) how greatly his drinking bouts disturbed his personality:
 			His absolute abandonment during these attacks was sufficient to attest their nature, and no more pregnant illustration of the metamorphosis he underwent could well be found than the remark made by his landlords children on one such occasion. Thomson was naturally very loving with children, and children invariably returned his affection. Once, when he came back to his rooms in Huntley Street in the fulness of the change wrought by his excesses, the children went to the door to admit him, but closed it again and went to their father, telling him that Mr. Thomsons wicked brother was at the door; and for some time they could not recognise our Mr. Thomson in the figure of the dipsomaniac claiming his name. (H. S. Salt, The Life of James Thomson, 1905, p.128)

 		 	 The melodrama latent in good brother and wicked brother, or in the split selves of the Ishmael character in the desert, does of course burst out fully in the image of the woman carrying her dripping heart, and there is a stagy or Gothick element in several scenes in the poem, as open to criticism or defence as similar things in Edgar Allan Poe, where the defence is surely that extreme and nightmarish states of mind are being presented as vividly as possible. In Section X the speaker of the poem goes into a large mansion which has all its windows blazing with light; inside, everything is covered with black, every room has a little shrine with candles and a picture or a bust of a young girl, and in one room the dead girl herself is laid out, with a young man kneeling beside her. This is all very artificial, yet it has the logical artificiality of a dream, even the realism of a dream; it is like a carefully devised scene from a Cocteau film. At any rate, erotic guilt and sterility are certainly one of the recurring themes, whether or not we are meant to link this with the alienations of modern urbanised society. In one of the strangest passages of the poem, the short Section VII, the speaker suggests that there are phantoms as well as human beings in the city, phantoms mingling with men  he has seen them  from beyond the grave, like men but more shameless, less secretive:
 		 			And yet a man who raves, however mad,
Who bares his heart and tells of his own fall,
Reserves some inmost secret good or bad:
The phantoms have no reticence at all:
The nudity of flesh will blush though tameless,
The extreme nudity of bone grins shameless,
The unsexed skeleton mocks shroud and pall.

 	This is a curious mixture of the medieval Dance of Death and something very modern in its expression of fascination with the idea of the loss of sexual shame.
But we are not meant to forget that this a poem about the loss of God, or the death of God, and it includes, in one of its main scenes, in Section XIV, an anti-sermon preached in a cathedral: various night people drift about the pews or slump by the walls, and the rather impressive man in the pulpit tells them that at least they have only one life to endure  there is no God  man as a species will die out eventually, like the mammoth  he preaches a doctrine of stoic necessity:
 		 			I find no hint throughout the Universe
Of good or ill, of blessing or of curse;
I find alone Necessity Supreme.

 	These various human figures that Thomson uses  the man who had come through the desert, the woman carrying her heart, the young man in the big house with the dead girl, the rugged preacher in the cathedral  may be said to culminate in the grim figure presented in Section XVIII. The speaker of the poem goes to the north of the city (and in Christian iconography the north is bad, the north of Heaven is where Satan gathered his legions to attack God); he comes to a triple fork of lanes, with damp trees and heavy white mist (the three suggesting important choice, like the three paths in the ballad of Thomas Rymer); he chooses one and walks gingerly down it until he hears and vaguely sees something crawling and sobbing, thinks it is perhaps a wounded animal  The hind limbs stretched to push, the fore limbs then / To drag  but finds it is a man, or what had been a man, wounded indeed at hands and knees but ready to wound others with poisoned blade and sulphuric phial. The mixture of wild menace and pitiable condition initiates a drama where each man fears the other. The crawling man fears that the intruder has come to snatch his secret, since he has tried the other two lanes and is now sure that he is on the right track to find the gold he has been searching for  but this is fools gold, it is the long-lost broken golden thread / Which reunites my present with my past. The image of the filthy, bleeding, angry, mad old man dragging himself through a ditch below a hedge in search of the long-gone innocence of childhood 
 		 			From this accursed night without a morn,
And through the deserts which have else no track,
And through vast wastes of horror-haunted time,
To Eden innocence in Edens clime:
And I become a nursling soft and pure,
An infant cradled on its mothers knee,
Without a past, love-cherished and secure 

 	 is both shocking and moving in a way that makes it hard not to think of Samuel Beckett. But Thomson has his own subtle touch. As the speaker leaves the scene he has to brush off some thin shreds of gossamer from his face  thin, but more real than the thin threads of gold the other man will never find.
In the last two sections, the human figures (apart from the observer) fall away in favour of more symbolic figures, statues and images, as if to stress the freezing of all real meaningful human activity in the city. In Section XX the speaker sits leaning against a column in the forecourt of a large cathedral; in front of him are two great statues, facing one another: a sphinx, and an angel with a sword, the angel staring hard at the sphinx but the sphinx staring only into its own time and space. The speaker is drowsy, and nods off three times, being wakened each time by a loud crash, as the stone wings, the stone sword, and finally the whole stone angel fall and shatter. The cold moonlight has now come round and lies full on the awesome expressionless face of the unchanged sphinx. If the guardian angel, the militant angel, the angel with the sword is no longer able to protect the city, the city must resign itself to being in the hands of fate. Thomsons sphinx seems to be Egyptian rather than Greek, simple, enormous, ancient, a couchant lion with a human face and a blank gaze. There is so much desert in Thomsons poems that it is not strange to come across a sphinx, a creature neither protective nor inimical, an indifferent node of power and law which cannot be appealed to or questioned or in any way altered but which the speaker describes as grand and majestic and which appears to have the function of reminding human beings that they belong to a universe and not just a city or a world. The space that the sphinx stares into is void but infinite. It suggests far thoughts. The speaker does not switch off. He pondered long, in Shelleyan mood. What was out there?
Section XXI, the last section, takes us again to the north of the city, where there is a bleak ridge or plateau, a badlands we might call it, and on the ridge a colossal bronze statue of a winged, seated woman who is based on the figure in Albrecht Drers well-known engraving Melencolia I (1514). With her folded, unused wings, she is the presiding deity or patron saint of the night city, the embodiment of whatever it is that makes the night city dreadful. Mainly it is an image of lethargy and apathy; she sits with her cheek in her hand, gazing at nothing, surrounded by objects of knowledge and science, books, mathematical instruments, tools, scales, an hour-glass. In her melancholy she is abstracted from all the arts and sciences which (if she could rouse herself) she has the full power to make use of. She is static, frozen, waiting, like the petrified people in The Doom of a City. Her melancholy is not feeble, or plangent, or even sad. There is a suggestion of great endurance and patience, great latent force, a force that remains under an even more forceful spell, and so cannot act in the real world. Motionless herself, she suffers an illusion, a beautiful illusion, of coming alive under the motions of the heavenly bodies:
 		 			The moving moon and stars from east to west
Circle before her in the sea of air;

 	Shadows and gleams glide round her solemn rest. But nothing happens; the spell is not broken; the night is still the night.
In that final section, although it deals thematically with the domination of the sense of being trapped, the sense of despair, there are many words which seem to give a countering impression of trying to find or establish values: words like titanic, sombre, sublimity, solemn, stern, heroic. One of the qualities the poem does have is a certain majestic effect, a kind of cumulative grandeur which comes not so much from any resolution of the ideas as from the artists successful wrestling with his material: by the end he really has established his city, it is an image in our minds, a place of the mind in Tom Leonards phrase, an image both archetypal and modern. When he was putting finishing touches to the poem early in 1874, he wrote in a diary entry (4 April, 1874):

 		 			Wet, coldish morning. Not up till past one oclock. Wet all day. Then wrote away at Whitman, finishing in a fashion draught of biographical sketch, as well as going through last two parts of City of Night. Walked with Fred before and after dinner. Walked self after tea. Imagination deeply stirred.

 		 	That last phrase is a key to the reality, to the strength, to the strangeness of the poem. It is a work of the creative imagination, whatever it may owe to London or to Thomsons life or to Dante and Leopardi and Novalis, and our imaginations when we read it are also deeply stirred. This  the making of non-art into art  is what gives a poem containing such massive negatives an overall positive. Leopardi in his notebooks (Zibaldone, 259 260), aware of being regarded as a pessimist, made the point once and for all:
 			Works of genius have the intrinsic property, that even when they give a perfect likeness of the nullity of things  even when they express the most terrible despair  always serve as a consolation, rekindling enthusiasm, and though speaking of and portraying nothing but death, restore to it, at least for a while, the life that it had lost. (Leopardi, Moral Tales, trans. Patrick Creagh, Manchester, 1983)

 		 	 It may well be that the negatives in Thomsons City would not have been quickened so readily into artistic life if he himself had not had a genuine interest in the phenomenon of the large modern city, and indeed if he had not had a range of responses to the phenomenon. It is of some note that in the diary entry of 1874 quoted above, he in finishing The City of Dreadful Night at the same time as he is writing about Walt Whitman, a poet he much admired. In that Whitman essay, published in the National Reformer in 1874, he says:
 		 			He sings with boundless elation the cities of his nurture, New York and Brooklyn; the superb Manahatta, planted on her fish-shaped island, with the North River and the East River and the ocean flashing around her busy wharves; the great cosmopolitan city with her fierce teeming passionate life, her industries, her splendours, and her crimes.

 		 	That of course is New York, and it is a part of his excited stimulated reaction to America in general. London was no doubt different. In a fragment of prose written in 1872, he expressed through images but very clearly just how alienated he felt as he wandered about London:
 			The isolation of thought is sometimes almost appalling. Walking in the streets at night and sunk in musing, I come up to the surface and regard the moving people; and they seem to me distant and apparently unrelated as ships on the horizon traversing the ocean between unknown foreign ports; and there are moments when they seem incalculably and inconceivably remote, as stars and star systems in infinite space. (Poems, Essays and Fragments, ed. J. M. Robertson, 1892, p.261)

Total alienation! And yet, as in the poem, what you notice in reading the passage is how his (and your) imagination is wonderfully stirred, and you cannot wish him to have been other than he was, walking in the streets at night and sunk in musing.
EDWIN MORGAN









    
  THE CITY OF DREADFUL NIGHT

  Per me si va nella citt dolente.
 DANTE
  

 Poi di tanto adoprar, di tanti moti
 Dogni celeste, ogni terrena cosa,
 Girando senza posa,
 Per tornar sempre l donde son mosse;
 Uso alcuno, alcun frutto
 Indovinar non so.
  

 Sola nel mondo eterna, a cui si volve
 Ogni creata cosa,
 In te, morte, si posa
 Nostra ignuda natura;
 Lieta no, ma sicura
 Dell antico dolor 
 Per ch esser beato
 Nega ai mortali e nega a morti il fato.
 LEOPARDI
 

 
 
   [image: alt] Melencolia I (1514) by Albrecht Drer
 









    
    
  		 			 			PROEM

 			Lo, thus, as prostrate, In the dust I write
 My hearts deep languor and my souls sad tears.
 Yet why evoke the spectres of black night
 To blot the sunshine of exultant years?
 Why disinter dead faith from mouldering hidden? 5
 Why break the seals of mute despair unbidden,
 And wail lifes discords into careless ears?
 

 Because a cold rage seizes one at whiles
 To show the bitter old and wrinkled truth
 Stripped naked of all vesture that beguiles, 10
 False dreams, false hopes, false masks and modes of youth;
 Because it gives some sense of power and passion
 In helpless impotence to try to fashion
 Our woe in living words howeer uncouth.
 

 Surely I write not for the hopeful young, 15
 Or those who deem their happiness of worth,
 Or such as pasture and grow fat among
 The shows of life and feel nor doubt nor dearth,
 Or pious spirits with a God above them
 To sanctify and glorify and love them, 20
 Or sages who foresee a heaven on earth.
 

 For none of these I write, and none of these
 Could read the writing if they deigned to try:
 So may they flourish, in their due degrees,
 On our sweet earth and in their unplaced sky. 25
 If any cares for the weak words here written,
 It must be some one desolate, Fate-smitten,
 Whose faith and hope are dead, and who would die.
  Yes, here and there some weary wanderer
 In that same city of tremendous night, 30
 Will understand the speech, and feel a stir
 Of fellowship in all-disastrous fight;
 I suffer mute and lonely, yet another
 Uplifts his voice to let me know a brother
 Travels the same wild paths though out of sight. 35
 

 O sad Fraternity, do I unfold
 Your dolorous mysteries shrouded from of yore?
 Nay, be assured; no secret can be told
 To any who divined it not before:
 None uninitiate by many a presage 40
 Will comprehend the language of the message,
 Although proclaimed aloud for evermore.



  
  




    
    
  I

  The City is of Night; perchance of Death,
 But certainly of Night; for never there
 Can come the lucid mornings fragrant breath
 After the dewy dawnings cold grey air:
 The moon and stars may shine with scorn or pity; 5
 The sun has never visited that city,
 For it dissolveth in the daylight fair.

  Dissolveth like a dream of night away;
 Though present in distempered gloom of thought
 And deadly weariness of heart all day. 10
 But when a dream night after night is brought
 Throughout a week, and such weeks few or many
 Recur each year for several years, can any
 Discern that dream from real life in aught?

  For life is but a dream whose shapes return, 15
 Some frequently, some seldom, some by night
 And some by day, some night and day: we learn,
 The while all change and many vanish quite,
 In their recurrence with recurrent changes
 A certain seeming order; where this ranges 20
 We count things real; such is memorys might.

  A river girds the city west and south,
 The main north channel of a broad lagoon,
 Regurging with the salt tides from the mouth;
 Waste marshes shine and glister to the moon 25
 For leagues, then moorland black, then stony ridges;
 Great piers and causeways, many noble bridges,
 Connect the town and islet suburbs strewn.

 
  Upon an easy slope it lies at large,
 And scarcely overlaps the long curved crest 30
 Which swells out two leagues from the river marge.
 A trackless wilderness rolls north and west,
 Savannahs, savage woods, enormous mountains,
 Bleak uplands, black ravines with torrent fountains;
 And eastward rolls the shipless seas unrest. 35

  The city is not ruinous, although
 Great ruins of an unremembered past,
 With others of a few short years ago
 More sad, are found within its precincts vast.
 The street-lamps always burn; but scarce a casement 40
 In house or palace front from roof to basement
 Doth glow or gleam athwart the mirk air cast.

  The street-lamps burn amidst the baleful glooms,
 Amidst the soundless solitudes immense
 Of rangd mansions dark and still as tombs. 45
 The silence which benumbs or strains the sense
 Fulfils with awe the souls despair unweeping:
 Myriads of habitants are ever sleeping,
 Or dead, or fled from nameless pestilence!

  Yet as in some necropolis you find 50
 Perchance one mourner to a thousand dead,
 So there; worn faces that look deaf and blind
 Like tragic masks of stone. With weary tread,
 Each wrapt in his own doom, they wander, wander,
 Or sit foredone and desolately ponder 55
 Through sleepless hours with heavy drooping head.

 
  Mature men chiefly, few in age or youth,
 A woman rarely, now and then a child:
 A child! If here the heart turns sick with ruth
 To see a little one from birth defiled, 60
 Or lame or blind, as preordained to languish
 Through youthless life, think how it bleeds with anguish
 To meet one erring in that homeless wild.

   They often murmur to themselves, they speak
  To one another seldom, for their woe 65
  Broods maddening inwardly and scorns to wreak
  Itself abroad; and if at whiles it grow
  To frenzy which must rave, none heeds the clamour,
  Unless there waits some victim of like glamour,
  To rave in turn, who lends attentive show. 70

   The City is of Night, but not of Sleep;
  There sweet sleep is not for the weary brain;
  The pitiless hours like years and ages creep,
  A night seems termless hell. This dreadful strain
  Of thought and consciousness which never ceases, 75
  Or which some moments stupor but increases,
  This, worse than woe, makes wretches there insane.

  They leave all hope behind who enter there:
   One certitude while sane they cannot leave,
  One anodyne for torture and despair; 80
  The certitude of Death, which no reprieve
  Can put off long; and which, divinely tender,
  But waits the outstretched hand to promptly render
  That draught whose slumber nothing can bereave.1

  1 Though the Garden of thy Life be wholly waste, the sweet flowers withered, the fruit-trees barren, over its wall hang ever the rich dark clusters of the Vine of Death, within easy reach of thy hand, which may pluck of them when it will.
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