VILLAGE CHIMES
WILLIAM HAZLITT (1778-1830)

THE TICKING OF A CLOCK IN THE NIGHT HAS NOTHING :
very interesting nor very alarming in it, though super-
stition has magnified it into an omen. In a state of vigi-
lance or debility, it preys upon the spirits like the persecu-
tion of a teasing pertinacious insect; and haunting the
imagination after it has ceased in reality, is converted
into the death-watch. Time is rendered vast by con-
templating its minute portions thus repeatedly and pain-
fully urged upon its attention, as the ocean in its immen-
sity is composed of water-drops. A clock striking with a
clear and silver sound is a great relief in such circum-
stances, breaks the spell, and resembles a sylph-like and
friendly spitit in the room. Foreigners, with all their
tricks and contrivances upon clocks and timepieces, are
strangers to the sound of village-bells, though perhaps
a people that can dance may dispense with them. They
impart a pensive, wayward pleasure to the mind and area
kind of chronology of happy events, often serious in the
retrospect—births, matriages, and so forth. Coleridge
calls them ‘the poor man’s only music’. A village-spire
in England peeping from its cluster of trees is always
associated in imagination with this cheerful accompani-
ment, and may be expected to pout its joyous tidings on
the gale. In Catholic countries, you are stunned with the
evetlasting tolling of bells to prayers or for the dead. In
the Apennines, and other wild and mountainous districts
of Italy, the little chapel-bell with its simple tinkling
sound has a romantic and charming effect. The monks
in former times appear to have taken a pride in the con-
struction of bells as well as churches; and some of those
of the great cathedrals abroad (as at Cologne and Rouen)
may be fairly said to be hoarse with counting the flight
of ages. The chimes in Holland are a nuisance. They dance
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in the hours and the quarters. They leave no respite to
the imagination. Before one set has done ringing in your
cars, another begins. You do not know whether the hours
move ot stand still, go backwards or forwards, so fan-
tastical and petplexing are their accompaniments. Time
is a more staid personage, and not so full of gambols. It
puts you in mind of a tune with variations, or of an em-
broidered dress. Surely, nothing is more simple than
time. His march is straightforward; but we should have
leisure allowed us to look back upon the distance we
have come, and not be counting his steps every moment.
Time in Holland is a foolish old fellow with all the antics
of a youth, who ‘goes to church in a coranto, and lights
his pipe in a cinque-pace.” The chimes with us, on the
contraty, as they come in every three or four houts, are like
stages in the journey of the day. They give a fillip to the
lazy, cteeping hours, and relieve the lassitude of country-
places. At noon, their desultory, trivial song is diffused
through the hamlet with the odour of rashers of bacon;
at the close of day they send the toil-wotn sleepers to
their beds. Their discontinuance would be a great loss to
the thinking or unthinking public. Mr. Wordsworth has
painted their effect on the mind when he makes his
friend Matthew, in a fit of inspired dotage,

Sing those witty rhymes
About the crazy old church-clock
And the bewilder’d chimes.




