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Robert Southwell was born in England around 1561 to an old 
Catholic family. As a boy he was stolen by a gypsy. He was 
soon recovered and grew into a short, handsome man, with gray 
eyes and red hair. 

Even as a child, Southwell was attracted to the old religion and 
his love for Catholicism continued till his death.  

Under English Protestantism it was a crime for any 
Englishman ordained as a Catholic priest to remain in England 
more than forty days at a time.  

Young Southwell asked to be admitted into the Jesuit order. He 
was ordained a priest in at the age of 23, in 1584. Two years 
later, at his own request, he went as a missionary to England, 
well knowing the dangers he faced. 

Spies reported Southwell's arrival in England. For six years 
they kept him under surveillance but did not arrest him. He 
assumed the alias Cotton and found employment as a chaplain to 
Lady Arundel.  

Although he lived mostly in London, he traveled in disguise and 
preached secretly throughout England. He was captured and 
handed over to Richard Topcliffe, a notorious agent of the 
anti-Catholic persecution. 

Southwell was in prison for three years. Tortured thirteen 
times, he nonetheless refused to reveal the names of fellow 
Catholics. During his incarceration, he was allowed to write. 
His works had already circulated widely and seen print.  

 On February 21, 1595 at Tyburn, aged 34, Southwell was 
hanged and quartered for treason, although no treasonous word 
or act had been shown against him.  

Shakespeare read Southwell's poems. Ben Jonson said he would 
gladly destroy many of his own poems if he might thereby have 
written Southwell's best. 
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THE BURNING BABE (utwór śpiewany) 

 
 
 

As I in hoary winter's night stood shivering in the snow, 
Surprised I was with sudden heat which made my heart to glow ; 

And lifting up a fearful eye to view what fire was near, 
A pretty babe all burning bright did in the air appear ; 

Who, scorchëd with excessive heat, such floods of tears did shed 
As though his floods should quench his flames which with his tears were fed. 

Alas, quoth he, but newly born in fiery heats I fry, 
Yet none approach to warm their hearts or feel my fire but I ! 
My faultless breast the furnace is, the fuel wounding thorns, 

Love is the fire, and sighs the smoke, the ashes shame and scorns ; 
The fuel justice layeth on, and mercy blows the coals, 

The metal in this furnace wrought are men's defilëd souls, 
For which, as now on fire I am to work them to their good, 

So will I melt into a bath to wash them in my blood. 
With this he vanished out of sight and swiftly shrunk away, 
And straight I callëd unto mind that it was Christmas day. 

 

 

 

 

Gdy stałem kiedyś w mroźną noc, dygocząc wśród zamieci, 
Znienacka jakiś dziwny Ŝar w mym sercu płomień nieci: 
I kiedym podniósł trwoŜny wzrok, by ujrzeć, co się pali, 

Dziecię płonące niby stos zjawiło mi się w dali. 
PraŜone przez straszliwy Ŝar, z ócz słone lało zdroje, 

Na próŜno pragnąc morzem łez płomienie zgasić swoje, 
„Zaledwiem przyszedł na ten świat”, powiada, „w ogniu płonę, 
Lecz nikt nie przyjdzie, by w nim grzać swe serce wyziębione! 

Pierś ma niewinna – oto piec, opałem cierń jest goły, 
Miłość to Ŝar, westchnienia – dym, hańba i ból – popioły; 

Podkłada Sprawiedliwość drew, a Litość w węgle dmucha, 
śeliwem pieca zaś jest fałsz i brud ludzkiego ducha; 

Skoro więc zbawić ludzi mam, a Ŝar mnie straszny spala, 
Roztopię się i własną krwią grzech zmyję, co ich kala.” 

To rzekłszy, Dziecię znikło gdzieś; wyrwany z osłupienia, 
Pojąłem nagle, Ŝe jest dzień BoŜego Narodzenia. 

 
(tłum. Stanisław Barańczak) 
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