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                                                      Foreword 
A Recently Discovered Transcript of a Séance  
with the Spirit   of Oscar Wilde  in Purgatory  

Conducted by Unnamed Members of the Psychical Research Society 
 
 
How do you find the regimen in Purgatory, Mr Wilde? 
 
Very tedious. For the most part it is a dull  round of penitential exercises. It is true, 
howeverñlet me be fairñthat Heavenõs Home Office have instituted various 
humane reforms in the Purgatorial regimen that have somewhat alleviated the 
harshness of working conditions here. For example, the work week has been 
shortened to five days, and the work day to eight hours. The tasks we are required to 
perform on the various Terraces remain, as I say, quite tedious, but our evenings and 
weekends are generally free. We are at liberty at such times to engage in 
conversation and recreational activities of a harmless sort. (No gambling, ôwhoringõ, 
or fox-hunting is allowed, for example.) We are free to assemble on our respective 
Terraces for discreet little ôsoireesõ. (Whereas some of the less imaginative types seem 
to enjoy attending lectures and holding prayer meetings.)  One is also free to read, 
and due to various donations, prayers, and intercessions, the library here has 
amassed considerable holdings. Among my interlocutors are many literary 
luminaries, some of whom can boast of a lengthy tenure on these austere salvific 
heights. 
 
You previously indicated that overcrowding in Purgatory has necessitated a consolidation of 
work assignments and a shortening of the penitential term. I also understand that the 
termination date is set by the Authorities and is compulsory. Sinners are no longer permitted 
to choose the time of their ascension into Paradise; they are simply whisked up at the 
appointed hour. How are these policy changes actually implemented, on a day-to-day basis? 
 
In my case it is quite simple. I repent Monday and Tuesday on the Terrace of Pride, 
and Wednesday and Thursday on the Terrace of Lust, whilst Friday is split into two 
four -hour shifts, the first devoted to lamenting my Sloth, the second to bemoaning 
my Gluttony. The length o f the exercise, as you may infer, is proportional to the 
gravity of the sin.  
 
I found the Pride regimen extremely onerous at first. Lugging a giant rock around a 
narrow ledge for eight consecutive hoursñwell, I have neglected to mention the 
fifteen-minute ôbreaksõ we are allowed every hourñthis is literally back -breaking 
work; or would be if we had physical and not spiritual bodies. I petitioned the 
Heavenly Home Office for special consideration on the grounds of my frail health 
and my periodic dizzy spells ñand in any case, I am a writer by trade, not a 
stevedore. ôIt is not that I am too proud to stoop and crawl about on all fours through 
the dust beneath a large, ungainly slab of stoneõ, I wrote in my petition. ôIt is simply 
that I am infirmõ. I also reminded them of the two years of  purely physical hard 
labour I had already endured in the English penal system. With surprising alacrity  a 
representative from the Purgatory Commission  came round to speak with me 
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personally about the matter . After some discussion it was decided that I should be 
lent the services of an angel to assist me in my oppressive task. This angel (a 
strapping, radiantly handsome youth  named Guido), being immortal and of 
supernatural strength , periodically relieves me of my bur den by carrying  the stone 
himself. In fact, we have become such good friends of lateñI think my lavish 
compliments may have predisposed him in my favour ñthat he now does most, if 
not all, the carrying, while I walk beside him compan ionably, entertaining hi m with 
improbable stories and dispensing a paradoxical epigram or two, to keep him, as it 
were, on his toes. So that the arrangement is really quite satisfactory for both of us.  
 
Still, all that walking  is a sore trial for oneõs feet, and a severe test of oneõs patience. 
But I bear it all with meekness and equanimity.  
 
The Lust regimen I found exceedingly uncomfortable in the first few years. One is, I 
need hardly remind you as readers of Dante, burning in purifying fire. The flames, 
are, by definition, hot. So I again respectfully petitioned the Authoritiesñthey are 
really very forward -looking and progressive in their mode of approach to reforming 
this ancient and in many ways somewhat barbarous institution ñand again they 
responded in the most helpful ma nner. It was decided, after some consultation 
among the Committee members, that the lust-purging fires had , after all, always 
been meant to be understand allegorically; that as such they signified not a physical 
incineration but a spiritual ôcauterisationõ as it were, of a vicious inclination through 
ôzealousõ (from the Greek for ôburningõ) repentance; and that therefore, it was 
perfectly reasonable to substitute for this allegorical phlogiston -like substance an 
excessively warm and humid allegorical climateñhumid enough to be quite 
uncomfortable, thereby providing the necessary spur and reminder to the Sinner ñin 
this case, myselfñthat the heat of sexual desire really produces only a great deal of 
sweat and an unpleasant sensation of clamminess, and in its w ake may come a 
change of heart and most certainly  a change of sheets. So you will not be too 
surprised to learn that , after eight hours of enduring really very enervating 
temperatures, I am full of zeal to immerse my spiritual body in the cooling waters of 
the cast-iron bath-tub provided to sinners for purposes of hygiene and refreshment.  
 
As for Fridayõs four-hour Sloth ômarathonõ: the exertion required to sprint around 
the Terrace forty times during that period put far too much strain on my depleted 
reserves of stamina. I pleaded an asthmatic condition to the Authorities, and they 
were kind enough take my weakened state of health into consideration. Making 
allowances for my sedentary life as a gentleman and man of letters, they 
thoughtfully lent me the use  of a motor vehicleñno ostentatious Rolls Royce, but a 
purely utilitarian old Daimler . (Virgil would be indignant if he learned of this; Dante 
would be blind with rage.) And as I am a hopelessly incompetent driver ñin all 
things mechanical I freely admit to being helplessñthey took the further, and as far 
as I know, unprecedented step of providing me with a seraphic chauffeur. Since that 
time the Sloth exercise has gone rather smoothlyñthough again, the iterative nature 
of the circular itinerary, and the unchanging scenery , consisting merely of featureless 
rock-face to one side and the boundless ocean to the other, make it a very dull 
pastime, and there is the additional nuisance of those vociferous herds of strenuous 
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runners, who are always getting in the way of the vehicle and obliging the chauffeur 
to slow down or even come to a stop, and ocasionally he must even resort to the 
vulgar expedient of ôhonkingõ the klaxonñthough the loud noise does get their 
attention, and, they tend to move aside, like cattle, and let us through. 
 
This leaves only four hours to be accounted for on Friday, and these, as I have said, 
are devoted to repenting Gluttony ñand oh what horrible hours! One is put on the 
most abstemious diet  
imaginable: one cucumber sandwich at noon, and a stick of celery two hours later ! 
When five oõclock comes round and the ôfactoryõ whistle blowsñyes, they have 
installed oneñimagine the gusto with which I attack the meal that awaits me in my 
quarters! 
 
Would you describe it as an extravagant meal? 
 
It is hardly a Lucullan feast of the sort on offer at Kettnerõs, but it is substantial, 
reasonably well-prepared fare, better, on average, than one is likely to encounter in 
any respectable middle-class restaurant in Putney. 
 
But, really, all this is rather dull stuff. The mere mechanical business of repentance 
merits no further description . What is of interest is the company one keeps during  
leisure hours, for here one encounters many distinguished and provocative 
personalities. I have met, and talked, with all the names in literary history ñor so it 
seems. For example, I have had lively exchanges with Lord Byronñwho, unlike Don 
Juan, is not in Hell, despite Mrs Grundyõs fervent prayers, no doubt. I have become 
reacquainted with Marcel Proust, whom I knew very briefly in Paris during my 
years on earth. Tennyson is also here, as isñthis may surprise youñhis Eminence 
Cardinal Newman. And there are numerous others, as you shall see. Through the 
good offices of Mr V these conversations have been recorded, and for dramatic 
purposes many have been given stage sets, props, and other trappings of the theatre. 
(For example, my talk with Ro ssetti is set in his house in Cheyne Walk, and as an 
exotic novelty a llama and a toucan are introduced.) Perhaps all this is merely 
hallucinatory nonsense, by which a lonely man entertains himself ñdoing the poets 
in different voices.  
 
At any rate, it is these entertainments and encounters of my leisure hours , real or 
imagined,  that I would like to share with you . Accordingly, I invite  you to speak 
with Mr V, who is present among you. He will  provide you with copies of a 
beautifully illustra ted transcriptñreally a work of art  in itselfñof some of these 
conversations (together with some introductory material I later added), and they will 
teach you more of what the Purgatorial experience is like  than any detailed 
enumeration of the mere rote exercises with which we fill the time between our 
hours of leisure. It is in these conversations, in fact, for all their appearance of the 
casual and haphazard, that the real ôworkõ of spiritual self-examination takes placeñ
or so I learned over time, to my surprise  and chagrin. Such talks, which at first 
seemed mere frivolous diversions from the boredom of Purgatorial labour, 
eventually proved to be the real Purgatoryñespecially as my interlocutors tended to 
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become increasingly severe with me as time went on. I had initially resolved to sing 
of my sorrows in a major key, as it were, like Schubert in ôThe Brookõs Lullabyõ elegy 
with which he ends his great song cycle, Die Schöne Müllerin. It was when Rossetti 
and I, for a lark, decided to experiment with contacting the living through the 
medium of the Ouija Board  (ôon the slyõ, of course, since the Authorities consider 
such activities pagan superstition)ñit was in the course of this experiment, I say, 
that the seriousnesss of Purgatory most powerfully, indeed,  devastatingly came home 
to me. Sorrow now found  that it must, after all, sing in a sorrowful key.  
 
But Heaven forbid I should g ive away the ôplotõ, like so many authors who in their 
forewords tell you so mu ch about the book you are about to read that they relieve 
you of the need to read it. I invite you to peruse Mr Võs transcript, and to enjoy the 
many illustrations that provide commentary and counterpoint to the text. (I ask only 
that you keep its existence a secret amongst yourselvesñthe time is not yet ripe for 
publication.) Look, then, as well as readñand listen! For if you are mystically 
inclined,  you may even hear the Music of the Spheres. 
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The Epic of Literature  

   Wherein elegy becomes epic. 
 

1.  
Beyond what I foresaw or willed , 
   Melpomene feels bound to make 
  An epic poem or mistake, 
Iõm still not quite sure which. To build 

 
Or not to build: that is the question.  
  For in constructing a foundation  
  One grows pedestrian; explanation 
Replaces lyrical suggestion 

 
And what of my poor readers, who,  
  Groping about for home -truths , feel   
  Nothing but cold Scholastic steel 
Behind the words, not even true, 
 
Much less real, in a human sense, 
  To human souls clothed in the senses? 
  Against the Muse what worse offense is 
There than pedantic compliments? 
 
 
2. Melpomene in a Trousers Rôle 
 
My weeping goddess has brought in, 
  For consultation , stern Calliope. 
  (Poor, dear Melpomeneõs the Niobe 
Of Muses.) Where does one begin, 
 
Precisely which part is in medias res, 
  Where to put off the lachrymose 
  And strike a clanking martial pose?   
What a sword-rattlingly tedious race, 
 
These lumbering Homeric heroes,  
  Those peregrinating Red-Cross Knights! 
  And who could parse the wrongs and rights 
Of Danteõs casuistry? (Here Eros 
 
With kisses soothes the Museõs blues.)  
  Between her sobbing fits she goes 
  On criticising what she knows  
To be beyond her green purlieus 
 

The ôwork assignmentsõ of the various 
Muses are fluid throughout Classical   Muses are fluid throughout Classical 
history. Melpomene is often placed 
in charge of Tragedy, but Tennyson   
in his In Memoriam  presents her as  
the Muse of Elegy and the poetry of 
earthly grief (or ôpastoral elegyõ),  

as opposed to Urania, who in 
Tennysonõs poem (following Milton 
in Paradise Lost) is the Muse of   
Religionñthings ôHeavenlyõ, as her 
name suggestsñwhereas in Classical 

times she was most often associated 
with the science of astronomy. 
                                          ñ[Mr V]  
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Of pastoral intimacy, where  
  The archetypal Poet wept  
  In melody, and vigil kept , 
Through his short life, with  grief and care 
 
Over the Beautiful One, lost 
  For ever at a nervous glance    

  Back at the source of all Romanceñ 
And at how terrible a cost!  
 
Buck up, and take up buckler, too! 
  Barks brisk Captain Calliope. 
  But stiffly armoured cap -a-pie, 
Howeõer becoming ôtis to you, 
 
Sister, on me it looks a fright!  
  Cries ôMelõ.ñThomistic engineers 
  Have laid the plans. I clutch my ears 
Against the hammering day and night  
 
As this enormous edifice, grave, 
  Austere, and cosmological, 
  Rears up capacious from the small  
Green spot that is Eurydiceõs grave.    

      
  
3.  
The deed is done; my name is signed. 
  May this vast posthumous swan song  
  Wry -seriously thrill the throng  
Spoudogeloyously inclined!  
 
The playõs the thing, my Dears, the play! 
  (One always had to be a soldier.)  
  From Heaven to the lowest bolgia 
And back again, I make my way.  
 
What was a cell, a little field,    
  At most, became a world. Welcome 
  To Oscarõs planet. Feel at home. 
Mi casa es su casa. Yield 

 
To the temptation to lay down  
  Your silk hat on this Persian rug,  
  The Earth. The love-seats are quite snug, 
The pillows rich with eiderdown.  
 

 

In reading the five-volume ôsequelõ to In 
Memoriam C.3.3. that begins with the 
present volume, readers are following one 
direction in what Borges has recently 
pictured for us as a ôgarden of forking 
pathsõ. They have chosen to follow 
Oscarõs further adventures in Purgatory 
(extending in two directions from ôSweet 
Wormwoodõ, or IMC33 II ) rather than go 
directly to ôDemi-Heavenõ. They could 
just as well skip this ôsequelõ and go 
directly to D-H, the conclusion of 
IMC33. The implications of this 
labyrinthine diversity of sequences in 
which one may choose to read Oscarõs 
total Book will become clearer in later 
volumes of the ôsequelõ. [Note by Mr V, 
dated December, 1941.] 

˕ 

http://inmemoriamc33.com/hymn_muse.mp3
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The Lightness of the Light  

 
Am I in Heaven, or Magdalen? With my lovers and disciples (or call them students)    
I stroll down the bird-haunted  walks of what is actually the Oxford of a dream.  
I have been paying more attention to the pre-Socratics in my reading, In their 
aphorisms I find my life written and my fate foretold. (ôCharacter is destinyõ.)  
I discourse upon them. It is a fine summer day, the Cherwell is our Illisos; we recline   
on a shady bank. I am asked to describe the experience of death and the afterlife: 
I respond not with a true description so much as an impromptu pre-Socratic fable. 

 
1. 
Lightness, once hidden in the bone, 
  Expands and permeates the flesh. 
  The body, a thin, loosening mesh, 
First feels, then joins, the senseless moan 

 
Of astral breezes as they scatter 
  The stubborn selfhood like a cloud; 
  These tatter like an ancient shroud  
The boundaries of solid matter  

 
And all that makes it matter: mind  
  And memory and love and lust.  
  Soul, bursting into pollen -dust, 
Adds bitter fineness to the wi nd. 

 
It carries weight, this lightness: care 
  And sorrow, forlorn hope and fear  
  It holds englobed, a single tear 
Evaporating in blue air.  
 
 
2. 
Like atoms of Democritus  
  We shall disperse and coalesce; 
  The Whole is neither more nor less 
For all that may become of us. 

 
Think that the Heraclitean Flame  
  Receives us, burning ever-wild  
  In timeõs free play; that timeõs a Child, 
And we? The pieces in his game. 
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3. 
Earth learns its own unearthliness: 
  Like an old Gipsyõs crystal ball 
  It grows transp arent to the fall  
Of starlight through the emptiness ñ 

 
Poor Earth, askew, a giddy top  
  The Aion Child twirled into space  
  To be the tragic toy he plays 
With till he tires, and lets it drop!  

 
Poor Earth, Misfortuneõs dizzy wheel,   
  A sad dream in the mind of God  
  Who wakes at last and thinks, How odd! 
I could have sworn the thing was real! 
 
Fear not, my Dears, the encroaching night. 
  It signals turning and returning.  
  All thatõs heavy is burning, burning 
Into the lightness of the light.  
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  Dialogues of the Dead 

˕ 

http://inmemoriamc33.com/satie_socrate.mp3
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The Vampire Vyron 
 
 

When I first encounter him, he takes on the sinister features of the vampire  
Polidori portrayed him as. I am seeing him through his former friendõs vengeful eyes. 

 
1. 
A boding and malarial air  
  Hangs oõer the castle in my dream. 
  I glimpse a silhouette, and scream. 
There is a Vampire on the stair! 
 
Handsome, and fairly tall, but oh! 
  An Oedipus -Hephaistos, with  
  His club-foot, limping through his myth  
His dashing, devilish gusto . 
 
Could it be Lord George Gordon Noel  
  Byron? Back through the dismal Portal 
  You pass, O ghastly-dead immortal,  
From the Hell only you know so well,  
 
As Manfred, in the wanderings  
  Of Haroldé From your mountainous soul 
  You look down on the poisoned bowl  
Where valley-dwellers chase small things 
 
They call the joys of life, herd-creatures 
  With whom youõve not one thing in common, 
  You scorn them all, save one loved woman 
You killed: her gentle, radiant features  
 
Haunt you up to the highest cliff,  
  To its extremest craggy brink! 
  How sweet to fall, or swooning sink  
Into the abyss, become a stiff 
 
And cold thing ômid things stiff and cold, 
  Oõer-shaded by firs whispering,  
  And overhead the circling  
Lammergeieré Why, Manfred, so bold 
 
In hopeless knowledge as you are, 
  Still cling to life at deathõs wide gate 
  Of void, which all must enter, late  
Or soon? Oblivion leaves no scar.ñ 
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Useless to plunge! You cannot die. 
  You have forgotten how to sleep 
  At night. Back to your coffin creep  
Ere the dawn burns you with its eye!   
       
    

 
2.       

You donõt believe that tired old story? 

  Iõm really not at all vampiric. 
  He was a quack, a mere empirick, 
An envious hack, that Polidori.               I apologise for Lord Byron, Gabriel.  

            I know the doctor was your uncle. 
[Now I put on Goethe glasses, and before me leaps and bounds the Euphorion of  Faust II, 
mercurial, reckless and doomed. His leaps and bounds up hills and rocky slopes begin 
to weary me; merely watching him makes me dizzy. He jumps two hundred feet into the 
air and falls, with a surprising lack of alacrity, to a reasonably soft landing and without 
pausing walks up to me, looking a bit irritated at having been put through these some- 
what gruelling paces, short of breath and sweating profusely. On the other hand, he 
could certainly use the exercise. Another swim across the Hellespont might also help.] 

 
Hereõs some advice that you should be 
  Grateful for, though of course you wonõt beñ 
  Not interested? Well, then, donõt be.  
ôTis naught to me, what weird ye dree. 
 

                   He speaks as the author of the 

The grey non-entity that wrote                   sublime Vision of Judgment.  

  The Junius Letters, less than one 
  And far too many, and Chatterton, 
Macpherson, and more I could quote 
 
If I knew whose work I was quoting, 
  Forgers of literatureõs uneasy 
  Conscience, though they make Peter queasy, 
Are seen among the Blessèd floating. 
 

The Judgment is perpetual 
  Forgiveness, but to be forgiven 
  Is also (so, at least, in Heaven) 
To be despaired of, fulfil all 
 
Oneõs destiny as what one can 
  Be, and no more, with no potential 
  Remaining, thus, inconsequential. 
Why expect more of such a man 
 
As this? I plead his little crimes 
  In his defence. He could no more 
  Do other than a thief or whore 
Could do when fallen on hard times.  

His fiendish mien changes and 
gives way to a frank, downright 
expression. He has shaken off 
his vampiric visage or image. 
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If that is what you are, and you  
  Demand forgiveness, very well. 
  Youõre not much in demand in Hell. 
Come in, then. What else can God do? 
 
If mad King George is sly enow 
  To scuttle into Paradise, 
  Oscar, perhaps even you are wise 
Enough to slip in there, somehow. 
 
 
3. 
Enough of Manfred, Giaour, and Childe 
  Who heralds nothing but self-pity 
  Grandiose, picturesque or pretty. 
I am as witty as you are, Wilde. 
 
Iõm known for slipping in ironic rhymes 
  From time to time, a cynical joke, a 
  Jape and a jibe. Iõm known to smoke a 
Bowl of hashish when the Byronic rhymes 

 
Wonõt comeéñYouõve learned to dance the line 
  Between the slapdash and the dashingñ 
  From whom? From me!ñnot bull-like smashing, 
Nor shop-keep-worshipping the fine 
 

Blue china of poetic form. 
  Congratulations, you strange rogue! 
  Why donõt you break out in a brogue? 
That is a trick I wonõt perform. 

 
 
4. The Nobility of Cain 

 
Abel, first murder victim, can 
  Attest what powerõs coiled in the fist 
  Of Cain, that violent pacifist  
And bloody vegetarian.  
 
For in your tortured  Mystery            Cain: A Mystery.  

  An unfortunate ôaltar-cationõ 
  Leads to poor Abelõs expiration, 
And leaves Cain with the miser y 
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Of living with a motherõs curse. 
  Into the wilderness he goes 
  To found a history, God knows,   
That has been but one long reverse.                    

        
Strangely is destiny unfurled.       
  In struggling on behalf of life                             
  Thinking heõd found the source of strife     
This man loosed murder on the world.  
 
England! you were my mother, I 
  The Cain you cursed. My vengeance was 
  My wit, and the quixotic cause  
For which I found a way to die. 
 
 
5. 
My hand is reaching for the Rhenish, 
  I know not how. You honour me, sir, 
  By knowing me a fallen Caesar- 
Hater who hankered to replenish, 

 
In freedomõs drought, its parch¯d spring. 
  Greece first, but the Armenians, 
  The Kurds, the Slavs! To win back Manõs 
Right to the world the poets sing 
 
I gave my life in actionõs fever. 
  At Missolonghi I learned rest. 
  It is a lesson one learns best 
Forgetting everything for ever. 

 
You, Shelley, Keats, such promise giving....! 
  Funny, almost, how doctors bled you  
  To death with kindness. Even dead you 
Are more full -blooded than most living.  

 
* 
  

         Byron shaking the dust 
of England from his shoes. 
(Caricature by Beerbohm.) 
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5. His Ode to Shelley 
 
Oh down to earth the gods once sent 
  A poet at his most concrete 
  When writing of the clouds. His feet 
Had palms. His body underwent 

 
Two deaths, by water and by fire: 
  Drowned out at sea, burned on the sand 
  Save for the heart a faithful hand 
Reached down and plucked up from the pyre. 

 
Guardians of Heaven, do your duty, 
  Hail him, ye Powers, as ye march 
  Through a rainbowõs triumphal arch, 
Angels of Intellectual Beauty! 
 
 
6. His Elegy for Keats 
 

And Keats, killed by an article?       

  I have since modified my stand    

  On Keats; yes, he is of the Band      

Of the Elect, and I was full 

 
Of snobbery. ôWhat, a Cockney 
  Shakespeare? Weõll seeõ, I drily thought. 

  In this opinion I forgot 
My own Byronic irony.                                ôByronyõ, perhaps?ñ[Mr V]  

      Mr V, are you a ghost-writerõs  

Keats, my fine sleeping boy, inside                                                                     ghost-writer? Pray focus your 
  The earth, beneath that coffin lid                                                                     mind on what I am dictating. 
  What greatness lies for ever hid? 
All died a little, when you died.  

 
Sweet Keats, the Fates, so cold of heart 
  To keep you in this world alive 
  For scarcely twenty years and five, 
Spoil not the ageless Youth of Art. 

 
A broken lyre adorns your stone, 
  And yet the name that you thought writ 
  In water shines in the Infinite, 
Star of a brightness all its own!     The ghost of Keats floats into viewñor 

    rather, his head floats by on its death-pillow. 
   

 

 

˕ 

õTis strange the mind, that very fiery 
particle, 
Should let itself be snuffed out by an article.    Should let itself be snuffed out by an article. 
                      ñDon Juan 

 

http://inmemoriamc33.com/beethovenaminor2nd1.mp3
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7. Keats 
 
Think how it feels to leave Apollo 
  Half-changed into the deity 
  His beauty destines him to be! 
And no more golden notes will follow. 
 
Though he stood poised in potent song 
  Whereõer he ventured with the lyre 
  His spark of fructifying fire 
To scatter ômongst the listening throng,  
 
He bows his head now, and surrenders 
  To the impossibility 
  Of that which he was meant to be, 
With all the fairer hopes and tenders. 
 

In stars of inky black you die 
  Mid-sentence: moult in your dark fire, 
  Apollo! Phoenix of Desire, 

From ashes may you one day      *      *       
*      *      *      *      *      *      *      *      * 
What but a delicate china urn 
  Could hold the lovely soul of you?  
  Bordered with flowers of every hue  
That soul to honour and to  mourn . 

 
8. 
In Greece, Albenia, Italy, 
  Streets, neighbourhoods proclaim you Byron 
  (Though modern Greeks pronounce you ôVyronõ);   Heõs an incurable ônecromanticõ! [Mr V]  

Your statue still declaims, in the    Thatõs quite enough. Mind the script! Pay 

    attention! You are encroaching on the 

Borghese Gardens, its great ode    body of the text! Just now you caused me 

  Out of Childe Haroldõs Pilgrimage    to enjamb very clumsily, on the word ôtheõ. 

  To that ôfair Italyõ whose rage   
For freedom you did much to goad.  

 

I envy you, I really do,  

  A little, George. And you a re quite handsome. 
  The Book this ghost throws oõer Lifeõs transom 
Is partly an hommage to you. 
 
You fashioned, when the time was ripe, 
  By your great, wayward way with rhyme,  
  A serio-comical sublime        Beppo, The Vision of 

Unique, and yet an archetype        Judgment, Don Juan. 

˕ 
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Of what we call the Modern, half   
  In lamentation, thi nking on  
  What choices had to be foregone, 
And half ñat least halfñwith a laugh.  
 
What Nietzsche says would likely  suit your  
  Ironical sensibility : 
  ôLaughter,õ he writes somewhere, ômay be 
The only thing that has a futureõ. 
 
No vengeful old Commendatore  
  Will from the dead rise, and Don Juan seize 
  And drag to Hell for amourous truancies,  
Not in your version of the story. 

 
A Klezmer music of the mind,  
  The soulõs Levàntine melodies, 
  You singñthe ôbluesõ in smiling keys  
That love leaves so much grief  behind. 

 
         We drink a final toast. 

9. 
I much enjoyed this talk with  you,  
  Lord ByronñGeorge, if you donõt mind. 
  Likewise, Oscar. You are quite kind          
In your keen way. Adieu. Adieu.                     He lingers, his brow darkens, a lurid fire 

                     burns in his eyesé It is the thirst for blood! 
 

You know, Oscar, when England grew    

   A rumoured couch of damnèd incest,    

   I sought, yes, with a certainésin-zest, 
Exotic climes. The boys I knewé! 

 
You may let go my hand, Lord Byron.  
  I said, Let go my hand!ñWhatõs this? 
  Iõll give thy throat a cobraõs kiss. 
Fiend! Loose me from thy grip of iron!   
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        LõEnfant est le p¯re de lõhomme 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

        
 

         * Marcel and I  *  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                         

˕ 
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Reading Proust in Hell  

  The foreknowledge of the Damned allows  
  me to read À la recherché du temps perdu 

1. Café Inferno in its posthumous, complete edition. 

 
There is a restaurant in Hell,  
  But surly are the waiters there, 
  And dear the mediocre fare.  
Much too well -done to be done well 
 
Is the biftek; the wine is sour. 
  The strolling fiddler plays off -key, 
  And speaking to the maître -dõ 
Will gain you nothing but a glower.  
 
For who is he but Malacoda? 
   He smears the patrons with his evil  
   Gossipña very devilõs devilñ 
And spits  into your hock -and-soda. 
 
No use to make a reservation: 
  He will not recognise you when  
  You and your party arrive. But then,  
Why be surprised? This is Damnation.  
 
Abandon all hope whatsoever  
  Of decent service. Theyõre so rude 
  Theyõll keep you waiting for your food 
(So it may seem to you) for ever! 
 
The tête de Jean that the garçon 
  Brings, red froth at the lips, turned blueé 
  His eyes, though glazed, look up at you 
Intelligently ñquel frisson!ñ 
 
Or would look, if theyõd ever bring    

  The meal we have been waiting for 
  Since Eve bit the apple to its core! 
Their tip will be as van ishing 
 
As they are the instant you make vain 
  Gestures in their direction. Well,  
  Whatõs the use? One can hardly tell, 
My Dears, to whom one should complain.  
 
 

˕ 

Garçon, you have kept the lady waiting for 
nearly half an hour. You can be sure that she 

will take up the matter with the management! 
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2. 
Though on my person all the rage 
  Of Malacodaõs gang were loosed, 
  I would continue reading Proust.  
Prodded with prongs, Iõd turn the page 
 
(For the damned have foreknowledge, though  
  They do not read the newspapers), 
  Piqued by the Baronõs quest perverse 
To know the lowest of the low.  
 
And what more torturing rebuke  
  Could God deliver, what worse Hell  
  Than that bad business with Morel,  
When ancient privilegeõs peruke 
 
Is snatched away by a blue-stocking? 
  For Madame Verdurin has turned  
  The youth against you, pride has earned 
You, sir, a cruel and a mocking  
 
Humiliation. Oneõs heart melts. 
  Were you so easy to outplay 
  On the chessboard of that soirée? 
From there a short step to the welts 
 
Upon the back, the paid-off lout,  
  The queenly progress through the Stations 
  Of long and lingering flirtations  
With b rothel -boys on the way out. 
 
Charlus, stout, sadic old Narcissus, 
  Ah, how affectedly you talk  
  And oh, how gingerly you walk,  
Nursing those angry, crimson kisses! 
 
 
3. 
Poor Palamède! What so obscene as 
  The spectacle of talent wasted 
  On pleasures stale as soon as tasted? 
Old lion sporting with hyaenas,  
 
What transformation have we here? 
  Charlus! Your shock of hoary hair  
  Is such, one cannot but compare 
You with the grizzled, mad King Lear.     
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What três grande dame whose painted face 

  Seems not at times somewhat macabre 
  In the light of a candelabra, 
A death-mask shrunk and glued in place? 
 
Down, down, brightness falls from the air  
  And, with it, rightness, fitness, thought  
  Of any but the wrong thing sought:  
Plague take us, but we did not care!                           I think I was at least in part the model for 

                     this lovingly sculpted Decadent, though most 
                              insist it was the Baron de Montesquiou. 

 
 
 
 
 



24 
 

Meeting in the Afterlife  
  
                                     18 November, 1922. At this point I had already  

1.                                     fore-read the complete version of Proustõs great Book. 

As nervous as a fluttered dove  
  He flew to me from his death -bed 
  Tonight. Iõm cradling his head. 
I think that I may be in  love.   
 

Cannot a spirit put its mouth  
  To the mouth of a breathless ghost 
  And breathe a kiss into the lost 
Soul till he wakes and is a youth?         He has shed the beard, the terrible beard 

             that grew upon him on his deathbed. 

 

2. 
Oh my poor stomach! What am I 
  Going to do? Itõs killing me. 
 Ah, that is a fait accompli. 
But you cease dying once you die. 
 
Did you say ôdieõ? What, am I dead, 

  Then, Oscar? You are Oscar Wilde,  
  Arenõt you? I recognise those mild 
And dreamy eyes. Iõm still in bed, 

 
Arenõt I? Where is Fran­oise? Iõll ring 
  For her. She will not come, Marcel. 
  Itõs useless now to ring the bell. 
Youõll only tire yourself, poor thing.  
 
The last three volumes, Oscar, oh! 
  Theyõre still unfinished, incomplete! 
  To come so far, and meet defeat! 
Your brotherõs making sure that no 
 
Such thing will happen to your Book.   
  My dear, have faith. Heõll see the last  
  Three volumes through the press. A vast  
Fame will reward those pains you took.  
   
 Itõs true! Outside of time we dwell 
  Free in the present-future-past!                     
  You are not as I saw you last,                      
Though. You did not behave so well, 
 
 

˕ 
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Oscar, beating that brusque retreat 
  At the sight of my parents there!ñ 
  I do apologise, mon cher. 
I was ungracious in defeat. 
 
I had designs upon your person, 
  Ah, most particularly, dear.  
  The advance was blocked at the frontier,  
The lie of things could only worsen ñ  
 

Say nothing more; I understand. 
  But you know, I am no forgetter.  
  Beside you sits, I hope, a better 
Oscar, holding your dear young hand.  
 
 
3. 
I think of your great Book, Marcel,  
  That rêve de bonheur made a fact 
  Through mercies of an artefact. 
Again unto myself I tell  
 
The tale of how dear Monsieur Proust 
  Learned how to write his story, now  
  Our story, as he lived it; how 
He coaxed the Phoenix home to roost. 
 

The Book ends at the point where you 
  Are finall y ready to begin 
  The writing of that Book, and in  
The Book, make a childõs dream come true. 
 
 
4. 
A mind should line its hearingõs walls  
  With cork, and dive into the spell 
  Of reverie where the phantoms dwell, 
And write no word whose note is false, 
 
But, through the brakes of clause on clause, 
  As long and tortuous a way 
  As one must take to clear the fray,  
Should struggle towards that hill-top pause 

 
From which we see, in vast refrain,  
  The distance we have covered, hear 
  The church bells, and, resolved now, clear 
And broad, the sentence becomes plain. 
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To spend much time with friends, to share 
  Their routine trivialities, 
  Is a sort of mental disease, 
Almost like talking to a chair. 
 
In each of us there is a flower, 
  A seed. Time is, will be, and was  
  Prenatal, present, posthumous. 
I wove into my Book the power 
 
Of Time to wither and make whole. 
  Stretched taut across the fourth dimension, 
  Every moment feels the tension, 
Every detail. Time has a soul. 
 

There are mementos that it keeps. 
  While clock-time marches like a guard 
  Before a tomb, and wears a hard,  
Precise expression, soul-time leaps 
 

Nijinsky-like, stage-right or ðleft. 
   Time heals, much as the sea heals, over 
   The wreck it makes of friend and lover,  
And leaves us all richly bereft. 
 

 

Though vast and complex in its form 
  My Book is really but a dress 
  That I have pinned together, less 
Structure than garment, made to warm.  

 
 
6. 
You wrote of life. I, an escapist, 
  Imagined things as otherwise, 
  Not as they were. I, in your eyes, 
Must seem a high-aesthetic Papist. 

 
Oscar, you were a child of mood. 
  Avidity and appetite 
  Starved in you half your power to write. 
What have you learned? What understood?  
 
You cut me to the quick, Marcel, 
  And why I never undertook,  
  Like you, the writing of that Book  
Your questions show me all too well.  
 
  


