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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 recog nise 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 vanishing 
 
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 co ntinue 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. One õs 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 brothel -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 canõt help 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. 
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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 finally 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 
A structure than a coat 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.  
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You built your personality 
  On a Narcissus pond (unstable 
  Foundation!) like Charlus, unable 
To comprehend the enmity 
 
His arrogant intelligence 
  Inspired, says Marcel, his hand smoothing 
  My brow, which I find very soothing.  
My dear, you make transcendent sense! 
 
You are a giant mayfly. Of  
  What moment? Everything you touch 
  You make less real. Lie on this couch. 
You look tired. Jealousy and loveé 
 
Come, dear Marcel, youõll catch a cold!  
  Here, let me wrap my coat around you.  
  I am so lucky to have found you.  
Never again shall we grow old. 

˕ 
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All my Albertines   
 
 

1. 
I look back on my life, and see 
  The afterglow of a mirage, 
  A senseless bit of bricolage 
With but the eternal mystery  
 

Of failure to commend it, like  
  A tarnished badge. Your memory  
  Was a triumphant Mystery!  
Out of the dark, rare moments strike 
 
A match that shows them as bright rooms 
  In which one moves about, assesses 
  The furniture, admires the dressesé 
Like Scarbo when he shrinks or looms 
 
To play Nightmare above your bed, 
  Time shifts our shapes: as Albertine- 
  Balbec, Gomorrahõs libertine, 
Becomes the Captive, then the Dead.  
 
Anatomised, young Albertine  
  Your merciless jealousy exposes 
  Modeling in unconscious poses 
Certain lawsé All that fill your scene 
 
Are cajoled sitters for a portrait  
  Self-caricatured by passing time, 
  Their features twisting as a rhyme 
From an unwilling word is tortured,  
 

As wisdom comes from jealousy 
  Inflicted by, letõs say, Odette, 
  Swannõs Venus whoreñthough Swannõs flaws set 
The stage for that manõs tragedy. 
 
But time i s on your side, though bribed 
  There by that self-consuming fire , 
  The poetõs visionary desire. 
Some antidote you had imbibed  
 
Kept you young, and let you fill pages  
  With poetry within and poison  
  Without;  you kept your marvelous poise on  
A sturdy sty le built for the ages. 

           ̞  
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What Swann lacked, richly you possessed: 
  Power to change from socialite 
  To high -aesthetic Stylite. 
For literature you saved your best. 
 
All of my Albertines stood here 
  Beside me, crowding my mindõs eye.   
  ôAh, I should like, before I dieõ, 
I thought, ôto make them all appear  
 
Before my readersõ eyes for ever. 
  In doing so I shall discover 
  Myself compounded, of the lover,  
Of the betrayed, in jealous fever, 
   
Of the small boy and writer dying. 
  They form the spectrum of the eternal 
  Human in me, and the diurnal. 
Surely it is a thing worth trying, 
 
Regaining our lost time in art!õ 
  We chart time to the millisecond 
  But thereõs a kind we leave unreckoned: 
The clockless dream-time of the heart. 
 
 
2. 
The last, perhaps the greatest of 
  Romantic masterpieces, yours, 
  With Pater and Ruskin one joined force, 
And somewhere, dove-like, far above 
 
These two, cloud-throned in the Oversoul  
  Itself, floats our good Emerson. 
  And you are also Wordsworthõs son, 
Who recollect in wo rds the whole 
 
Tumult and outcry of emotion s 
  In reverie and tranquility ñ 
  But unlike Wordsworth, wholly free  
Of self-conceited moral notions. 
 
You are a man of wit and charm.   
  Laughing, you strum the tennis racket,   
  Look natural in a dinner jacket,  
And take your reader by the arm.  
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In dreams and the gratuity  
  Of the mémoire involuntaire 
  You knew, because you felt the share 
Of joy and healing sympathy  
 
Building its music all around  
  The body and deep into the soul 
  In lifeõs worst sufferings, how the whole  
Self is the Giant from the ground  
 

Built up who  rises into spire- 
  Pierced, wide blue reaches beyond size. 
  What has time written in his eyes? 
Elegy for a Childõs Desire.  

˕ 
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Marcel Takes Me to Combray 

 
 

1. 
My friend, you need a change of weather! 
   What if I took you to Combray, 
   For a walk on the Guermantesõ Way? 
We shall be children there together.  
 
For this Combray is located 
  Dans le département de mon 
  Enfance. The place itself is gone, 
The church bombed, all the people dead, 
 
But Combray time exists: it is 
  A place deep in my memory, 
  Dream-dyed, part of the sensory 
Motor of my desire, my bliss. 

 
Then shall we go by motor car?  
  Make sure the driver is discreet. 
  One never knows whom one may meet. 
Marcel, how singular y ou are!  
 

Then let us go there, you and I, 
  To Combray, in a motor car,      

  I said.ñAnd so we travelled far          
Afield, ôneath a memorious sky, 

 
To Guermantesõ Wayé Sweet were our walks  
  Past lily-pads afloat upon  
  The waters of the slim Vivonne . 
How  long and searching were the talks!                
                     

 
2. 
This river is the Lethe of 
  Remembrance. All the time lost, and  
  Things past, here take us by the hand. 
And everything is what we love. 
 
We walk like deer, with quiet plash 
  On grass, amid such plenty hushed, 
  Snuffing the scent of thyme, hoof-crushed, 
And musts so heady they abash. 
 
 

˕ 
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Did I not say the only true 
   Paradise is the paradise 
  That we have lost? Regained? A wise 
Child knows to leave behind a clue 
 
To lead him back, a trail of crumbs. 
  From all the places whence he came 
  The magic resonance of a name 
Shines him a path, and home he comes. 
 
 
3. 
Out of a cup of tea, a flower,  
  A garden, houses and a town 
  Spring forth and give, before they drown,  
The taste and fragrance of the hour 
 

Spent with long -dead, belovèd people, 
  Whom we shall never meet again. 
  With tea-soaked crumbs of madeleine 
And  pointing finger of a steeple  
 

You build a shelter made of sky 
  For all the life that died beneath it, 
  For the blue breadth, which, as we breathe it, 
Is counting down to nullity.  

 
But as the days go winding down  
  A Book raised up amid the swell  
  Cherishes what is perishable 
As a church steeple guards a town.  

  

˕ 
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I Take Marcel to London   

 
Marcel, my dearest, come with me 
  To the magnificent capital 
  Of my spectacular rise and fall!  
Avec plaisir, mon cher ami. 

 
Then here is London, grim and grand:  
  Circle and Square and Bridge and Abbey,  
  Glorious, curious, or shabby,  
And much of it  was made by hand! 

 
Weõll stare like peasants, all agog, 
  At the great Gog known as Big Ben; 
  A giant in a smoky fen  
Heõll seem in the industrial fog.  

 
Weõll take the bracing, sulfurous air 
  At Gardens Kew and Kensington.   
  Weõll look up at Lord Nelson on 
His high perch in Trafalgar Square. 
 
Old St. Paulõs, with its ôdizzy top,õ     

  Its Whispering Gallery, where sound,                             

  Leaving the lips, runs circling round  
And at the ears comes to a stop; 

 
The hotel whose unwilling guest  
  So many a Personage has been, 
  The Tower, of course: these will be seen.  
And so much more, my dear! The West 
 

Endõs signs shine gaudy, luminous 
  Over the Theatreõs broad scene 
  Whilst  down the streets of Golders Green 
Go motor car and omnibusé 

 
(ôDepend upon it, sir, when once one 
  Is tired of London, one is tired  
  Of lifeõ. How he would have admired  
Ellen Terry, my great good Johnson, 
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Her style of acting and her figure.  
  ôBut it will never doõ, heõd sigh. 
  ôGone are those halcyon days when I 
Could ply Loveõs sword with proper rigourõ.) 
 

And on into the Whistler fog,   
  Dimly a -glimmer, let us plunge,  
  From which a tall armed man might lunge     

At you and, snarling like a dog,  
 

Demand your life, orñfavoursé Fancy, 
  Dear, how enchanted and enchained 
  Charlus woul d feel, whilst  a thug strained 
At the barbed whip and called him ôNancyõ        
 
And spat upon in him in that room  
  Across from us, on the third floor  
  Of that brick house! Upon the door,  
Then, shall we knock? No, let the gloom 

 
Swallow that louche establishment.  
  I have another house to show you. 
  Iõm sure they will be charmed to know you, 
My wife and sons. Ere I was sent 

 
To prison by society, 
  I lived there. I t is in Tite Street, 
  Chelsea. They would all love to meet 
You, if you care to come to tea. 
 
Oscar, I wonõt do unto you 
  As you unto me! My exceeding  
  Good taste and my superior breeding 
Remain intact; they bid me do 
 
As you desire, and get to know 
  Your family, whom Iõm interested 
  In, anyway. Ah, she is dead, 
Marcel, and Cyril is laid low  
 
Upon the field of battle, slain.  
  But, Oscar, they can live again, 
  Can come within your memoryõs ken 
And stand before you without strain 
 
 
 

˕
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Or ceremony or formality. 
  How Constance bites her lip! Her eyes 
  Are swollen. Vyvyan is nice.  
See them, Oscar, in their reality. 
 
Is it alive, the sound, the feel 
  Of the creak in the hallway floor 
  As you creep in through the front door,  
The twinge of guilt: does that seem real? 
 
The Hermes there beside your desk 
  Bearing the infant god of wine: 
  Is he your Muse? Hermes, divine 
Surrogate mother? How grotesque 
 
You make it sound! Where is the charm?  
  You see no hint of parturition? 
  Should a mere herald on a mission 
Dandle so fondly on his arm 
 
The god of madness before Zeus? 
  Iõd call his smile maternal, very 
  Protective and proprietary. 
Well, botany is rather loose. 
 
There are self-pollinating flowers.  
  Male-and-female created He 
  Them in themselves. Phylogeny 
Repeats androgyny. Ah, towers 
 
The sunflower over all green glory!  
  (Constance attempts a smile. The boys 
  Are full of laughter, such sweet noise!)  
ôFather, tell us another story!õ 
  
Cries Cyril. Such a handsome boy!  
  Exclaims Marcel. But Vyvyan,  
  Cyril and Constance have turned wan,  
They fade, and with them, all my joy.  
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