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St.James's Gazette

 OSCAR WILDE IN PRISON.

e

®De Profundis.” By Oscar Wilde. (Methuen. B5s.)

5 {Published To-day.]

Every circumstance combines to make this book one of supreme
interest. There has been no greater tragedy in literature than that
which happened at the Old Bailey ten years ago, when the dazzling
carcer of Oscar Wilde was quenched in hideous darkness. He
stepped, in his own words, ‘‘ from a sort of eternity of fame to a
sort of eternity of infamy ’’ ; and when, three years after his release,
he died miserably in Paris, destitute and forlorn, it was thought that
the world had heard the last of one of its most perplexing and
pathetic figures. Pathos and perplexity there still is ; but to-day, for
the first time, it is possible for us to say that we know something
of the real Oscar Wilde. In his lifetime he had the reputation of
being a poseur. He aimed at the reputation, and he gloried in it.
He was the man of letters, the man of wit, the man of culture—but
never the mere man. How much was affectation, how much sin~
cerity, a delighted but bewildered public could not say. It laughed at
his -epigrams, crowded to his plays, and reserved its opinion as to
h aself.

. Then the gaol doors closed behind him, and his fame was cut |
off clean, as by a guillotine. [I'rom that day to this nothing has been
heard of him except as the author of the * Ballad of Reading
Gaol,”” which was published shortly after his release. And, now,
after the world had given up the problem of his personality, when his
career is so ancient a history that it is possible to revive his plays,
comes this amazing volume. It was—unlike the ‘‘ Ballad V—written
in gaol, towards the close of his two years’ imprisonment with hard
labour. According to Mr. Robert Ross, to whom the letter was
addressed, it was the last prose work he ever wrote. It was also the
first piece of self-revelation he ever wrote. ’ .

The expression must not be misunderstood. = The book 1S a
sketch of the author’s spiritual development under suffering ; but,
as might be imagined, that development does not precisely follow
the lines approved by Dr. Torrey and General Booth. ‘There is
little of the penitent form : there is a great deal of wrestling with
~ the Angel. Much of the book is far too sacred and intimate for
. comment ¢ but perhaps what will most forcibly strike the reader is
the unexpectedness of it all. It is not easy to reconcile the Oscar
Wilde of popular legend with the convict who writes : * People point
to Reading Gaol and say, * That is' where the artistic life leads a
man." “Well, it might lead to worse places’’ ; or this :—

ThHe two great turning-points of my life were when my father sent me
to Oxford, and when society sent me to prison. I will not say that prison
is the best thing that could have happened to me; for that phrase would
savour of too great bitterness towards myself. I would sooner say, or hear
it said of me, that I was so typical a child of my age, that in my perversity,
and for that perversity’s sake, I turned the good things of my life to evil,
and the evil things of my life to good. " s ! '

It is not, of course, that prison life was not irksome, or was
made easier, to him. To such a temperament as his—-pleasure-loving,
undisciplined, and with a passionate love for the beautiful in Nature—
~ the or’gljx_nary‘discomforts and degradations of prison must have been
terribly accentuated. There is a striking' passage at the beginning
M?éétgﬁ'mmgi@iiwhich he desgisdenawohien's Davateity Library 1OPIItY " of g9
‘the life :— e
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St.Jamec's Gazett
Of seed-time or harvest, of the reapers bending over the corn, or the
grape gatherers threading through the vines, of the grass in the orchard
made white with broken blossoms or strewn with fallen fruit: of these we :
kndbw nothing, and can know nothing. b
For us there is only one season, the season of sorrow. The very sun
and moon seem taken from us. Outside, the day may be blue and gold,
but the light that creeps down through the thickly-mufled glass of the small
iron-barred window beneath which one sits is grey and niggard. It is
always twilight in one’s cell, as it is always twilight in one’s heart. And
in the sphere of thought, no less than in the sphere of time, motion is no
more, The thing that you personally have long ago forgotten, or can easily
forget, is happening to me now, and will happen to me again to-morrow.
And we learn later on that ‘‘ the calendar of my daily conduct and
labour that hangs on the outside of my cell-door, with my name and
sentenoe written upon it, tells me that it is May.”” That is only one %
of an infinite number of ways in which two years’ hard labour for
Bill Sikes differs from two years’ hard labour for Oscar
Wilde: perhaps the contrast was in his mind when |
he writes in another place that ‘‘the prison style is abso- |
lutely and entirely wrong.’”” To himself no drop of anguish
seems to have been spared. During his term at Wandsworth, he
says, he longed to die; and when, on removal to Reading, he found
himself improving in health he was filled with rage: ‘I determined
‘o commit suicide on the very day on which I left prison.”” The very '
iress, he complains, makes the wearers grotesque. ‘‘ We are the

zanies of sorrow. We are the clowns whose hearts ane broken.
We are specially designed to appeal to the sense 6f humour '’ :—
On November 13, 1895, I wa: brought down hete from London. From
two o’clock till half-past two on that day I had to stand on the centre plat-
form of Clapham Junction in convict dress, and handcuffed, for the world |
to look at. I had been taken out of the hospital ward without a moment's
nNotice being given to me. Of all possible objects I was the most grotesque.
When people saw me they laughed. Each train as it came up swelled the
audience. Nothing could exceed their amusement. That was, of course,
before they knew who I was. As soon as they had been informed they,
lapghed still more. For half an. hour I stood there in the grey November
rain surrounded by a jeering mob. 5
For a year after that, he says, he wept every day at the same hour
and for the same space of time. But there were kindnesses also :—
When I was brought down from my prison to the Court of Bankruptcy,
between two policemen, —— waited in the long dreary corridor that,
b_C\ore the whole crowd, whom an action so sweet and simple hushed into
silence, he might gravely raise his hat to me, as, handcuffed and with bowed
head, I passed him by. Men have gone to heaven for smaller things tham

that.

~ We have mentioned these incidents, but it must not be supg}:;sed
that this is in the ordinary sense a book of prison experiences. ere
are, indeed, almost no other references to the material side of his
punishment, apart from the strangely significent admission that it was
‘the last year of his sentence that wrought the change in his outlook.
c ‘I bhave,” he says, ‘‘had a year longer of imprisonment, buf -
humarity has been in the prison along with us all, and now whea I
go out I shall remember great kindnesses that I have received here
from aimost everybody.”’

The dominant note of these confessions is the mystic adoration
of sorrow which runs through them. *‘There is no truth,’’ he
writes, ‘‘co aparable to sorrow. There are times when sotcow
seems to me to be the only truth. Other things may be illusions of
the eye or the appetite, made to blind the one and cloy the other,
but out of sorrow have the worlds been built, and at the birth of a
child or a star there is pain.”’ It was, he admits, a discovery to
‘him, though, with a charicteristic touch of egoism, he recalls that
all this later knowledge was prefigured in his books. He recalls
especially the phrase of the bishop in *‘ The Young King,” who
- says, *‘ Is not He who made misery wiser than thou art? ”’ admitting
~that when he wrote it the words ** seemed to ittle more thaa a

.

o

_phrase.”
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Of seed-time or harvest, of the reapers bending over the corn, or the
grape gatherers threading through the vines, of the grass in the orchard
made white with broken blossoms or strewn with fallen fruit: of these we
kndow nothing, and can know nothing. ‘ =
For us there is only one season, the season of sorrow. The very sun
and! moon seem taken from us. Outside, the day may be blue and gold, =
‘but the light that creeps down through the thickly-muffled glass of the small
iron-barred window beneath which one sits is grey and niggard. It is
always twilight in one’s cell, as it is always twilight in one’s heart. And
in tge sphere of thought, no less than in the sphere of time, motion is no
more. The thing that you personally have long ago forgotten, or can easily
fqrg’et, is happening to me now, and will happen to me again to-morrow.
And we learn later on that ‘‘ the calendar of my daily conduct and
labour that hangs on the outside of my cell-door, with my name and
sentenoe written upon it, tells me that it is May.”” That is only one
of an infinite number of ways in which two years’ hard labour for |
Bill Sikes differs from two years’ hard labour for Oscar
Wilde: perhaps the contrast was in his mind when
he writes in another place that ‘‘the prison style is abso- ‘
lutely and entirely wrong.’”’ To himself no drop of anguish
scems to have been spared. During his term at Wandsworth, he
says, he longed to die; and when, on removal to Reading, he found
himself improving in health he was filled with rage: ‘I determined
‘o commit suicide on the very day on which I left prison.”’ The very '
iress, he complains, makes the wearers grotesque. *‘ We are the

zanies of sorrow. We are the clowns whose hearts are broken.
We are specially designed to appeal to the sense of humour '’ :—
~ On November 18, 1895, I wa: brought down hete from London. From
two o’clock till half-past two on that day I had to stand on the centre plat-
form of Clapham Junction in convict dress, and handcuffed, for the world N
to look at. I had been taken out of the hospital ward without a moment's
notice being given to me. Of all possible objects I was the most grotesque.
Whgn people saw me they laughed. Each train as it came up swelled the
audience. Nothing could exceed their amusement. That was, of course,
before they knew- who I was. As soon as they had been informed they,
laughed still more. For half an.hour I stood there in the grey November
rain surrounded by a jeering mob. S
For a year after that, he says, he wept ev-éry day at the same hour
and for the same space of time. But there were kindnesses also :—
When I was brought down from my prison to the Court of Bankruptey,
begween two policemen, —— waited in the long dreary corridor that,
betore the whole crowd, whom an action so sweet and simple hushed into
silence, he might gravely raise his hat to me, as, handcuffed and with bowed
t!;le;d, I passed him by. Men have gone to heaven for smaller things tham
- We have mentioned these incidents, but it must not be supﬁsed
that this is in the ordinary sense a book of prison experiences. ere
are, indeed, almost no other references to the material side of his
punishment, apart from the strangely significent admission that it was
‘t‘he last year of his sentence that wrought the change in his outlook..
I have,” he says, ‘“had a year longer of imprisonment, buf -
humarity has been in the prison along with us all, and now whea I
go out I shall remember great kindnesses that I have received here
from azimost everybody.”’ i
The dominant note of these confessions is the mystic adoration
of sorrow which runs through them. * There is no truth,” he
writes, ‘‘co nparable to sorrow.  There are times when sotcow
seems to me to be the only truth. Other things may be illusions of
the eye or the appetite, made to blind the one and cloy the other,
bu.t out of sorrow have the worlds been built, and at the birth of a
child or a star there is pain.’”’ It was, he admits, a discovery to
him, though, with a charfcteristic touch of egoism, he recalls that
all this later knowledge was prefigured in his books. He recalls
especially the phrase of the bishop in *‘ The Young King,” who
says, *‘ Is not He who made misery wiser than thou art? "’ admitting
~ that yvll’ﬁfn 2019+08=16 it thc wdissen Womenisadhiv Libtaby more than a 92
rase. S : s S e




S¥.James"

~Another remarkable passage follows on the reminiscence of g
tlady who is described as “‘one of the most beautiful personalities I
have ever known : a woman whose sympathy and noble kindness to -
me, both before and since the tragedy of my imprisonment, have been
beyond power and deseription’’ :—

On the occasion of which I am thinking T recall distinctly how I said
to her that there was enough suffering in one narrow London lane fo show
that God did not love man, and that wherever thers was any SOITOW,
though but that of a chiid in some little garden weeping over a fault that
it had or had not committed, the whole face of creation was completely.
marred. I was entirely wrong. She told me so, but I could not believe
her. I was not in the sphere in which such belief was to be attained to.
Now it seems to me that love of some kind is the only possible explanation

.of the extraordinary amount of suffering that there is in the world. T
cannot conceive of any other explanation. I am convinced that there is no
other, and that if the world has indeed, as T have said, been built of
sorrow, it has besn built by the hands of love, ‘because in no other way.
could the soul of man, for whom the world was made, reach the full stature
of ilts perfection. Pleasure for the beaut:ful body, but pain for the beautiful
soul. .

The writer’s references to his_trial and punishment—for which a
curious world will be agape—are candid and without bitterness. An
-~ ~old friend called on him to protest belief in his innocenoe. **I burst
into tears at what ke said, and told him that, while there was much
among the definite charges that was quite untrue . . . still that my.
life had been full of perverse pleasures, and that unless he acoepted
that as a fact about me and realised it to the full, I could not possibly
be friends with him any more, or even be in his company.’”’ Else-
where he tells the story of his fall and of his repentance :—

- The gods had given me almost everything. But I let myself be lured
into long spells of senscless and sensual ease. I amused myself with being
4 flineur, a dandy, a man of fashion. I surrounded myself with the smaller
natures and the meaner minds. I became the spendthrift of my own
genius, and to waste an eternal youth ‘gave me a curious joy. Tired of
i being on the heights, I deliberately went to the depths in the search for newt
sensation. What the paradox was to me in the sphere of thought, perversity;
became to me in the sphere of passion. Desire, at the end, was a maladyy
or a madness, or both. 1 grew careless of the lives of others. I took plea-
sure where it pleased me, and passed on. I forgot that every little action
of the common day makes or unmakes character, and that therefore what
one has dono in the secret chamber one has some day to cry aloud on the
housetop. I ceased to be lord over myseif. I was no longer the captain of
my soul, and did not know it. T allowed pleasure to dominate me. I ended
in horrible disgrace. There is only one thing for me now, absolute
' humility. : '
| I have lain in prison for nearly two years. Out of my nature has come
{ wild despair; an abandonment to grief that was piteous even to look at;
k .terrible and impotent rage; bitterness and scorn; anguish that wept aloud;
: misery that could find no voice; sorrow that was dumb. I have passed
g through every possible mood of suffering. Better than Wordsworth himself
I know what Wordsworth meant when he said— » 2

* Suffering is permanent, obscure, and "dark, !
: ' And has the nature of infinity.” =
But while there were times when I rejoiced in the idea that my sufferin,
were to be endless, I could not bear them to be without meaning. Now L
find hidden somewhere away in my nature something; that tells me that
_ nothing in the whole world is meaningless, and suffering least of all. :
} No passage could bettw indicate the great gulf fixed Ietween
‘the Oscar Wilde who went into prison and the Oscar Wilde who
came out, g : 9= Dk o .
There is a large section of this book fo which it is possible to
 refer only with some diffidence.  Fifty pages are given over to what
is practically m sermon—a wholly unconventional sermon, but one of
supreme force, originality, and beauty—on the life and character of
Christ. The very independence of his outlook—for his spiritual de-
_velopment left him as far as ever from any of the recognised
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me, both before and since the tragedy of my imprisonment, have been
beyond power and deseription’’ :—

On the occasion of which I am thinking T recall distinctly how I said
to her that there was enough suffering in one narrow London lane fo show,
that God did not love man, and that wherever thers was any sorrow,
_though but that of a chiid in some little garden weeping over a fault that
it had or had not committed, the whole face of creation was completely.
marred. I was entirely wrong. She told me so, but I could not believe
her. I was not in the sphere in which such belief was to be attained to.
Now it seems to me that love of some kind is the only possible ‘explanation

- .of the extraordinary amount of suffering that there is in the world. T
~cannot conceive of any other explanation. I am convinced that there is no
. other, ax:nd that if the world has indsed, as T have said, been built of
sorrow, it has been built by the hands of love, -because in no other way.
‘could the soul of man, for whom the world was made, reach the full stature
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The writer’s r-ef;e‘n};es_tc; .'ll_irs,trirzal ‘and ;iuni'Sh{rtent~for which a
curious world will be agape—are candid and without bitterness. An

~old friend called on him to protest belief in his innocence. **I burst

into tears at what ke said, and told him that, while there was much

among the definite charges that was quite untrue . . . still that my,

life had been full of perverse pleasures, and that unless he acoepted
that as a fact about me and realised it to the full, I could not possibly
be friends with him any more, or even be in his company.’”” Else-
where he tells the story of his fall and of his repentance :—

. The gods had given me almost everything. But I let myself be lured
into long spells of senseless and sensual ease. I amused myself with being
a flineur, a dandy, a man of fashion. I surrounded myseclf with the smaller
atures and the meaner minds. I became the spendthrift of my own
enius, and to waste an eternal youth ‘gave me a curious joy. Tired of
being on the heights, I deliberately went to the depths in the search for newt
sensation. What the paradox was to me in the sphere of thought, perversity,
became to me in the sphere of passion. Desire, at the end, was a malady,
or a madness, or both. I grew careless of the lives of others. I took pleas
sure where it pleased me, and passed on. I forgot that every little action
of the common day makes or unmakes character, and that therefore what
one has done in the secret chamber one has some day to cry aloud on the
housetop. I ceased to be lord over myseif. I was no longer the captain of
my soul, and did not know it. I allowed pleasure to dominate me. I ended
in horrible disgrace. There is only one thing for me now, absolute
humility. S AL ey o 3
I have lain in prison for nearly two years. Out of my nature has come
wild despair; an abandonment to grief that was piteous even to look at;
. terrible and impotent rage; bitterness and scorn; anguish that wept aloud;
_misery that could find no voice; sorrow that was dumb, I -have passed
‘through every possible mood of suffering. Better than Wordsworth himself
I know what Wordsworth meant when he said— S
¥ “Suffering is permanent, obscure, and ‘dark, !

o ' And has the nature of infinity.” : R
But while there were times when I rejoiced in the idea that my sufferings

were to be endless, I could not bear them to be without meaning. Now I -
find hidden somewhere away in my nature something that tells me that

: ng;thing in the whole world is meaningless, and suffering least of all.

L No passage could bettm indicate the great gulf fixed Ixtween

‘the Oscar Wilde who went into prison and the Oscar Wilde who
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“$¢ Churches ’—lends peculiar interest to the reflections suggested to
him by the perusal of the prison Greek Testament. ‘* Every morn=
ing,” he says, * after I had cleaned my cell and polished my tins, I
read a little of the Gospels, a dozen verses taken by chance any-
where. It is a delightful way of opening the day.” The attraction
was in this case twofold. Till Oscar Wilde had come to realise the
meaning of sorrow, he was not likely to realise the message of the
Man of Sorrows. But behind all the personal element, it is plain
, that Oscar Wilde was profoundly moved by the wsthetic appeal of
; the Gospels. ** Christ’s entire life,”’ he says, ‘‘is the most won-
derful of poems” ; and the basis of His nature he finds to be-the same
as that of the nature of the artist—"* an intense and flame-like imagin-
ation.”® “Again, he observes that Christ is ** just like a work of art.”’
1 ' He does not ‘really teach one anything, but by being brought into his
presence one becomies something. And everybody is predestined to his
presence. Once at least in bis life each man walks with Christ to Emmaus.
““Dangerous’’  doctrines, no - doubt, and there are some
gven more heretical. - But the orthodoxy is as strange as the hetero-
flonyies e : : :
: y‘His miracles seem to me to-be as.exquisite as the coming of spring, and
_quite as natural. I see no difficuity at all in believing that such was the
charm_of his personality that his mere presence could bring peace to souls '
'in anguish, and that those who touched his garments or his hands forgot
their pain ; -or that as he passed by on the highway of life people who had
-seen sothing of life’s mystery saw it clearly, and others who had been deaf
“1o every voice but that of pleasure heard for the first time the voice of love -
and found it as “musical as Apollo’s Jute”; or that evil passions fled at |
his approach, and men whose dull unimaginative lives had been but a mode
of death Tose as it were from the grave when he called them; or that when
‘he taught on the hillside the multitude forgot their hunger and thirst and
&5 "the cares of this world, and that to his friends who listened to him as he
3 .sat at meat. the coarse food seemed delicate, and the water had the taste of

Aoy

T

T
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%ﬁood -wine, and the whole house became full of the odour and sweetness
But it is only one of a multitude of marvels in this book to find the
typical cynic of the nineteenth century championing the duthenticity
of miracles. = e

There will, no doubt, be found some to say that the psychological
problem which seems to be offered in this book does not exist ; that, i
in fact, the author posed to the end, and that, as he had always b
maintained that Art was conderned with utterance and ‘not with '
morals, so in this last effort of all he aimed merely at producing a

§ beautifiil piece’ of literature. Beautiful, supremely beautiful, it is;
F | but that it merely represents a tour de force of hypocrisy is not to
i be believed.. The solitude and the discipline of prison life are an b1
E ‘infallible solvent of shams ; and it:is perhaps in anticipation of some (ke
such criticism' that the author states so emphatically in his preface :— Hg

_ Piison life makes me see people and things as they really are. . . . It
As the people ‘outside who are deceived by the iliusions of a life in constant’
notion, They, tevolve with life and Contribute to its unreality. We who
-are 1@1}%017@1%’%}9& see A kndwe L e

Either, in this book, Oscar Wilde speaks face to face with realities,
or else the'severest punishment known to English law can at the end
leave & man still grimacing at the facts of life. Of the two.miracles
most people will think the first the less incredible.

It is true that the book invites the question : What was the effect’
of thesé experiences on the few years that elapsed between the
author‘;”s:'yélédse and his death? [There is no answer to the query.
Oscar''Wilde had ‘no illusions on the point. * ** For me,”’ he writes,
** the world is' shrivelled to a. handbreadth, ‘and everywhere 1 turn
my name is written on the rocks inilead.”’ © There is pathetic signi-.
ficance in the fact that certain‘projects alluded torin this hook were

_never cairied out.  He mentions specifically two topics on which he




St.James's Gazette
"¢ Churches ”’—lends peculiar interest to the reflections suggested to
him by the perusal of the prison Greek Testament. ‘* Every morn-
ing,” he says, ** after I had cleaned my cell and polished my tins, I
read a little of the Gospels, a dozen verses taken by chance any-
where. It is a delightful way of opening the day.’’ The attraction
was in this case twofold. Till Oscar Wilde had come to realise the
‘meaninz of sorrow, he was not likely to realise the message of the
Man of Sorrows. But behind all the personal element, it is plain
that Oscar Wilde was profoundly moved by the msthetic appeal of
the Gospels. = *‘ Christ’s entire life,”’ he says, ‘“is the most won-
derful of poems” ; and the basis of His nature he finds to be-the same
as that of the nature of the artist—** an intense and flame-like imagin-
ation.”” “Again, he observes that Christ is ** just like a work of art.”
Ho does not ‘really teach one anything, but by being brought into his
presence one “becomies something. And everybody is predestined to his
presence. Once at least in his life each man walks with Christ to Emmaus.
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OX¥ im0 R : . . : ~ e
2 yﬂis miracles seem to me to-be as.exquisite as the coming of spring, and
_quite as natural. I see no difficulty at all in believing that such was the
charm_of his personality that his mere presence could bring peace to souls '
'in anguish, and that those who touched his garments or his hands forgot
their pain;-or that as he passed by on the highway of life people ‘who had
-seen sothing of life’s mystery saw ‘it clearly, and others who had been deaf .
“10 every voice but that of pleasure heard for the first time the voice of love -
‘and found it as “musical as Apollo’s lute”; or that evil passions fled at |
his approach, and men whose dull unimaginative lives had been but a mode
of death rose as it were from the grave when he called them; or that when
she taught ‘on the hillside the multitude forgot their hunger and thirst and
“the cares of this world, and that to his friends who listened to ‘him as he |
~ -sat at.meat the coarse food seemed delicate, and the water had the taste of

g{ooda ,-and the whole. house became full of the odour and sweetness
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But it is only one of a multitude of marvels in this book to find the

typical cynic of the nineteenth ¢
of miracles. -~ o e ‘ :
There will, no doubt, be found some to say that the psychological

problem which seems to be offered in this book does not exist ; that,
in fact, the author posed to the end, and that, as he had always
maintained that Art was conderned with utterance and ‘not with
morals, so in this last effort of all he aimed merely at producing a
beautifiil plece’ of literature. Beautifu!, supremely beautiful; it is ;.
but that it merely represents a tour de force of hypocrisy is not o
be beliﬁmdx'lbe solitude and the discipline of prison life are an
‘infallible 'solvent of shams ; and it:is perhaps in anticipation of some
such criticism' that the author states so emphatically in his preface i—
~ Phison life makes me see people and things as they really are. . . . It
As ﬂga"’b&ppﬂg;éqtsjde “who are deceived by the illusions of a life in constant
motion, ’V'Theg,'xévowe ‘with life and contribute to its unreality. We who
are imiobile both see and know. . =

Either, in this book, Oscar Wilde speaks face to face with realities,
or else the'severest punishment known to English law can at the end
leave & man still grimacing at the facts of life. Of the two miracles
most people will think the first the less incredible. &

It is truéthat the book invites the question : What was the effect:
of thesé experiences on the few years that elapsed between tne
author’s ‘rélease and his death? There is no answer to the query.
Oscar'Wilde had ‘no illusions on the point. ~ ** For me,” he writes,

*‘ the world is! shrivelled to a. handbreadth, ‘and everywhere I turn

my name is written on the rocks iniead.’”  There is pathetic signi-.
ficance 112019-08+16 that certJissemWomen's Uhivetsity Librarythis book were 96
_never cafried out. He mentions’ specifically two topics on which he

entiry championing the authenticity




proposed to write : **‘ Christ as the precursor of the romantic move-
ment in life,”’ and ‘! The artistic:-life considered in its relation to
conduct.”’ Later he says: ‘I hope to live long enough to produce.
work of such’a character that I shall be‘zable at the end of my days
to say," Ye$, that is just where the artistic' life leads a man!’”
Why these resolutions were never fulfilled we do not know, and
probably never shall know. All the more touching are the closing
pages of a book which, apart from its importance as one of the most
poignant and luminous human documents of all time, will surely
live as a consummate piece of literature. He was to be released in
May. 1 tremble with pleasure,”” he says, ‘‘ when I think that
on the very day of my leaving prison both the laburnum and the
lilac will be blooming in the gardens and that | shall see the wind
stir with restless beauty the swaying gold of the one, and make
the other toss the pale purple of its plumes so that all the air shall
be Arabia for me.’’ :

Still, .1 am.conscious now that behind all this beauty, satisfying though .
it may.be, there is some spiru  hidden of which. the painted forms and
-shapeg,a:e“bu;.modcszai,maniies_tatim, and it is with this spirit that I desire
to become in harmony. . . . -Society, « as we have constituted i},
will have no Pplace for, me, has none to offer; ‘but Nature, whose
sweet rains fall on unjust and just alike, will have clefts in the rocks where
T may hide, and secret valleys irl' whose silence T may weep undisturbed.
She will hang the night with. stars so.that 1 may walk abroad in the dark-
ness withent stumbling, and send the wind over my footprints so that none
may track,me.to my hurt:.she will;cleanse me in great waters, and with
bitter herbs make me. whole: , . X : ; e
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And nose who read the book but will hope the prayer was bear
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*DE PROFUNDIS.” #

From sucha work as Oscar Wilde’s * De Profundis’® the
literary critic stands aside. 1t is a human decument of the most
tragic and poignant kind or it is nothing, Poets, novelists, and
dramatists have tried to imagine for us what a man feels as he
stands on the scaffold, or as he drinks to the dregs the cup of
humiliation and suftering which his own sins or human justice have
prepared for him, And we judge whether they have done well
or ill according as they realise what our own imagination suggests
to us and express it in language which appeals to our literary
sense. In this case no such question arises. Here isa man
reporting of himself in the actual case, writing from his prison
cell, not with the halo of martyrdom about him, as Condorcet on
the night before his execution, but in the depths of a squalid
catastrophe which seems to have no redeeming feature, It is
useless to argue whether he ought to have said this or that, or
whether he has said it well or ill ; we have simply the fact that
he telt thus and wrote thus. under the stress of an overwhelming
experience and that, given the circumstances, this is the result.

"This point is worth making at the outset, for otherwise we
can imagine a reader taking this book in hand and saying to
himself, *‘ this passage is beautifully written,” or ** that is very
touching,’’ or *‘ here he is himself,”’ or *‘ there he is posiag,”’
or ‘ there he is extravagant,’’ and  ‘“ there he is profane ’’—in
fact, applying to it the standard of what the reader thinks he
ought to have written for edification in the circumstances in which
+he was placed.  Whereas we can only accept it, the truth with the
pose, the artificiality with the s‘incerity—-ii anyone chooses to
employ these words—as expressing what he was under his ordeal.
“ Whether or not,”’ he writes, ¢ this letter does good to narrow
natures and hectic brains, to me it has done good. I have
¢ cleansed my bosom of much perilous stuff.” 1 need not remind
you that mere expression is to an artist the supreme and only
mode of life. It is by utterance that we live. , . . For nearly
two years I have had within a growing burden of bitterness, of
much of which I have now got rid. On the other side of the |
prison wall there are some poor Elack soot-besmirched trees |
which are just breaking out into buds of an almost shrill green, I
know quite well what they are going through. They are finding
expression.”” Thus at the end of it all there remains what the
plain man would call the “ pose ** of art, and after two years of
Reading Gaol we have the ** artist?’ still speaking of ‘‘ mere
expression *’ as his *‘ supreme and only mode of life.”’ Sorrow,
he keeps saying, * being the ,supreme emotion of which
man is capable, is at once the type and test of all great art.”
Religion s not help him, reason does not help him, but
the * ultimate realisation’’ of the artistic life through sorrow,
through the depth and ‘humility which sorrow brings, is, he
repeats again and again, his hope of redemption.  This
perpetual ;glkna.bo‘ut “art” will fill the hastier kind of reader
with impatience,  How, he will ask, can a man go on talking
thus about ‘“art” who has had this profound experience
of reality ?  But what the writer is driving at is not “art *’ as |
the plain man understands the word, with an implication of |
French impressionism and twisted patterns, but that self-culture
or: s‘elﬁreahsation of which the Greeks thought as the end of
morality, and which he now conceives as being achieved through
the humiliation and ‘suffering of his two sentence, The
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DE PROFUNDIS.” *
From sucha work as Oscar Wilde’s * De Profundis’® the
literary critic stands aside. It is a human document of the most
tragic and poignant kind or it is nothing, Poets, novelists, and
dramatists have tried to imagine for us what a man feels as he
stands on the scaffold, or as he drinks to the dregs the cup of
humiliation and suftering which his own sins or human justice have
prepared for him. And we judge whether they have done well
or ill according as they realise what our own imagination suggests
to us and express it in language which appeals to our literary
sense. In this case no such question arises. Here isa man
reporting of himself in the actual case, writing from his prison
cell, not with the halo of martyrdom about him, as Condorcet on
the night before his execution, but in the depths of a squalid
catastrophe which seems to have no redeeming feature, It is
useless to argue whether he ought to have said this or that, or
whether he has said it well or ill ; we have simply the fact that
he felt thus and wrote thus. under the stress of an overwhelming
experience and that, given the circumstances, this is the result.
This point ' is worth making at the outset, for otherwise we
can imagr)xe a reader taking this book in hand and saying to
himself, * this passage is beautifully written,” or ¢ that is very
touching,’’ or *‘ here he is himself,”’ or * there he is posing,”’
or * there he is extravagant,”’ and ‘ there he is profane *’—in.
fact, applying to it the standard of what the reader thinks he .

ought to have written for edification in the circumstances in which |

+he was placed. Whereas we can only accept it, the truth with the
pose, the artificiality with the sincerity—it anyone chooses to
employ these words—as expressing what he was under his ordeal,
* Whether or not,’’ he writes, ¢ this letter does good to narrow
natures and hectic brains, to me it has done good. I have
‘ cleansed my bosom of much perilous stuff.’ 1 need not remind
you that mere expression is to an artist the supteme and only
mode of life. It is by utterance that we live. , . . For neatly
two years I have had within a growing burden of bitterness, of
much of which I have now got rid. On the other side of the

prison wall there are some poor Elack soot-besmirched trees
which are just breaking out into buds of an almost shrill green, I

know quite well what they are going through, They are finding
expression.” Thus at the end of it all there remains what the
plain man would call the “ pose ’ of art, and after two years of
Reading Gaol we have the *“ artist?’ still ‘speaking of ** mere
expression ** as his ‘‘ supreme and only mode of life.”’ Sorrow,
he keeps sa?ring, ‘* being the .supreme emotion of which
man §s capable, is at once the type and test of all great art.”
Religion does not help him, reason does not help him, but
‘the * ultimate realisation’” of the artistic life through sorrow,
through the depth and humility which sorrow brings, ‘is, he
repeats again and again, his hope of redemption. This
‘perpetual talkk about ““art” will fill the hastier kind of reader
with impatierce, How, he will ask, can a man go on talking
thus about ‘‘art” who has had this profound experience
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of reality ?  But what the writer is driving at is not “art *’ as |
man understands the word, with an implication of
pressionism and twisted patterns, but that self-culture
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in the artist is his frank acceptance of all expe-

»» That in a sentence is the thought of this book.
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1676 there is sorrow there is holy ground. Some day
2t means. They will know nothing of lite till th‘tyxia—u@
realise it. When I was brought down {rom my prison |
a tey, between two policemen, waited in the long dreary corr &
>for lic hole crowd, whom an action go sweet and simple hushed into silence,
guvoly raiso his hat to me, as, handeufied and with bowed
by. Men have gone to heaven for smaller things. ﬂian that.
s qﬁﬁt, and with this mode of love, that the saints knelt dow
f the poor, or stooped to kiss the leper on the cheek. I
nglo word to him about whav he did. I do not knov
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« DE PROFUNDIS.”*

[PUBLISHED To-pav.]

“Let him who is without sin. «
That is the word of pity and humxh‘é!‘
ydﬁch washes across the tragic waste of
this sorrowfully beautiful book. Silent
is the croak of the Pharisee, the snee
the- seli-righteous, the howl of the hypor
crite; for this eart that is split with

s ¢ all, and even t::i‘
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PAGES FR@M THE PRISON

[How He Repented of H1$ Wasted Llfe:
a.nd Found Oomfort Humility

DE PROFUNDIS. By Oscar Wilde.
Methuen, |Published To-day.}

F all the pitiful, mysterious traggdies of

our time none was more miserable or

harder to understand than that of Oscar

Wilde. : 2

“The Gods,” as he said himself, “had given
him almost everything.” He had a marvellous gift
of speech. His conversation was brilliant and sti-
mulating beyond that of any man of his age. He
placed himself in the very front of the movement
towards beauty in every-day life, which has borne"
so rich a burden of fruit already. His poetry and
his prose were alike accepted and valued as the
work of a remarkable mind.

Yet, for some unaccountable reason, he flung
down the whole fair fabric of his life to end his
days in poverty and suffering, an outcast and a
pitiable ruin.

_Many have naturally wondered what effect prison:
life would have upon such a nature as his. Did
.it make him hard and bitter? Did he come out
‘with rage in his heart? Or did the long, silent
hours break down the walls of pride and egotism,
and show him how wretchedly he had failed to fulfil
the honourable promise of his early years?

In this wonderful book we find the answer to
these questions. It is a kind of Joumal wntten
during the latter part of his two years’ imprison-
ment. It was written in the form of a letter to
one of the few friends who stood - by him in his
disgrace. ‘*Of the many, many things for which
I have to thank the governor,” he wrote,  there,
-is none for which I am more grateful thamw for his

permission to write fully to you and at as great a
length as I desire.”

CIRCLING BQUND A CENTRE OF PAI’\!

It was the only work he’ wrote' in pnson, and

_ the last work in prose he ever wrote; and in it he

shows, in a mamllously vivid and fnterestmg way,

the change in hzs nature which imprisonment
brought out.

At ﬁrst its only eﬁect was to ﬁll hxm with despan'

Whlle I was in Waﬁdsworth Pnson 1 longed
to die. It was my one desire. When, after
two months in the infirmary, I was transferred

“here (Readmg), and found myself growing gra-
dually better in physical ‘health, I was filled
with rage. ‘T determined to nmit suicide
on the very day on which I left son After :
a time that evil mood passed away,
up my mind to live, but to wea

; kmg wears purple ne :
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With us time itself does not progress. It re-
volves. It seems to circle round one centre of
pain.  The paralysing immobility of a life,
every circumstance of which is regulated afteg
an unchangeable pattern, so that we eat and
drink, and lie down and pray, or kneel at least
for prayer, according to the inflexible laws of
an iron formula; this immobile quality, that
makes each’dreadful day, in the very minutest
detail, like its brother, seems-to communicate
itself to those external forces the Very essence
of whose existence is ceaseless change.

. Of seed time or harvest, of the reapers bend-
ing over the corn, or the grape-gatherers -
threading through the vines, of the grass in the
orchard made white with broken blossom, or

strewn with fallen fruit, of these we know no-

thing, and can know nothing. N

For us there is only one season, the season
of sorrow. The very sun and moon seem
taken from us. Outside the day may be blue
and gold, but the light that creeps down
through the thickly-muffled glass of the
small, iron-barred window, beneath which
one sits, is grey and niggard. It is always
twilight in one’s cell, as it is always twilight
in one’s heart.

Then the unhappy man heard of the death of
his mother, His nature broke down beneath the
blow.

No-one knew how deeply I loved and
honoured her. Her death was terrible to me;
but I, once a lord of language, have no words
in which to express my anguish and my shame.
She and my father had bequeathed me a name
they had made noble and honoured. . . .

I had disgraced that name eternally. I.had

made it a low by-word among low people.

I had dragged it through the very mire.

Very pitiful and pathetic, too, is the passage in
which he tells of his anguish and agony of mind
when he heard that the Divorce Court had given !
the care of his children into other hands.

I bore up against everything with some stub-
bornness of will and much rebellion of nature
till I had absolutely nothing left in the world
but one thing—I had lost my name, my posi-
tion, my happiness, my freedom, my wealth.
I was a prisoner and a pauper. But I still had
my children left. . :

Suddenly they were taken away from me by
the law. It was a blow so appalling that I did
not know what to do, so I flung myself on my
knees, and bowed my head, and wept, and said,
“The body of a child is as the body of the
Lord; I am not worthy of either.” That
moment seemed to save me. T saw then that
the only. thing for me was to accept every- |

_ thing. Since then—curious as it will no doubt |
sound—T have been happier. It was, of course,
my ‘soul'in its ultimate essence that I had
wreathedss Tog o nr s e

A TRAGIC CONFESSION.
~ From this moment his mood of bitterness began
to ‘soften.” He began to realise what a terrible
thing the failure of his life had been, and to see |

" that he must build it up again upon a new founda- |
‘tion. That foundation was, strange as it seems i
the case of such a man as Oscar Wilde, h
I must say to myself that
and that nobody, great or sm:
except by his own hand.
The gods had
f b

ensual e

_myself with being a fancur
‘of fashion. I surr
_ smaller natures and
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Tired of being on the heights, I deliberately
went to the depths in the search for new sen-
¢ations. . .. .- 1 grew careless of the lives
of others. 1 took pleasure where it pleased me
and passed on. .. «:[L allowed: pleasure

" to dominate me. I ended in horrible disgrace.
There is only one thing for me now, absolute
humility. . . . And the first thing that I have

got to do is to free myself from any possible
bitterness of feeling against the world.

Of course, he did not think that his task ended
there; if it had, it would have been comparatively
easy. There was much more before him.

1 have hills far steeper to climb, valleys much
darker to pass through. ... I have got to
“make everything that has happened to me good
for me. The plank bed, the loathsome food,
the hard ropes shredded into oakum till one’s
finger-tips grow dull with pain, the menial
offices with which each day begins and finishes,
‘the harsh orders that routine seems to neces-
sitate, the dreadful dress that makes sorrow
grotesque to look at, the silence, the solitude,
the shame—each and all of these things I have
to transform into a spiritual experience.

JEERED AT ON A RAILWAY PLATFORM.

Teaching himself this lesson day after day,
schooling himself to learn again how to find hap-
piness in life, his mind went back to many of the
incidents of his disgrace. Even the most dreadful
did not move him to bitterness.

On November 13, 1895, I was brought down |

here (Reading) from London. From two
o’clock till half-past two on that day I had
to stand on the centre platform of Clapham
Junction in convict dress, and handcuffed, for
_the world to look at.
I had been taken out of the hospital ward
“without a moment’s notice being given to me.
Of all possible objects I was the most gro-
tesque. When people saw me they laughed.
Each train as it came up swelled the audience.
Nothing could exceed their amusement. That
was, of course, before they knew who I was.
As soon as they had been informed, they
laughed still more. = . = T

For half an hour I stood there in the grey
November rain, surrounded by a jeering mob.
.. Well, now I am really beginning to feel

~ more regret for the people who laughed than
S¥eranyself. i e e gy i
1f he could write like that of those who behaved
brutally to him, imagine what tender gratitude
and reverence he felt for those wha gave him of
their sympathy. : 5
_He tells in the most touching language how one
who had known him (he does not give the name)
passed him in the corridor of the Law Courts when
he had been taken there from prison to be examined
as a bankrupt. Before the whole crowd, whom
an action so sweet and simple hushed into silence,
this unnamed good Samaritan gravely raised his
hat as he passed the handcuffed prisoner.
Men have gone to Heaven for ‘smaller things
_than that. It was in this spirit, and with this
‘mode of lfcye,. thzttltl the saints knelfgldyni; to
‘wash the feet of the poor, or stooped to iss
leper on the cheek. . . . When wisdor
been profitless to me, philos
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“A BOOK OF TH
FROM THE DEEP.

(Published To-day.)

¢*De Profundis.’”” By Oscar Wilde. Methuen and
€0. 5s. net, :

“Qut. of the Deep” indeed comes this cry
of despair.  “It was written by my friend,”
says Mr. Ross in the preface, “ during the last
month of his imprisonment, the only work he
wrote while in prison, and the last work ip
prose he ever wrote.” The sentinel is re-
moved which guards not only the walls of the
prison, but the frontier of the human soul.
One always extraordinarily candid, expressing
his own emotions, here reveals a soul naked in
its agonies and terrors. The play has been
played. The stage is ¢cleared away. The world
of reality, so long eluded, at length has com-
petled attention.  Sincerity in pleasure has
passed into sincerity in pain.  The result is
one of the most tragic and pitiful confessions
over issued from the astonished mind of man.

\‘Vhy' It Turns To Stone.

“ Prison life,” says the author, “makes one

- see le and things as they really are. That
is why it turns one to stone.”  Thrown back

upon ultimate things, with the long hours of

- solitude and enforced meditation, the human
woul chafes like a caged beast at the horrors
of the prison and the greater horrors of the

memory of an irvevocable past.  “For the

first year of my imprisonment I did nothing

else, and can remember doing nothing else, but

wring my hands in impotent despair and say:

¢ What an endingl - What an appalling end-

o are times when the whole world seems
to me no larger than my cell,” he writes, “and
is full of terror for me.” “Suffering is one
very long moment. We cannot divide it by
seasons.”  “It is always twilight in one's cell
as it is always twilight in one’s heart.”
~ A week later, I am transferrod here. Thres more |
- months go over and my mother dies. No one knew
how deeply I loved and _homoured her. Her death
was terrible to me; but I, once a lord of languaze,
‘have no words in which to express my anguish and
my shame. She and my father had bequeathed me
@ name they had made noble and honoured, not
merely in literature, art, archmology, and science,
but in the public history of my own country, i
evolution as a nation. I had ~disgraced that name

people. Ihad dragged it through the very mive, 1|

‘had given it to brutes that they might make it
b utal, and to foes that they might tu 8

eternally. I had made it a low byword among low |
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