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The King in Yellow is dedicated to my brother1

1	 my brother: Robert W. Chambers’ younger brother Walter Boughton Chambers (1866–1945) attended the École 
des Beaux-Arts (see “The Mask,” note 10) between 1888 and 1894, during the time his brother studied painting and 
drawing there. He studied under the architect Paul Blondel (1847–1897) in Paris, then in 1894 established his own very 
successful practice in New York City with his partner Ernest Flagg (1857–1947). His work generally followed classical, 
neo-Federalist lines. He designed his brother Robert’s house at Broadalbin, New York.
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Foreword
It happened twenty-five years ago but the memory breaches all at once.

We were sitting on the floor deep in conversation, late at night, in the bent-low attic of 
the house I rented just after college. My friend, at the extremes of guilt and grief, listened as I 
spoke slowly and vividly of the topic that was at the heart of his present distress.

And when I finished speaking the words I realized his eyes could not see me and his jaw 
slowly ratcheted open as wide as it could and his face contorted into a silent scream and his 
lips retracted from his teeth and his hands formed claws that clenched at the sides of his head 
and his eyes bulged wide and he slowly tipped over onto the floor right in front of me into a 
fetal position making no sound at all the whole time.

I knelt over his rigid body repeating, “Breathe…breathe…breathe….” for a very long time 
until his jaw relaxed and I was sure he would live.

I finally went to bed an hour later. I lay there, shaken, and soon found myself staring at the 
dim doorway of my room. It was a rectangle of black in a field of black, yet it was still distinct. 
It was a void waiting to be filled. And I thought of the King in Yellow.

I feared him then, feared that I would blink and suddenly see him, the Tatterdemalion 
King. It would not be the first time we had something to discuss. I imagined myself lying there 
in morning’s first light, the same horrible rictus on my face that I had so recently beheld in 
the attic above.

But no King came. I slept instead, woke as usual, and got on with the difficult busi-
ness of living.

i   i   i 

Three years before that night I found The King in Yellow by Robert W. Chambers in the uni-
versity library. It was one of the early editions published by F. Tennyson Neely as a small black 
hardcover featuring a portrait of a yellow-robed figure with red wings.

I read it eagerly, having been introduced to its concepts in the tabletop roleplaying game 
scenario “Tell Me, Have You Seen the Yellow Sign?” written by the talented Kevin A. Ross 
and published by Chaosium, Inc., in 1989. Kevin’s surreal tone and striking imagery greatly 
intrigued me and when I subsequently read Chambers’ original stories, I was both considerably 
affected and inspired.



x foreword

The following year I returned to the library to check the weird book out again in prepara-
tion for my essay “The Road to Hali” and found it no longer existed.

The university’s computer database had no record of the book. They still had a paper card 
catalog in those days but it was not listed there either. And the shelves containing Chambers’ 
many novels bore no sign of it. I requested the help of a librarian but she could find no trace 
that the university had ever had such a book, the very book I had held in my hands twelve 
months before.

i   i   i 

Some years later I received an envelope in the mail containing tickets to see The King in Yellow 
performed live at a theater in Tacoma. It was a complete surprise.

I traveled there with a friend. We took our seats in a decaying old downtown theatre and 
soon realized we were the only audience. The theater was empty.

Shortly before the play was scheduled to begin, I turned around and noticed a figure clad 
all in white seated several rows behind us. I thought this was a clever machination of the play’s 
producers, to put a gauze-wrapped mannequin in its own seat as an unsettling prop.

A few minutes later I looked back again and the figure was gone.

i   i   i 

I know how all these stories sound. But every word is true.
When I visited the Prado art museum in Spain and saw Goya’s Black Paintings, I felt a 

shadow fall over me that has never entirely left. I can close my eyes and see them still. The men 
buried to their knees swinging cudgels at each other. The dog drowning in sand. The witches.

A work of art can haunt you as surely as any ghost.
Chambers tells us this in his tales. He shows us his characters driven to madness by read-

ing the play. But madness is just another word for self and it is ourselves we can never escape. 
We are all Hildred Castaignes, the heroes of our hermetic worlds, and on the final page we die.

i   i   i 

While awareness of Chambers’ work has persisted and even grown in the twelve decades since 
publication, the passage of time cannot help but obscure and distort it in the perception of 
modern readers. Ken Hite has performed a real service to this and future generations with his 
extensive, informed, and insightful annotations to The King in Yellow in this volume.

Joining him in further illuminations of a visual nature is Samuel Araya, whose lush il-
lustrations grace these pages. Sam is a peerless depicter of the strange and the surreal, and I 
cannot believe the good fortune all readers share that his talents and Ken’s have been brought 
to bear on preserving and uplifting the work of Chambers.

If this is your first encounter with The King in Yellow then you are in for quite an experience. 



xiforeword

If you know it well then you are in for a revelation. And while it may be a terrible thing to fall 
into the hands of the living god, it is a wonderful thing for The King in Yellow to fall into the 
hands of Ken and Sam—and now into yours. Hold it tight and it will never let you go.

Take it from me.

The curtain rises on the still form of hope. From stage left there is a scent 
of futility. A ripple of self-recognition passes through the audience. Exis-
tence flickers and falters and fails.

Enter: The King in Yellow
Act II, Scene 2

—John Scott Tynes
Seattle, October 2018





Along the shore the cloud waves break,1

The twin suns2 sink behind the lake,
The shadows lengthen
	 In Carcosa.3

 
Strange is the night where black stars rise,4

And strange moons 5 circle through the skies
But stranger still is
	 Lost Carcosa.
 
Songs that the Hyades 6 shall sing,
Where flap the tatters of the King,7

Must die unheard in
	 Dim Carcosa.
 
Song of my soul, my voice is dead;
Die thou, unsung,8 as tears unshed
Shall dry and die in
	 Lost Carcosa.
 

Cassilda's Song 9 in “The King in Yellow,”10

Act I, Scene 2.





1	 cloud waves break: For the 
cloud waves, see “In the Court 
of the Dragon,” note 24. 

2	 twin suns: Modern audiences 
tend to interpret the two suns 
as indicating Carcosa’s existence 
on another planet, one orbiting 
a binary star. In 1803, Sir William 
Herschel (1738–1822) theorized 
that some double stars (stars 
appearing very close in a tele-
scope) might be gravitationally 
linked binary stars; by Chambers’ 
time, astronomers had mapped 
hundreds of binary stars. 

However, Chambers might 
intend (or might also intend) the 
twin suns to poetically represent 
a simultaneous death-in-life. 
The Sol Niger, or Black Sun, of 
alchemy, represents putre-
faction and dissolution, two 
themes present in this collec-
tion. In some readings of Egyp-
tian myth, where Ra represents 
the daytime sun in heaven, 
Osiris (the dying god) represents 
the sun at night, traveling under 
the earth from west to east. 
Both alchemy and Egyptian my-
thology enjoyed great popularity 
in artistic circles in the 1890s. A 
less likely parallel exists to the 
obscure astrological tradition of 
Saturn as the “second sun” or 

“night sun.” Saturn, the deposed 
king of the gods, might have 
some relevance to Chambers’ 

“tattered king” imagery.

3	 In Carcosa: Chambers took the 
name “Carcosa” from Ambrose 
Bierce (1842–1913?). Bierce used 
it as the setting of his spectral 
time-slip tale “An Inhabitant 
of Carcosa” (1886), collected in 
his Tales of Soldiers and Civilians 
(1892). For more details and 
possibilities, see Appendix III.

4	 black stars rise: For the black 
stars, see “The Repairer of 
Reputations,” note 94.

5	 strange moons: Besides their 
multiplicity, Chambers does 
not indicate here what makes 
the moons strange. He might 
merely mean “different” rather 
than “weird.” But see “The 
Mask,” note 30.

6	 the Hyades: In Greek mythol-
ogy, the Hyades (“the rainy 
ones”) were the daughters of 
the Titan Atlas and the nurses 
of the god Dionysos. When a 
boar he was hunting killed their 
brother Hyas, they wept so 
inconsolably that Zeus turned 
them into stars. The heliacal 
rising of the Hyades star cluster 
in the constellation Taurus coin-
cided with regular rains, hence 
the stars’ connection with 
weeping nymphs. In context, 
Chambers probably refers here 
to the star cluster, for which 
see “The Repairer of Reputa-
tions,” note 89.

7	 tatters of the King: Chambers 
distilled the specific iconogra-
phy of the King in Yellow from 
many ingredients. Cham-
bers’ “tattered King” with his 
implications of implacable fate, 
apocalypse, and madness most 
likely comes from Shakespeare’s 
King Lear (1606). The Chicago 
critic, author, and poet Vincent 
Starrett (1886–1974) seems to 
have believed so. Starrett wrote 
the Chambers-esque poem 

“Cordelia’s Song,” which Weird 
Tales published in its April 1938 
issue with “From the ‘King in 
Yellow’” as its header. Cordelia 
was the name of Lear’s faithful 
daughter in Shakespeare’s play.

8	 Die thou, unsung: Anywhere 
else in Chambers, the “song 
of my soul” must refer to love, 
although Cassilda’s soul might 
contain a song more outré. 
Love dying “unsung”—without 
expression or consummation—
remains a theme or threat in al-
most all the stories that follow.

9	 Cassilda’s Song: Cassilda sets 
the stage, literally, for the 
collection in this epigraph, 
although we learn very little 
about her. Chambers may have 
adapted her name from the 
Spanish name Casilda, the 
name of a popular national 
saint, St. Casilda of Toledo (d. 
circa 1050). Art student Cham-
bers may have seen the striking 
1630 painting of St. Casilda 
by Francisco de Zurbarán 
(1598–1664) in Paris, or read of 
its sale by the heirs of Comte 
Tanneguy Duchâtel (1803–1867) 
to the Ehrich Gallery in New 
York, which happened at some 
point between 1867 and 1913.

10	 The King in Yellow: Chambers 
opens his collection with an 
epigraph from his fictional 
drama, The King in Yellow. In 
the first edition, the epigraph 
prints the title in roman type 
within quotation marks: “The 
King in Yellow.” For more details 
and theories about the Play, 
see Appendix II.

Annotations for 
Cassilda’s Song





1	 toute la difference: This 
quote comes from Ten Thorns 
per Flower (1853) by the 
French hunting writer Adol-
phe d’Houdetot (1799–1869). 
Rendered into English, it 
reads: “Don’t mock the 
insane; their madness lasts 
longer than ours…. That’s the 
only difference.”

2	 the year 1920: This is the 
only story in this collection, 
and one of the few in all 
of Chambers’ oeuvre, to 
be set in the future—if it 
is actually set in 1920; see 
note 57 below.

3	 Winthrop’s administration: 
Winthrop is not president in 
1920, which marks the year 
of his program’s completion. 
If one assumes a two-term 
successor, the foresighted 
Winthrop likely served as 
president in 1909–1913, and 
possibly from 1905 to 1913.

President Winthrop’s name 
likely comes from Robert 
Charles Winthrop (1809–
1894), the Massachusetts 
Whig who served as Speaker 
of the House in 1847–1849. 

THE REPAIRER OF REPUTATIONS

I

oward the end of the year 19202 the Government of the United 
States had practically completed the programme, adopted during 
the last months of President Winthrop’s administration.3 The 
country was apparently tranquil. Everybody knows how the Tariff 

and Labour questions were settled.4 The war with Germany,5 incident on 
that country’s seizure of the Samoan Islands,6 had left no visible scars 
upon the republic, and the temporary occupation of Norfolk7 by the invad-
ing army had been forgotten in the joy over repeated naval victories, and 
the subsequent ridiculous plight of General Von Gartenlaube’s forces in 
the State of New Jersey.8 The Cuban and Hawaiian investments9 had paid 
one hundred per cent and the territory of Samoa was well worth its cost 
as a coaling station. The country was in a superb state of defence. Every 
coast city had been well supplied with land fortifications; the army under 
the parental eye of the General Staff, organized according to the Prussian 
system,10 had been increased to 300,000 men, with a territorial reserve 
of a million; and six magnificent squadrons of cruisers and battle-ships 
patrolled the six stations11 of the navigable seas, leaving a steam reserve 
amply fitted to control home waters. The gentlemen from the West had 
at last been constrained to acknowledge that a college for the training of 
diplomats was as necessary as law schools are for the training of barristers; 
consequently we were no longer represented abroad by incompetent pa-
triots. The nation was prosperous; Chicago, for a moment paralyzed after 
a second great fire, had risen from its ruins, white and imperial, and more 

	 “Ne raillons pas les fous; leur folie dure plus long-
temps que la nôtre…. Voila toute la différence.” 1



the repairer of reputations2

beautiful than the white city which had been built for its plaything in 
1893.12 Everywhere good architecture was replacing bad, and even in New 
York, a sudden craving for decency had swept away a great portion of the 
existing horrors. Streets had been widened, properly paved and lighted, 
trees had been planted, squares laid out, elevated structures demolished 
and underground roads built13 to replace them. The new government 
buildings and barracks were fine bits of architecture, and the long system 
of stone quays which completely surrounded the island had been turned 
into parks which proved a god-send to the population. The subsidizing of 
the state theatre and state opera brought its own reward. The United States 
National Academy of Design14 was much like European institutions of the 
same kind. Nobody envied the Secretary of Fine Arts, either his cabinet 
position or his portfolio. The Secretary of Forestry and Game Preservation 
had a much easier time, thanks to the new system of National Mounted 
Police. We had profited well by the latest treaties with France and England; 
the exclusion of foreign-born15 Jews as a measure of self-preservation, the 
settlement of the new independent negro state of Suanee,16 the checking 
of immigration, the new laws concerning naturalization, and the gradual 
centralization of power in the executive all contributed to national calm 
and prosperity. When the Government solved the Indian problem and 
squadrons of Indian cavalry scouts in native costume were substituted for 
the pitiable organizations tacked on to the tail of skeletonized regiments 
by a former Secretary of War,17 the nation drew a long sigh of relief. When, 
after the colossal Congress of Religions,18 bigotry and intolerance were 
laid in their graves and kindness and charity began to draw warring sects 
together, many thought the millennium had arrived, at least in the new 
world which after all is a world by itself.

But self-preservation is the first law, and the United States had to look 
on in helpless sorrow as Germany, Italy, Spain and Belgium writhed in the 
throes of Anarchy,19 while Russia, watching from the Caucasus, stooped 
and bound them one by one.

In the city of New York the summer of 1899 was signalized by the 
dismantling of the Elevated Railroads. The summer of 1900 will live in 
the memories of New York people for many a cycle; the Dodge Statue20 
was removed in that year. In the following winter began that agitation for 
the repeal of the laws prohibiting suicide21 which bore its final fruit in the 
month of April, 1920, when the first Government Lethal Chamber22 was 
opened on Washington Square.

I had walked down that day from Dr. Archer’s house on Madison 
Avenue, where I had been as a mere formality. Ever since that fall from my 
horse, four years before, I had been troubled at times with pains in the back 

He remained something of a na-
tional celebrity as a philanthropist 
and moral speaker. His death made 
headlines, perhaps while Chambers 
was writing this story. Chambers 
may also have intended to allude 
to Robert Charles Winthrop’s 
ancestor, the Puritan governor 
of Massachusetts Bay, John Win-
throp (1588–1649).

4	 were settled: “Everybody knows” 
has to be a joke on Chambers’ 
part. In 1894 and 1895, the tariff 
and labor questions produced 
intractable, heated controversies. 
The Republicans lost Congress and 
the presidency over the protec-
tionist McKinley Tariff of 1890; the 
Pullman Strike of 1894 was only 
the most famous of the thousands 
of violent strikes during the De-
pression of 1893–1897.

5	 war with Germany: The dramatic 
events of the Franco-Prussian War 
inspired a British colonel named 
George Tomkyns Chesney (1830–
1895) to imagine a similarly decap-
itating war between Germany and 
Britain. The result, his 1871 novella 
The Battle of Dorking, birthed the 
still-flourishing science fiction 
subgenre of “invasion literature.” 
In Chambers’ period, American 
“invasion literature” focused on the 
Chinese (Pierton Dooner, Last Days 
of the Republic [1880]) and especially 
the British (Samuel Rockwell Reed, 
The War of 1886 [1882]; Samuel 
Barton, The Battle of the Swash and 
the Capture of Canada [1888]; Henry 
Grattan Donnelly, The Stricken 
Nation [1890]). “The Repairer of 
Reputations” appears to be the 
first work of fiction to predict an 
American war with Germany.

Irish-American critic Fran-
cis Hackett (1883–1962) called 
attention to Chambers’ surprising 
prophecy in his “Books and Things” 
column in The New Republic (Nov. 
30, 1918). He uses the bulk of the 
column to contrast Chambers’ 
optimistic predictions in this 
story with the direly reactionary 
actual state of New York in 1918, 
albeit without mentioning the 
fates of the Jews and blacks in 
the tale. Hackett does offer some 
trenchant literary analysis: “the 
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of my head and neck, but now for months they had been absent, and the 
doctor sent me away that day saying there was nothing more to be cured 
in me. It was hardly worth his fee to be told that; I knew it myself. Still 
I did not grudge him the money. What I minded was the mistake which 
he made at first. When they picked me up from the pavement where I 
lay unconscious, and somebody had mercifully sent a bullet through my 
horse’s head, I was carried to Dr. Archer, and he, pronouncing my brain 
affected, placed me in his private asylum where I was obliged to endure 
treatment for insanity. At last he decided that I was well, and I, knowing 
that my mind had always been as sound as his, if not sounder, “paid my 
tuition” as he jokingly called it, and left. I told him, smiling, that I would 
get even with him for his mistake, and he laughed heartily, and asked me 
to call once in a while. I did so, hoping for a chance to even up accounts, 
but he gave me none, and I told him I would wait.

The fall from my horse had fortunately left no evil results; on the con-
trary it had changed my whole character for the better. From a lazy young 
man about town, I had become active, energetic, temperate, and above all—
oh, above all else—ambitious. There was only one thing which troubled 
me, I laughed at my own uneasiness, and yet it troubled me.

During my convalescence23 I had bought and read for the first time, 
The King in Yellow. I remember after finishing the first act that it occurred 
to me that I had better stop. I started up and flung the book into the 
fireplace; the volume struck the barred grate and fell open on the hearth 
in the firelight. If I had not caught a glimpse of the opening words in 
the second act I should never have finished it, but as I stooped to pick it 
up, my eyes became riveted to the open page, and with a cry of terror, or 
perhaps it was of joy so poignant that I suffered in every nerve, I snatched 
the thing out of the coals and crept shaking to my bedroom, where I read 
it and reread it, and wept and laughed and trembled with a horror which at 
times assails me yet. This is the thing that troubles me, for I cannot forget 
Carcosa where black stars24 hang in the heavens; where the shadows of 
men’s thoughts lengthen in the afternoon, when the twin suns sink into 
the lake of Hali;25 and my mind will bear for ever the memory of the 
Pallid Mask.26 I pray God will curse the writer, as the writer has cursed 
the world with this beautiful, stupendous creation, terrible in its simplic-
ity, irresistible in its truth—a world which now trembles before the King 
in Yellow.27 When the French Government seized the translated copies28 

which had just arrived in Paris, London, of course, became eager to read 
it.29 It is well known how the book30 spread like an infectious disease,31 
from city to city, from continent to continent, barred out here, confiscated 
there, denounced by Press and pulpit, censured even by the most advanced 

dominant note all through the 
story is the note of militarism and 
military service.” Of Chambers’ 
1920, he continues: “He saw it 
aesthetically, only aesthetically. 
The reorganizations of society did 
not interest him. The better New 
York, as he saw it, was the smart-
ened New York.”

6	 seizure of the Samoan Islands: On 
March 15, 1889 a cyclone averted 
an international crisis over the Sa-
moan archipelago when it crippled 
both the German and American 
squadrons in Apia harbor. In 
1898–1899 Germany and the Unit-
ed States again locked horns over 
possession of Samoa.

7	 occupation of Norfolk: The 
German Naval Plan I drawn up in 
1897–1898 called for naval attacks 
on Portsmouth, New Hampshire, 
and Norfolk, Virginia to cripple or 
reduce those two major U.S. naval 
bases and shipyards.

8	 New Jersey: The German Naval 
Plan II drawn up in 1899 replaced 
the occupation of naval bases with 
major amphibious invasions at 
Cape Cod (aimed at the capture of 
Boston) and Sandy Hook, New Jer-
sey (aimed at the capture of New 
York). General von Gartenlaube 
takes his name from Die Garten-
laube, a popular German magazine, 
or perhaps from the “Gartenlaube 
Waltz” composed in January 1895 
for the magazine’s readers by 
Johann Strauss (1825–1899).

9	 Cuban and Hawaiian investments: 
By 1895, American business 
interests had overthrown the 
Hawaiian monarchy (in 1893), and 
the U.S. bought 90% of Cuban 
exports. American public opinion 
broadly supported the Cuban 
rebels against Spain, and American 
navalists urged the annexation of 
both islands.

10	 the Prussian system: Formally es-
tablished in 1814, the Prussian Gen-
eral Staff recruited personnel on 
a meritocratic basis, and continu-
ously planned and trained for likely 
strategic needs. Its commitment to 
professionalism over politics pro-
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of literary anarchists. No definite principles had been violated in those 
wicked pages, no doctrine promulgated, no convictions outraged. It could 
not be judged by any known standard, yet, although it was acknowledged 
that the supreme note of art had been struck in The King in Yellow, all felt 
that human nature could not bear the strain, nor thrive on words in which 
the essence of purest poison lurked.32 The very banality and innocence of 
the first act only allowed the blow to fall afterward with more awful effect.

It was, I remember, the 13th day of April, 1920,33 that the first Govern-
ment Lethal Chamber34 was established on the south side of Washington 
Square,35 between Wooster Street and South Fifth Avenue. The block 
which had formerly consisted of a lot of shabby old buildings, used as cafés 
and restaurants for foreigners, had been acquired by the Government in 
the winter of 1898. The French and Italian cafés and restaurants were torn 
down; the whole block was enclosed by a gilded iron railing, and converted 
into a lovely garden with lawns, flowers and fountains.36 In the centre of 
the garden stood a small, white building, severely classical in architecture, 
and surrounded by thickets of flowers. Six Ionic columns supported the 
roof, and the single door was of bronze. A splendid marble group of the 

“Fates”37 stood before the door, the work of a young American sculptor, 
Boris Yvain,38 who had died in Paris when only twenty-three years old.

The inauguration ceremonies were in progress as I crossed University 
Place and entered the square. I threaded my way through the silent throng 
of spectators, but was stopped at Fourth Street by a cordon of police. A regi
ment of United States lancers39 were drawn up in a hollow square round 
the Lethal Chamber. On a raised tribune facing Washington Park stood 
the Governor of New York, and behind him were grouped the Mayor of 
New York and Brooklyn, the Inspector-General of Police, the Comman-
dant of the state troops, Colonel Livingston, military aid to the President 
of the United States, General Blount, commanding at Governor’s Island, 
Major-General Hamilton, commanding the garrison of New York and 
Brooklyn, Admiral Buffby of the fleet in the North River, Surgeon-Gen-
eral Lanceford, the staff of the National Free Hospital, Senators Wyse 
and Franklin of New York, and the Commissioner of Public Works. The 
tribune was surrounded by a squadron of hussars of the National Guard.40

The Governor was finishing his reply to the short speech of the Sur-
geon-General. I heard him say: “The laws prohibiting suicide and provid-
ing punishment for any attempt at self-destruction have been repealed. The 
Government has seen fit to acknowledge the right of man to end an exis-
tence which may have become intolerable to him, through physical suffer-
ing or mental despair. It is believed that the community will be benefited 
by the removal of such people from their midst.41 Since the passage of this 

duced able, flexible officers who 
alternated between staff and field 
positions. Most military observers 
at the time credited Prussia’s Gen-
eral Staff system for the German 
victory over France in 1871. The 
U.S. Army created a modified ver-
sion of the Prussian system as the 
Army General Staff in 1903.

In 1895, the U.S. Army had a 
field strength of 2,100 officers and 
26,000 enlisted men.

11	 the six stations: The Influence of 
Sea Power Upon History, 1660–1783 
(1890) by U.S. Navy Captain Alfred 
Thayer Mahan (1840–1914) inspired 
aggressive navalist thinking 
in many Americans, including 
Chambers. Even after a wave of 
“steel navy” construction, in 1895 
the U.S. Navy possessed only three 
battleships and 17 cruisers.

The “six stations” refer to U.S. 
Navy squadron deployments in the 
1890s: European Station, North 
and South Atlantic Stations, North 
and South Pacific stations, and 
Asiatic Station.

12	 in 1893: Second great fire: The first 
(and in our history only) Great Fire 
burned out four square miles of 
downtown Chicago on October 
8–10, 1871. White city: Chambers 
refers to the “White City” fair 
buildings built in Chicago for the 
World’s Columbian Exposition in 
1893. Overseen by Chicago archi-
tect Daniel Burnham (1846–1912), 
the White City embodied the 
Beaux-Arts style.

13	 underground roads built: 
Chambers’ future plays on the 
then-progressive urge for subway 
construction. It’s just barely 
possible that Chambers influenced 
American architect Harvey Wiley 
Corbett (1873–1954), who studied 
at the École des Beaux-Arts in 
Paris (see “The Mask,” note 10) 
from 1895 to 1900. In 1922, Corbett 
proposed a design for New York 
City that would reserve the 
surface for pedestrians, relegating 
cars, trucks, and trains to eight 
underground levels. Architects 
Victor Gruen (1903–1980) and 
Vincent Ponte (1919–2006) revived 
Corbett-style urban design in the 
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law, the number of suicides in the United States has not increased. Now 
the Government has determined to establish a Lethal Chamber in every 
city, town and village in the country, it remains to be seen whether or not 
that class of human creatures from whose desponding ranks new victims of 
self-destruction fall daily will accept the relief thus provided.” He paused, 
and turned to the white Lethal Chamber. The silence in the street was 
absolute. “There a painless death awaits him who can no longer bear the 
sorrows of this life. If death is welcome let him seek it there.” Then quickly 
turning to the military aid of the President’s household, he said, “I declare 
the Lethal Chamber open,” and again facing the vast crowd he cried in a 
clear voice: “Citizens of New York and of the United States of America, 
through me the Government declares the Lethal Chamber to be open.”

The solemn hush was broken by a sharp cry of command, the squad-
ron of hussars filed after the Governor’s carriage, the lancers wheeled and 
formed along Fifth Avenue to wait for the commandant of the garrison, 
and the mounted police followed them. I left the crowd to gape and stare 
at the white marble Death Chamber, and, crossing South Fifth Avenue, 
walked along the western side of that thoroughfare to Bleecker Street. Then 
I turned to the right and stopped before a dingy shop which bore the sign:

Hawberk,42 Armourer.

I glanced in at the doorway and saw Hawberk busy in his little shop at 
the end of the hall. He looked up, and catching sight of me cried in his 
deep, hearty voice, “Come in, Mr. Castaigne!”43 Constance, his daughter, 
rose to meet me as I crossed the threshold, and held out her pretty hand, 
but I saw the blush of disappointment on her cheeks, and knew that it 
was another Castaigne she had expected, my cousin Louis. I smiled at 
her confusion and complimented her on the banner she was embroider-
ing from a coloured plate. Old Hawberk sat riveting the worn greaves of 
some ancient suit of armour, and the ting! ting! ting! of his little hammer 
sounded pleasantly in the quaint shop. Presently he dropped his hammer, 
and fussed about for a moment with a tiny wrench. The soft clash of the 
mail sent a thrill of pleasure through me. I loved to hear the music of steel 
brushing against steel, the mellow shock of the mallet on thigh pieces, and 
the jingle of chain armour. That was the only reason I went to see Hawberk. 
He had never interested me personally, nor did Constance, except for the 
fact of her being in love with Louis. This did occupy my attention, and 
sometimes even kept me awake at night. But I knew in my heart that all 
would come right, and that I should arrange their future as I expected 
to arrange that of my kind doctor, John Archer. However, I should never 

1950s and 1960s. Corbett may or 
may not have read Chambers’ 
story, but both drank from the 
same reforming urbanist stream at 
almost the same period.

14	 National Academy of Design: In 
Chambers’ day, as now, the Na-
tional Academy of Design in New 
York was a voluntary association 
of artists, not a federally spon-
sored and sanctioned organization 
like the Academie des Beaux-
Arts in France.

15	 foreign-born Jews: Before 1881, 
most Jewish immigrants to 
America were relatively secular 
urban German Jews, who largely 
moved to the Midwest within the 
wave of German immigration that 
began in the 1840s. In the 1880s, 
heightened pogroms and other 
persecution in the Russian Empire 
drove increasing numbers of rural, 
deeply religious Jews overseas to 
Britain, France, and America. Over 
half a million eastern European 
Jews immigrated to the U.S. 
between 1881 and 1897, and mostly 
settled in East Coast cities like 
New York. Many in both Britain 
and the U.S. called for excluding 
these “alien” Jews, while allowing 
“assimilable” Jews from Western 
countries. Three Boston patricians 
founded the Immigration Restric-
tion League in 1894 with that aim 
(and similar bars against Catholic 
Italians) in mind.

Chambers’ writing contains 
much more anti-Semitism than just 
this passage. Cartoonish Jewish vil-
lains feature in his first novel In the 
Quarter (1894), in his comic novel 
Iole (1905), and in his Hollywood 
romance Eris (1922). Even where 
Jews are not the villains, as in Out-
siders (1899) and Cardigan (1901), 
Chambers depicts them in stereo-
typical or condescending terms. 
Furthermore, after 1922 he sat on 
the board of Rockwood Hall, a 
country club that excluded Jews 
from membership—even its own 
Jewish investors. The best one can 
say about Chambers’ anti-Sem-
itism is that it does not seem to 
have been any particular fixation of 
his. (His roaring conspiracy adven-
ture novel The Slayer of Souls (1920) 
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is anti-Asian, not anti-Semitic.) His 
bigotry combined the social-climb-
ing middle-class anti-Semitism 
of the late 19th century and the 
elite anti-Semitism of the Boston 
Brahmin literati like Henry Adams 
(1838–1918) that Chambers aspired 
to despite their distaste for his 
work. See John Higham, Send These 
to Me: Immigrants in Urban Amer-
ica (1975) for further background 
on these strains of American 
anti-Semitism.

16	 Suanee: Refers to the Suwanee 
River in northern Florida and 
south-central Georgia. Chambers 
probably used the name due to 
Stephen Foster’s (1826–1864) 
minstrel song “Swanee River” 
(1851; officially titled “Old Folks at 
Home”), which enjoyed a renewed 
vogue following its 1892 recording 
by musical comedian Len Spen-
cer (1867–1914).

Black separatism in the United 
States is inextricable from segre-
gationism in the South and else-
where. The end of Reconstruction 
in 1877 incited Benjamin “Pap” Sin-
gleton (1809–1892) to lead 50,000 
“Exodusters” to establish black 
colonies in Kansas, and Southern 
whites’ imposition of Jim Crow 
laws and intensified lynching in the 
1890s revitalized the “back-to-Afri-
ca” movement. John Tyler Morgan 
(1824–1907), Democratic Senator 
from Alabama from 1877 to 1907, 
endorsed extreme segregation in 
the South and argued vociferously 
for the Butler Emigration Bill of 
1890, which would have subsidized 
one-way trips to Liberia for Amer-
ican blacks. Even with such goads, 
and the active encouragement of 
African Methodist Episcopal Bish-
op Henry M. Turner (1834–1915), 
less than a thousand blacks emi-
grated to Liberia in 1890–1910. 

No official proposal resembling 
Chambers’ apartheid state of 
Suanee emerged at the time, al-
though Florida Governor Napoleon 
B. Broward (1857–1910) suggested 
almost precisely that in a speech 
written some time around 1905. 
Chambers may have read The 
Literary Digest of January 27, 1894 
summarizing a letter written by 
one C.E. Smith (reportedly a black 

have troubled myself about visiting them just then, had it not been, as I say, 
that the music of the tinkling hammer had for me this strong fascination. 
I would sit for hours, listening and listening, and when a stray sunbeam 
struck the inlaid steel, the sensation it gave me was almost too keen to en-
dure. My eyes would become fixed, dilating with a pleasure that stretched 
every nerve almost to breaking, until some movement of the old armourer 
cut off the ray of sunlight, then, still thrilling secretly, I leaned back and 
listened again to the sound of the polishing rag, swish! swish! rubbing rust 
from the rivets.

Constance worked with the embroidery over her knees, now and then 
pausing to examine more closely the pattern in the coloured plate from the 
Metropolitan Museum.

“Who is this for?” I asked.
Hawberk explained, that in addition to the treasures of armour in the 

Metropolitan Museum of which he had been appointed armourer, he also 
had charge of several collections belonging to rich amateurs. This was the 
missing greave of a famous suit which a client of his had traced to a little 
shop in Paris on the Quai d’Orsay.44 He, Hawberk, had negotiated for 
and secured the greave, and now the suit was complete. He laid down his 
hammer and read me the history of the suit, traced since 1450 from owner 
to owner until it was acquired by Thomas Stainbridge. When his superb 
collection was sold, this client of Hawberk’s bought the suit, and since then 
the search for the missing greave had been pushed until it was, almost by 
accident, located in Paris.

“Did you continue the search so persistently without any certainty of 
the greave being still in existence?” I demanded.

“Of course,” he replied coolly.
Then for the first time I took a personal interest in Hawberk.
“It was worth something to you,” I ventured.
“No,” he replied, laughing, “my pleasure in finding it was my reward.”
“Have you no ambition to be rich?” I asked, smiling.
“My one ambition is to be the best armourer in the world,” he an-

swered gravely.
Constance asked me if I had seen the ceremonies at the Lethal Cham-

ber. She herself had noticed cavalry passing up Broadway that morning, 
and had wished to see the inauguration, but her father wanted the banner 
finished, and she had stayed at his request.

“Did you see your cousin, Mr. Castaigne, there?” she asked, with the 
slightest tremor of her soft eyelashes.

“No,” I replied carelessly. “Louis’ regiment is manœuvring out in West-
chester County.”45 I rose and picked up my hat and cane.
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man) to the Memphis Commercial 
arguing for “a separate Negro State 
in America…in the South.”

17	 Secretary of War: In 1891, Sec-
retary of War Redfield Proctor 
(1831–1908) issued General Order 
No. 28, authorizing the enlistment 
of Native Americans in regular 
Army regiments, as opposed to re-
cruitment as irregular scout troops. 
Even with Army units dangerously 
understrength, the order only 
allowed one company of 55 Native 
recruits per regiment, with a total 
cap on such recruitment of 1,485. 
Army intransigence and Native 
suspicion kept the number of 
Native recruits to below 800, and 
ended the program in 1895.

Chambers likely modeled his 
future Native cavalry on the British 
Army’s successful recruiting of 
the so-called “martial races” such 
as Sikhs and Gurkhas for its garri-
sons in India.

18	 Congress of Religions: In conjunc-
tion with the World’s Columbian 
Exposition in 1893, thousands of 
delegates from all over the world 
assembled for the Parliament of 
the World’s Religions. 

19	 throes of Anarchy: In the 1890s, 
anarchism posed a radical threat 
to conventional society, and not 
solely philosophically. Although 
many leading anarchists rejected 
“propaganda of the deed,” the 
International Anarchist Congress 
sanctioned such actions in 1881. 
Anarchist terrorists bombed Span-
ish theaters (1893, 1894), French 
cafés (1882, 1892, 1894), and the 
French stock market (1886) and 
National Assembly (1893); anar-
chists attempted the assassination 
of industrialist Henry Clay Frick in 
1892, and assassinated Tsar Alexan-
der II in 1881 and President Carnot 
of France in 1894. On top of this, 
popular literature and newspapers 
filled their pages with rumors and 
fiction of anarchist conspiracies, 
plots, and uprisings.

20	 Dodge Statue: Chambers refers 
to the statue of industrialist and 
YMCA organizer William Earl 
Dodge (1805–1883), erected in Her-

“Are you going upstairs to see the lunatic again?” laughed old Hawberk. 
If Hawberk knew how I loathe that word “lunatic,” he would never use it 
in my presence. It rouses certain feelings within me which I do not care to 
explain. However, I answered him quietly: “I think I shall drop in and see 
Mr. Wilde for a moment or two.”

“Poor fellow,” said Constance, with a shake of the head, “it must be 
hard to live alone year after year poor, crippled and almost demented. It is 
very good of you, Mr. Castaigne, to visit him as often as you do.”

“I think he is vicious,” observed Hawberk, beginning again with his 
hammer. I listened to the golden tinkle on the greave plates; when he had 
finished I replied:

“No, he is not vicious, nor is he in the least demented. His mind is 
a wonder chamber,46 from which he can extract treasures that you and I 
would give years of our life to acquire.”’

Hawberk laughed.
I continued a little impatiently: “He knows history as no one else could 

know it. Nothing, however trivial, escapes his search, and his memory is so 
absolute, so precise in details, that were it known in New York that such a 
man existed, the people could not honour him enough.”

“Nonsense,” muttered Hawberk, searching on the floor for a fallen rivet.
“Is it nonsense,” I asked, managing to suppress what I felt, “is it non-

sense when he says that the tassets and cuissards47 of the enamelled suit 
of armour commonly known as the ‘Prince’s Emblazoned’ can be found 
among a mass of rusty theatrical properties, broken stoves and ragpicker’s 
refuse in a garret in Pell Street?”

Hawberk’s hammer fell to the ground, but he picked it up and asked, 
with a great deal of calm, how I knew that the tassets and left cuissard were 
missing from the “Prince’s Emblazoned.”

“I did not know until Mr. Wilde mentioned it to me the other day. He 
said they were in the garret of 998 Pell Street.”

“Nonsense,” he cried, but I noticed his hand trembling under his 
leathern apron.

“Is this nonsense too?” I asked pleasantly, “is it nonsense when Mr. 
Wilde continually speaks of you as the Marquis of Avonshire48 and of 
Miss Constance—”

I did not finish, for Constance had started to her feet with terror 
written on every feature. Hawberk looked at me and slowly smoothed his 
leathern apron.

“That is impossible,” he observed, “Mr. Wilde may know a great 
many things—”

“About armour, for instance, and the ‘Prince’s Emblazoned,’” I 
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ald Square in 1885. In 1941, the city 
moved the statue to Bryant Park, 
where it still stands. Chambers’ 
animus toward the statue likely 
springs from Dodge’s role as the 
first president (1865–1883) of the 
American Temperance Society. 
This 1920 New York perhaps ob-
jects to Dodge’s support for Native 
American rights.

21	 laws prohibiting suicide: Although 
English common law (from which 
American common law derives) has 
considered suicide a crime since 
the 13th century, most American 
states had no specific law against 
suicide in 1895. New York passed 
the first law explicitly outlawing 
assisted suicide in 1828; by 1868, 
21 states had such laws, and Cali-
fornia passed one in 1874. In 1895, 
only eight states had no such laws. 
The campaign for legalized eutha-
nasia began in 1906 in Ohio.

See also notes 22 and 34, below.

22	 Government Lethal Chamber: 
In his dystopian novel Caesar’s 
Column (1890), the Populist 
politician-turned-author Ignatius 
Donnelly (1831–1901) describes the 
capitalist oligarchy of 1988 that 
likewise establishes “handsome 
houses” where the surplus popu-
lation can take poison in comfort 
and be cremated.

23	 During my convalescence: 
Whether the fall from his horse, 
or reading the Play, brought on 
the narrator’s madness remains 
unanswered. The Play’s other 
victims in this collection suffer 
no precursor trauma aside from 
artistic inspiration.

24	 black stars: See note 94, below.

25	 sink into the Lake of Hali: This is 
probably just metaphor, but with 
this lake one can’t be sure. For the 
twin suns themselves, see “Cassil-
da’s Song,” note 2.

Chambers took the name Hali 
from Ambrose Bierce’s story “An 
Inhabitant of Carcosa” (1886; see 
“Cassilda’s Song,” note 3). Bierce 
uses the name as the author of the 
fictitious epigraph of the tale, and 
again in the same role in his story 

interposed, smiling.
“Yes,” he continued, slowly, “about armour also—may be—but he is 

wrong in regard to the Marquis of Avonshire, who, as you know, killed 
his wife’s traducer years ago, and went to Australia where he did not long 
survive his wife.”

“Mr. Wilde is wrong,” murmured Constance. Her lips were blanched, 
but her voice was sweet and calm.

“Let us agree, if you please, that in this one circumstance Mr. Wilde is 
wrong,” I said.

II 

I climbed the three dilapidated flights of stairs, which I had so often 
climbed before, and knocked at a small door at the end of the corridor. Mr. 
Wilde49 opened the door and I walked in.

When he had double-locked the door and pushed a heavy chest against 
it, he came and sat down beside me, peering up into my face with his lit-
tle light-coloured eyes. Half a dozen new scratches covered his nose and 
cheeks, and the silver wires which supported his artificial ears had become 
displaced. I thought I had never seen him so hideously fascinating. He had 
no ears. The artificial ones, which now stood out at an angle from the fine 
wire, were his one weakness. They were made of wax and painted a shell 
pink, but the rest of his face was yellow. He might better have revelled in 
the luxury of some artificial fingers for his left hand, which was absolutely 
fingerless, but it seemed to cause him no inconvenience, and he was satis-
fied with his wax ears. He was very small,50 scarcely higher than a child of 
ten, but his arms were magnificently developed, and his thighs as thick as 
any athlete’s. Still, the most remarkable thing about Mr. Wilde was that 
a man of his marvellous intelligence and knowledge should have such a 
head. It was flat and pointed, like the heads of many of those unfortunates 
whom people imprison in asylums for the weak-minded. Many called him 
insane, but I knew him to be as sane as I was.

I do not deny that he was eccentric; the mania he had for keeping 
that cat and teasing her until she flew at his face like a demon, was cer-
tainly eccentric. I never could understand why he kept the creature, nor 
what pleasure he found in shutting himself up in his room with this surly, 
vicious beast.51 I remember once, glancing up from the manuscript I was 
studying by the light of some tallow dips,52 and seeing Mr. Wilde squatting 
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“The Death of Halpin Frayser” 
(1891), collected in Can Such Things 
Be? (1893). For more details and 
speculations on Carcosa and Hali, 
see Appendix III.

26	 Pallid Mask: See “The 
Mask,” note 25.

27	 the King in Yellow: The entity, 
as distinct from the Play. See 
note 60, below.

28	 the translated copies: Despite the 
common misperception that the 
Play was originally published in 
French, Chambers (or Castaigne) 
clearly states that the first copies 
in France were translations from 
another language. (But see “The 
Yellow Sign,” note 34.)

29	 eager to read it: In 1894, London 
publishers Bodley Head put The 
Yellow Book on the stands, a 
quarterly positioned by its editors 
as a deliberately provocative 
literary and artistic magazine. 
Although its fiction was initially 
conventional, the sexually trans-
gressive art of Aubrey Beardsley 
(1872–1898) ensured a scandalized 
public reaction. (Chambers met 
Beardsley in Paris in 1892, and in 
1908 described him as “acutely 
unpleasant.”) Beardsley intention-
ally selected the color yellow for 
the magazine’s name and binding 
because French novels (associated 
by the British public with racy 
content) appeared in yellow cov-
ers. Like the Play, its association 
with French scandal led to eager 
London readership. Also like the 
Play, it provoked bans and even 
riots; The Yellow Book ceased 
publication in 1897.

30	 the book: One reason The Yellow 
Book suffered such obloquy was 
the British public’s mistaken 
association of the magazine with 
the author and dandy Oscar 
Wilde (1854–1900), whose arrest 
in April 1895 for “gross indecency” 
destroyed his career and life. Wilde 
felt the magazine too dull: “It is 
horrid and not yellow at all,” was 
his response to the first issue.

motionless on his high chair, his eyes fairly blazing with excitement, while 
the cat, which had risen from her place before the stove, came creeping 
across the floor right at him. Before I could move she flattened her belly 
to the ground, crouched, trembled, and sprang into his face. Howling and 
foaming they rolled over and over on the floor, scratching and clawing, 
until the cat screamed and fled under the cabinet, and Mr. Wilde turned 
over on his back, his limbs contracting and curling up like the legs of a 
dying spider. He was eccentric.

Mr. Wilde had climbed into his high chair, and, after studying my face, 
picked up a dog’s-eared ledger and opened it.

“Henry B. Matthews,” he read, “book-keeper with Whysot Whysot 
and Company, dealers in church ornaments. Called April 3rd. Reputation 
damaged on the race-track. Known as a welcher. Reputation to be repaired 
by August 1st. Retainer Five Dollars.” He turned the page and ran his 
fingerless knuckles down the closely-written columns.

“P. Greene Dusenberry, Minister of the Gospel, Fairbeach, New Jersey. 
Reputation damaged in the Bowery. To be repaired as soon as possible. 
Retainer $100.”

He coughed and added, “Called, April 6th.”
“Then you are not in need of money, Mr. Wilde,” I inquired.
“Listen,” he coughed again.
“Mrs. C. Hamilton Chester, of Chester Park, New York City. Called 

April 7th. Reputation damaged at Dieppe,53 France. To be repaired by Oc-
tober 1st Retainer $500.

“Note.—C. Hamilton Chester,54 Captain U.S.S. ‘Avalanche’, ordered 
home from South Sea Squadron October 1st.”

“Well,” I said, “the profession of a Repairer of Reputations is lucrative.”
His colourless eyes sought mine, “I only wanted to demonstrate that I 

was correct. You said it was impossible to succeed as a Repairer of Reputa-
tions; that even if I did succeed in certain cases it would cost me more than 
I would gain by it. To-day I have five hundred men in my employ, who are 
poorly paid, but who pursue the work with an enthusiasm which possibly 
may be born of fear. These men enter every shade and grade of society; some 
even are pillars of the most exclusive social temples; others are the prop and 
pride of the financial world; still others, hold undisputed sway among the 
‘Fancy and the Talent.’55 I choose them at my leisure from those who reply 
to my advertisements. It is easy enough, they are all cowards. I could treble 
the number in twenty days if I wished. So you see, those who have in their 
keeping the reputations of their fellow-citizens, I have in my pay.”

“They may turn on you,” I suggested.
He rubbed his thumb over his cropped ears, and adjusted the wax 
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31	 like an infectious disease: Yellow 
has long been a symbol for disease 
in Western culture, likely due to 
jaundice (a symptom of yellow 
fever, malaria, and hepatitis) as 
well as to the color of bruised 
skin, diarrhea, rotting meat, and 
exposed bone. Yellow quarantine 
flags date back at least to 1789 in 
the Royal Navy, and likely descend 
from the yellow cloths hung from 
plague-stricken houses in the Med-
iterranean. A “Yellow Pestilence” 
swept through Britain in 664, and 
possibly in the mid-6th century 
before that, driving much of the 
population (including St. Teilo) to 
Chambers’ haunts in Brittany.

Syphilis, a venereal disease, was 
endemic in the bohemian circles 
Chambers moved in. It resonates 
quite strongly with his Yellow Sign, 
which covertly unites many men in 
shame, springs from sexual immo-
rality (see “The Yellow Sign,” note 
33), makes true love impossible, 
drives those who possess it mad, 
and ends in horrifying death. The 
Yellow Sign is no more “actually” 
syphilis than Poe’s Red Death is 
“actually” tuberculosis; rather, 
both writers drew on powerful 
fears for their art, disease like-
ly among them.

32	 purest poison lurked: In The 
Picture of Dorian Gray (1891) by 
Oscar Wilde, the roué Lord Henry 
Wotton sends Dorian “a book 
bound in yellow paper” that leads 
him into depravity. Dorian calls it 
“a poisonous book.” (For more of 
Dorian’s description, see Appendix 
II.) Sadly, the book is not The King 
in Yellow, as Wilde describes it as a 
novel. Although he never gives title 
or author, he makes it plain that 
Dorian’s book is À rebours (1884) by 
Joris-Karl Huysmans (1848–1907), 
the exemplar of the Decadent 
style (see Appendix II).

33	 13th day of April, 1920: One 
argument for this future as a 
confabulation (see note 57, below), 
the date given contradicts the 
narrator’s opening words: “Toward 
the end of the year 1920.”

substitutes. “I think not,” he murmured thoughtfully, “I seldom have to 
apply the whip, and then only once. Besides they like their wages.”

“How do you apply the whip?” I demanded.
His face for a moment was awful to look upon. His eyes dwindled to 

a pair of green sparks.
“I invite them to come and have a little chat with me,” he said in 

a soft voice.
A knock at the door interrupted him, and his face resumed its amia-

ble expression.
“Who is it?” he inquired.
“Mr. Steylette,” was the answer.
“Come to-morrow,” replied Mr. Wilde.
“Impossible,” began the other, but was silenced by a sort of bark 

from Mr. Wilde.
“Come to-morrow,” he repeated.
We heard somebody move away from the door and turn the corner by 

the stairway.
“Who is that?” I asked.
“Arnold Steylette, Owner and Editor in Chief of the great 

New York daily.”
He drummed on the ledger with his fingerless hand adding: “I pay 

him very badly, but he thinks it a good bargain.”
“Arnold Steylette!” I repeated amazed.
“Yes,” said Mr. Wilde, with a self-satisfied cough.
The cat, which had entered the room as he spoke, hesitated, looked up 

at him and snarled. He climbed down from the chair and squatting on the 
floor, took the creature into his arms and caressed her. The cat ceased snarl-
ing and presently began a loud purring which seemed to increase in timbre 
as he stroked her. “Where are the notes?” I asked. He pointed to the table, 
and for the hundredth time I picked up the bundle of manuscript entitled—

The Imperial Dynasty of America.

One by one I studied the well-worn pages, worn only by my own handling, 
and although I knew all by heart, from the beginning, “When from Car-
cosa, the Hyades, Hastur, and Aldebaran,”56 to “Castaigne, Louis de Cal-
vados, born December 19th, 1877,”57 I read it with an eager, rapt attention, 
pausing to repeat parts of it aloud, and dwelling especially on “Hildred de 
Calvados, only son of Hildred Castaigne and Edythe Landes Castaigne, 
first in succession,” etc., etc.

When I finished, Mr. Wilde nodded and coughed.
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34	 Government Lethal Chamber: 
Although the legal movement for 
assisted suicide had not yet begun 
by 1895, arguments for the practice 
had entered modern culture with 
Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), in 
which priests provided peaceful 
deaths to the terminally ill. The 
rash of suicides featured in Belle 
Époque newspapers only amplified 
them. In 1893, Scottish theater 
critic William Archer (1856–1924) 
argued for the “rational state of 
civilization” in the London Chron-
icle: “What we want—what our 
grandsons or great-grandsons will 
probably have—is a commodious 
and scientific lethal chamber….”

In the 1890s, the chemist Alfred 
Nobel (1833–1896) offered to fund 
luxurious facilities in Milan and 
Rome where those who wished 
could be instantaneously suffo-
cated after “a first-class dinner 
washed down with good wine” by 
a gas Nobel had invented. The Ital-
ian government turned him down.

35	 Washington Square: At the south 
end of Fifth Avenue in Manhattan, 
Washington Square Park serves as 
the eastern gateway to Greenwich 
Village. Chambers lived at 60 
Washington Square South when he 
wrote The King in Yellow.

The location of the Lethal 
Chamber is currently occupied by 
the New York University business 
school. South Fifth Avenue is now 
La Guardia Place.

36	 lawns, flowers and fountains: The 
description of the Lethal Chamber 
grounds resembles the “Oeuvre 
de la mort volontaire” facility in 
the short story “L’endormeuse” 
(“The Soporific,” 1889), by Guy 
de Maupassant (1850–1893). In 
that tale, the narrator falls asleep 
on the bank of the Seine while 
reading a newspaper full of articles 
about suicide. In his dream, he 
discovers that the future Paris of 
1894 has allowed the construction 
of an elegant building dedicated to 
suicides, centered on a greenhouse 
lined with tapestry landscapes 
and full of palm trees, roses, and 
other flowers. (In a premonition of 
Chambers’ martial 1920, a military 
government permitted the estab-

“Speaking of your legitimate ambition,” he said, “how do Constance 
and Louis get along?”

“She loves him,” I replied simply.
The cat on his knee suddenly turned and struck at his eyes, and he 

flung her off and climbed on to the chair opposite me.
“And Dr. Archer! But that’s a matter you can settle any time you 

wish,” he added.
“Yes,” I replied, “Dr. Archer can wait, but it is time I saw my cousin Louis.”
“It is time,” he repeated. Then he took another ledger from the table 

and ran over the leaves rapidly. “We are now in communication with ten 
thousand men,” he muttered. “We can count on one hundred thousand 
within the first twenty-eight hours, and in forty-eight hours the state will 
rise en masse. The country follows the state, and the portion that will not, 
I mean California and the Northwest,58 might better never have been in-
habited. I shall not send them the Yellow Sign.”59

The blood rushed to my head, but I only answered, “A new broom 
sweeps clean.”

“The ambition of Caesar and of Napoleon pales before that which 
could not rest until it had seized the minds of men and controlled even 
their unborn thoughts,” said Mr. Wilde.

“You are speaking of the King in Yellow,”60 I groaned, with a shudder.
“He is a king whom emperors have served.”61

“I am content to serve him,” I replied.
Mr. Wilde sat rubbing his ears with his crippled hand. “Perhaps Con-

stance does not love him,” he suggested.
I started to reply, but a sudden burst of military music from the street 

below drowned my voice. The twentieth dragoon regiment, formerly in 
garrison at Mount St. Vincent, was returning from the manœuvres in 
Westchester County, to its new barracks on East Washington Square.62 
It was my cousin’s regiment. They were a fine lot of fellows, in their pale 
blue, tight-fitting jackets, jaunty busbys and white riding breeches with 
the double yellow stripe, into which their limbs seemed moulded. Every 
other squadron was armed with lances, from the metal points of which 
fluttered yellow and white pennons. The band passed, playing the regi-
mental march, then came the colonel and staff, the horses crowding and 
trampling, while their heads bobbed in unison, and the pennons fluttered 
from their lance points. The troopers, who rode with the beautiful English 
seat,63 looked brown as berries from their bloodless campaign among the 
farms of Westchester, and the music of their sabres against the stirrups, 
and the jingle of spurs and carbines was delightful to me. I saw Louis rid-
ing with his squadron. He was as handsome an officer as I have ever seen. 
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lishment of the suicide society.) 
Suicides from all walks of life can 
enjoy cards, fine dining, and then 
annihilation with a poison gas 
that smells like the flowers they 
loved the most.

Maupassant dominated French 
short fiction during Chambers’ 
time in Paris, publishing over 330 
short stories between 1880 and 
1891. Like Chambers, he wrote 
love stories and horror stories, and 
stories that merged the two. His 
greatest horror story, “Le horla” 
(1887), influenced Bierce and H.P. 
Lovecraft (1890–1937), and his oeu-
vre cannot have failed to impress 
itself on Chambers. He died of 
tertiary syphilis in 1893.

37	 The Fates: Clotho, Lachesis, and 
Atropos, the Moirai of Greek 
mythology, measured, colored, and 
cut the threads of human life.

38	 Boris Yvain: Boris is a major 
character in “The Mask.” See that 
story, note 34.

39	 Lancers: Light cavalry armed with 
the lance, used in European armies 
as shock troops. Aside from a 
few mostly ineffectual examples 
(Rush’s Lancers [6th Pennsylvania 
Cavalry] in the early U.S. Civil War 
being the main exception), the U.S. 
Army has fielded no lancer units. In 
Cavalry Tactics (1910), Cpt. Alonzo 
Gray wrote, “Americans do not 
take kindly to the lance.”

40	 National Guard: The endless list 
of named dignitaries provides 
verisimilitude and martial tone to 
Chambers’ future and also subtly 
indicates that our narrator has ob-
sessive tendencies. New York and 
Brooklyn: In 1894, Brooklyn voted 
to become a borough of New York 
City, the merger to take place in 
1898. In this timeline, apparently 
the merger created a twin city 
rather than a metropolis. Gover-
nor’s Island: An island just south 
of Manhattan, which served as a 
major U.S. Army command facility 
until 1966. Hamilton: See note 54, 
below. North River: The stretch of 
the Hudson River between Man-
hattan and New Jersey. National 
Guard: Apparently a synonym for 

Mr. Wilde, who had mounted a chair by the window, saw him too, but said 
nothing. Louis turned and looked straight at Hawberk’s shop as he passed, 
and I could see the flush on his brown cheeks. I think Constance must 
have been at the window. When the last troopers had clattered by, and the 
last pennons vanished into South Fifth Avenue, Mr. Wilde clambered out 
of his chair and dragged the chest away from the door.

“Yes,” he said, “it is time that you saw your cousin Louis.”
He unlocked the door and I picked up my hat and stick and stepped 

into the corridor. The stairs were dark. Groping about, I set my foot on 
something soft, which snarled and spit, and I aimed a murderous blow at 
the cat, but my cane shivered to splinters against the balustrade, and the 
beast scurried back into Mr. Wilde’s room.

Passing Hawberk’s door again I saw him still at work on the armour, 
but I did not stop, and stepping out into Bleecker Street, I followed it to 
Wooster, skirted the grounds of the Lethal Chamber, and crossing Wash-
ington Park went straight to my rooms in the Benedick.64 Here I lunched 
comfortably, read the Herald and the Meteor,65 and finally went to the 
steel safe in my bedroom and set the time combination. The three and 
three-quarter minutes which it is necessary to wait, while the time lock 
is opening, are to me golden moments. From the instant I set the combi-
nation to the moment when I grasp the knobs and swing back the solid 
steel doors, I live in an ecstasy of expectation. Those moments must be 
like moments passed in Paradise. I know what I am to find at the end of 
the time limit. I know what the massive safe holds secure for me, for me 
alone, and the exquisite pleasure of waiting is hardly enhanced when the 
safe opens and I lift, from its velvet crown, a diadem of purest gold, blazing 
with diamonds. I do this every day, and yet the joy of waiting and at last 
touching again the diadem, only seems to increase as the days pass. It is 
a diadem fit for a King among kings, an Emperor among emperors. The 
King in Yellow might scorn it,66 but it shall be worn by his royal servant.

I held it in my arms until the alarm in the safe rang harshly, and then 
tenderly, proudly, I replaced it and shut the steel doors. I walked slowly 
back into my study, which faces Washington Square, and leaned on the 
window sill. The afternoon sun poured into my windows, and a gentle 
breeze stirred the branches of the elms and maples in the park, now cov-
ered with buds and tender foliage. A flock of pigeons circled about the 
tower of the Memorial Church; sometimes alighting on the purple tiled 
roof, sometimes wheeling downward to the lotos fountain in front of the 
marble arch. The gardeners were busy with the flower beds around the 
fountain, and the freshly turned earth smelled sweet and spicy. A lawn 
mower, drawn by a fat white horse, clinked across the green sward, and 
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the National Mounted Police on p. 
2, as “hussars” are mounted troops. 
In our history the state militias 
did not become the National 
Guard until 1903.

41	 from their midst: This line indi-
cates the purpose of the Lethal 
Chamber is eugenic: the culling 
of “inferior” people from society. 
English biologist Sir Francis Galton 
(1822–1911) coined the term 
“eugenics” in 1883, proposing 
that society breed its members 
just as farmers bred animals for 
superior outcomes. In the United 
States, eugenics found supporters 
from sociologist W.E.B. DuBois 
(1868–1963) to cereal magnate John 
H. Kellogg (1852–1943). Chambers 
later wrote The Gay Rebellion 
(1913), a satire on eugenics and 
women’s suffrage.

Critic Lee Weinstein sees the 
Lethal Chamber, a symbol of 
purification, as the mirror image 
in this story of the Play, a symbol 
of corruption.

42	 Hawberk: A hauberk is a shirt 
of chain mail, an apt cognomen 
for an armourer.

43	 Mr. Castaigne: Chambers doubt-
less took the name of his narrator 
from French artist and illustrator 
André Castaigne (1861–1929). An-
dré entered the École des Beaux-
Arts in 1878, had a successful 
career in Paris, and worked in New 
York from 1890 to 1895. Chambers 
doubtless knew him at the Beaux-
Arts, and likely socialized with him 
in New York while writing The King 
in Yellow. Harper’s and Collier’s 
regularly published art by both him 
and Chambers during that period, 
and he illustrated Chambers’ nov-
el The Maids of Paradise (1902).

There was also a Bishop of Salu-
ces named Gabriel de Castaigne 
(1562–1630), who published at least 
four alchemical treatises (includ-
ing L’Or Potable, for those looking 
for a yellow signifier) between c. 
1600 and 1615.

44	 Quai d’Orsay: See “The Street of 
the First Shell,” note 10.

watering-carts poured showers of spray over the asphalt drives. Around 
the statue of Peter Stuyvesant, which in 1897 had replaced the monstrosity 
supposed to represent Garibaldi,67 children played in the spring sunshine, 
and nurse girls wheeled elaborate baby carriages with a reckless disregard 
for the pasty-faced occupants, which could probably be explained by the 
presence of half a dozen trim dragoon troopers languidly lolling on the 
benches. Through the trees, the Washington Memorial Arch glistened like 
silver in the sunshine, and beyond, on the eastern extremity of the square 
the grey stone barracks of the dragoons, and the white granite artillery 
stables were alive with colour and motion.

I looked at the Lethal Chamber on the corner of the square opposite. 
A few curious people still lingered about the gilded iron railing, but inside 
the grounds the paths were deserted. I watched the fountains ripple and 
sparkle; the sparrows had already found this new bathing nook, and the 
basins were covered with the dusty-feathered little things. Two or three 
white peacocks picked their way across the lawns, and a drab coloured 
pigeon sat so motionless on the arm of one of the “Fates,” that it seemed 
to be a part of the sculptured stone.

As I was turning carelessly away, a slight commotion in the group of 
curious loiterers around the gates attracted my attention. A young man had 
entered, and was advancing with nervous strides along the gravel path which 
leads to the bronze doors of the Lethal Chamber. He paused a moment 
before the “Fates,” and as he raised his head to those three mysterious faces, 
the pigeon rose from its sculptured perch, circled about for a moment and 
wheeled to the east. The young man pressed his hand to his face, and then 
with an undefinable gesture sprang up the marble steps, the bronze doors 
closed behind him, and half an hour later the loiterers slouched away, and 
the frightened pigeon returned to its perch in the arms of Fate.

I put on my hat and went out into the park for a little walk before din-
ner. As I crossed the central driveway a group of officers passed, and one of 
them called out, “Hello, Hildred,” and came back to shake hands with me. 
It was my cousin Louis, who stood smiling and tapping his spurred heels 
with his riding-whip.

“Just back from Westchester,” he said; “been doing the bucolic; milk 
and curds, you know, dairy-maids in sunbonnets, who say ‘haeow’ and ‘I 
don’t think’ when you tell them they are pretty. I’m nearly dead for a square 
meal at Delmonico’s.68 What’s the news?”

“There is none,” I replied pleasantly. “I saw your regiment coming in 
this morning.”

“Did you? I didn’t see you. Where were you?”
“In Mr. Wilde’s window.”
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45	 Westchester County: Just north of 
New York City.

46	 wonder chamber: Better known as 
the German wunderkammer, or as 
the “cabinet of curiosities,” a won-
der chamber is a room decorated 
with natural specimens, oddities, 
relics, artifacts, and objets d’art. 
Most popular in the 16th–18th 
centuries, they served as symbolic 
representations of their owner’s er-
udition, taste, and command of the 
world. Chambers clearly intends a 
parallel between the Lethal Cham-
ber and Wilde’s “wonder chamber” 
mind: Castaigne destroys himself 
morally and psychically.

47	 tassets and cuissards: Greaves: 
armor for the shins; tassets: armor 
for the upper thighs; cuissards: 
armor for the thighs, more com-
monly called cuisses. Once he had 
the money to do so, Chambers 
assembled a notable collection 
of medieval armor in his home at 
Broadalbin. Another young girl and 
collection of armor feature in his 
romance The Business of Life (1913).

48	 Marquis of Avonshire: A fictional 
title, which would be spelled 
“marquess” in the British peerage. 
There is no county of Avonshire.

49	 Mr. Wilde: It seems unlikely that 
Chambers picked this name by 
coincidence, Oscar Wilde being 
a globally famous symbol of dec-
adence in 1895, even before his 
trial. But a figure less like that tall 
(6’3”), handsome dandy is hard to 
imagine. Perhaps Chambers means 
to suggest that, like the novel’s 
Mr. Hyde, the evil side of Wilde is 
shorter than normal.

50	 very small: While in Paris, Cham-
bers may have met—and certainly 
heard about—the post-Impression-
ist painter Henri de Toulouse-Lau-
trec (1864–1901). Left crippled by 
congenital defects and childhood 
accidents, he stood only 4’8” tall, 
with a bulky torso and small legs 
similar to Wilde’s description. 
Toulouse-Lautrec befriended 
Oscar Wilde in 1892, and painted 
his portrait in 1895.

“Oh, hell!” he began impatiently, “that man is stark mad! I don’t under-
stand why you—”

He saw how annoyed I felt by this outburst, and begged my pardon.
“Really, old chap,” he said, “I don’t mean to run down a man you like, 

but for the life of me I can’t see what the deuce you find in common 
with Mr. Wilde. He’s not well bred, to put it generously; he is hideously 
deformed; his head is the head of a criminally insane person. You know 
yourself he’s been in an asylum—”

“So have I,” I interrupted calmly.
Louis looked startled and confused for a moment, but recovered and 

slapped me heartily on the shoulder. “You were completely cured,” he be-
gan; but I stopped him again.

“I suppose you mean that I was simply acknowledged never to have 
been insane.”

“Of course that—that’s what I meant,” he laughed.
I disliked his laugh because I knew it was forced, but I nodded gaily 

and asked him where he was going. Louis looked after his brother officers 
who had now almost reached Broadway.

“We had intended to sample a Brunswick cocktail,69 but to tell you the 
truth I was anxious for an excuse to go and see Hawberk instead. Come 
along, I’ll make you my excuse.”

We found old Hawberk, neatly attired in a fresh spring suit, standing 
at the door of his shop and sniffing the air.

“I had just decided to take Constance for a little stroll before dinner,” 
he replied to the impetuous volley of questions from Louis. “We thought 
of walking on the park terrace along the North River.”

At that moment Constance appeared and grew pale and rosy by turns 
as Louis bent over her small gloved fingers. I tried to excuse myself, alleg-
ing an engagement uptown, but Louis and Constance would not listen, 
and I saw I was expected to remain and engage old Hawberk’s attention. 
After all it would be just as well if I kept my eye on Louis, I thought, and 
when they hailed a Spring Street horse-car, I got in after them and took 
my seat beside the armourer.

The beautiful line of parks and granite terraces overlooking the wharves 
along the North River, which were built in 1910 and finished in the autumn 
of 1917, had become one of the most popular promenades in the metropolis. 
They extended from the battery to 190th Street,70 overlooking the noble 
river and affording a fine view of the Jersey shore and the Highlands oppo-
site. Cafés and restaurants were scattered here and there among the trees, 
and twice a week military bands from the garrison played in the kiosques 
on the parapets.
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Another artistic radical under 
five feet tall, Alfred Jarry (1873–
1907) almost certainly never met 
Chambers. Jarry published his first 
poetry in 1892–1893 while writing 
and rewriting Ubu Roi (1896), a dis-
turbing play about an inexplicable 
King. Chambers may never even 
have heard of Jarry; he left Paris in 
1893 just after Jarry arrived there 
from Brittany. Nothing loth, Simon 
Bucher-Jones implicates Jarry in his 
own “restored” version of the Play, 
The King in Yellow: A New Transla-
tion (Pantechnikon Press, 2015).

51	 this surly, vicious beast: Wilde’s cat 
clearly descends, literarily at least, 
from Pluto, the cat in “The Black 
Cat” (1843) by Edgar Allan Poe 
(1809–1849). Chambers’ increas-
ingly unreliable narrator also owes 
much to that story.

Chambers was undeniably a 
dog person, but in 1900–1901 
he did own a tuxedo cat named 
Ladysmith and took some pride in 
its ability to deal out violence to a 
neighbor’s dog.

52	 tallow dips: A tallow dip is a twist 
of cloth set alight in a saucer of 
tallow: rendered beef or mutton 
fat. The cheapest imaginable 
light source.

53	 Dieppe: Fairbeach, New Jersey: 
Fictional. The Bowery: Neighbor-
hood on the Lower East Side of 
New York, infamous in the 1890s 
for prostitution, saloons, and 
homosexuality. $100: The equiv-
alent of $2,900 in 2018. Dieppe: A 
port in Normandy, home in the 
1890s to an artists’ colony and a 
thriving casino.

54	 C. Hamilton Chester: The USS 
Avalanche is a fictional vessel.

Author Rick Lai believes there 
may be a possible connection be-
tween the name “Hamilton” used 
here for the blackmail victim and 
her husband, on p. 4 for the com-
mander of the garrison, and for Mr. 
Scott’s apartment building in “The 
Yellow Sign” (see that story, note 
31). He specifically connects the 
name to the Mystic Order of the 
Veiled Prophets of the Enchanted 
Realm (see “The Prophets’ Para-

We sat down in the sunshine on the bench at the foot of the equestrian 
statue of General Sheridan.71 Constance tipped her sunshade to shield 
her eyes, and she and Louis began a murmuring conversation which was 
impossible to catch. Old Hawberk, leaning on his ivory headed cane, light-
ed an excellent cigar, the mate to which I politely refused, and smiled at 
vacancy. The sun hung low above the Staten Island woods, and the bay 
was dyed with golden hues72 reflected from the sun-warmed sails of the 
shipping in the harbour.

Brigs, schooners, yachts, clumsy ferry-boats, their decks swarming with 
people, railroad transports carrying lines of brown, blue and white freight 
cars, stately sound steamers, déclassé tramp steamers, coasters, dredgers, 
scows, and everywhere pervading the entire bay impudent little tugs puff-
ing and whistling officiously;—these were the craft which churned the 
sunlight waters as far as the eye could reach. In calm contrast to the hurry 
of sailing vessel and steamer a silent fleet of white warships lay motionless 
in midstream.

Constance’s merry laugh aroused me from my reverie.
“What are you staring at?” she inquired.
“Nothing—the fleet,” I smiled.
Then Louis told us what the vessels were, pointing out each by its 

relative position to the old Red Fort on Governor’s Island.
“That little cigar shaped thing is a torpedo boat,” he explained; “there 

are four more lying close together. They are the Tarpon, the Falcon, the 
Sea Fox, and the Octopus. The gun-boats just above are the Princeton, the 
Champlain, the Still Water and the Erie. Next to them lie the cruisers Far-
ragut and Los Angeles, and above them the battle ships California, and 
Dakota, and the Washington which is the flag ship. Those two squatty look-
ing chunks of metal which are anchored there off Castle William are the 
double turreted monitors Terrible and Magnificent; behind them lies the 
ram, Osceola.”73

Constance looked at him with deep approval in her beautiful eyes. 
“What loads of things you know for a soldier,” she said, and we all joined 
in the laugh which followed.

Presently Louis rose with a nod to us and offered his arm to Con-
stance, and they strolled away along the river wall. Hawberk watched them 
for a moment and then turned to me.

“Mr. Wilde was right,” he said. “I have found the missing tassets and left 
cuissard of the ‘Prince’s Emblazoned,’ in a vile old junk garret in Pell Street.”

“998?” I inquired, with a smile.
“Yes.”
“Mr. Wilde is a very intelligent man,” I observed.
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dise,” note 2), a Masonic appanage 
order founded in Hamilton, New 
York, in 1890.

55	 the “Fancy and the Talent”: In the 
1890s, bettors on boxing were 
called “the Fancy,” while those who 
bet on horses were “the Talent.”

56	 and Aldebaran: The Hyades: A star 
cluster in the constellation Taurus 
(see note 89, below). Both the Hy-
ades and Aldebaran appear in the 
sky above Carcosa in Bierce’s story.

Hastur: Chambers took this 
name from the story “Haïta the 
Shepherd” (1891) by Ambrose 
Bierce, also collected in Tales of 
Soldiers and Civilians (1892). In 
Bierce’s story, Hastur is “the god of 
shepherds.” Chambers also names 
Hastur as an attendant in “The 
Demoiselle d’Ys” (see that story, 
note 8). In this context, between 
the Hyades and Aldebaran, it 
appears to be the name of a star. 
For more on the name Hastur, see 
Appendix III.

Aldebaran: The brightest star 
in Taurus, a red-orange giant. 
Its name comes from the Arabic 
al-dabaran, “the follower,” because 
it follows the Hyades across the 
sky. In astrology, it is one of the 
four “royal stars,” and portends 
riches and honor.

57	 December 19, 1877: If the story 
takes place in April 1920, Louis is 
42, rather old for captain’s rank and 
very old for romancing Chambers’ 
heroines. In 1895, Louis would be 
seventeen: just right for romance.

For this reason, and many others 
indicated in these notes, several 
critics believe the “1920” setting 
to be yet another of Castaigne’s 
delusions. The “real” story in this 
view occurs in 1895, and we see 
1895 New York through Castaigne’s 
eyes: the cavalrymen are actually 
mounted policemen, the Lethal 
Chamber is actually an elevated 
train entrance, and so forth. In 
the wake of a century of science 
fiction, readers now often consider 
this 1920 to be an alternate history, 
perhaps brought about by the 
insidious influence of the Play.

“I want to give him the credit of this most important discovery,” con-
tinued Hawberk. “And I intend it shall be known that he is entitled to 
the fame of it.”

“He won’t thank you for that,” I answered sharply; “please say noth-
ing about it.”

“Do you know what it is worth?” said Hawberk.
“No, fifty dollars, perhaps.”
“It is valued at five hundred, but the owner of the ‘Prince’s Emblazoned’ 

will give two thousand dollars to the person who completes his suit; that 
reward also belongs to Mr. Wilde.”

“He doesn’t want it! He refuses it!” I answered angrily. “What do you 
know about Mr. Wilde? He doesn’t need the money. He is rich—or will 
be—richer than any living man except myself. What will we care for mon-
ey then—what will we care, he and I, when—when—”

“When what?” demanded Hawberk, astonished.
“You will see,” I replied, on my guard again.
He looked at me narrowly, much as Doctor Archer used to, and I knew 

he thought I was mentally unsound. Perhaps it was fortunate for him that 
he did not use the word lunatic just then.

“No,” I replied to his unspoken thought, “I am not mentally weak; my 
mind is as healthy as Mr. Wilde’s. I do not care to explain just yet what I 
have on hand, but it is an investment which will pay more than mere gold, 
silver and precious stones. It will secure the happiness and prosperity of a 
continent—yes, a hemisphere!”

“Oh,” said Hawberk.
“And eventually,” I continued more quietly, “it will secure the happiness 

of the whole world.”
“And incidentally your own happiness and prosperity as well as 

Mr. Wilde’s?”
“Exactly,” I smiled. But I could have throttled him for taking that tone.
He looked at me in silence for a while and then said very gently, “Why 

don’t you give up your books and studies, Mr. Castaigne, and take a tramp 
among the mountains somewhere or other? You used to be fond of fishing. 
Take a cast or two at the trout in the Rangelys.”74

“I don’t care for fishing any more,”75 I answered, without a shade of 
annoyance in my voice.

“You used to be fond of everything,” he continued; “athletics, yachting, 
shooting, riding—”

“I have never cared to ride since my fall,” I said quietly.
“Ah, yes, your fall,” he repeated, looking away from me.
I thought this nonsense had gone far enough, so I brought the 
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58	 California and the Northwest: 
Although contra Wilde, California 
followed New York more often 
in politics than not, the state’s 
financial and railroad interests 
did constant battle with the 
New York trusts.

59	 the Yellow Sign: See note 93, below, 
and “The Yellow Sign,” note 43.

60	 speaking of The King in Yellow:  
Like Carcosa, Chambers wisely 
does not restrict the King in Yellow 
to one mythic role. In this story, he 
appears to be the personification 
of both Castaigne’s delusion and 
of secret conspiratorial power. In 
Chambers’ other stories, he em-
bodies hopelessness, degeneracy, 
or death itself. In all of these tales, 
however, he uses the Play as his 
gateway, his seduction, his channel 
to enter the mind of the reader 
and perhaps the mortal universe as 
well. Although this story predates 
the arrival of the Tibetan word 
tulpa into Western occultism, 
the King in Yellow resembles a 
“thought-form” (as theosophical 
occultists termed a similar concept 
in the 1890s) given shape and ma-
lignity by the words of the Play. 

61	 a king whom emperors have 
served: Emperors normally outrank 
kings. This might be Chambers’ dig 
at Emperors Napoleon III of France 
and Wilhelm I of Germany, who 
between them sorely wounded his 
beloved France in 1870. Or it might 
just be a really good line.

62	 East Washington Square: Twentieth: 
The only actual 20th Cavalry Regi-
ment in U.S. Army history lasted six 
months before being reorganized in 
1918 as the 78th Field Artillery. Dra-
goons: Mounted troops who fight 
dismounted, the most common 
cavalry type in American military 
history. Whether the same regiment 
being both dragoons and lancers is 
Castaigne’s confusion or Chambers’ 
remains unclear. Mount St. Vincent: 
A neighborhood in Riverdale, in 
the Bronx. New barracks: A cavalry 
barracks in the heart of Manhattan 
more than anything so far indicates 
how completely militarized this 
future America has become.

conversation back to Mr. Wilde; but he was scanning my face again in a 
manner highly offensive to me.

“Mr. Wilde,” he repeated, “do you know what he did this afternoon? He 
came downstairs and nailed a sign over the hall door next to mine; it read:

Mr. Wilde, 
Repairer of Reputations. 

3rd Bell.

“Do you know what a Repairer of Reputations can be?”
“I do,” I replied, suppressing the rage within.
“Oh,” he said again.
Louis and Constance came strolling by and stopped to ask if we would 

join them. Hawberk looked at his watch. At the same moment a puff of 
smoke shot from the casemates of Castle William,76 and the boom of the 
sunset gun rolled across the water and was re-echoed from the Highlands 
opposite. The flag came running down from the flag-pole, the bugles 
sounded on the white decks of the warships, and the first electric light 
sparkled out from the Jersey shore.

As I turned into the city with Hawberk I heard Constance murmur 
something to Louis which I did not understand; but Louis whispered “My 
darling,” in reply; and again, walking ahead with Hawberk through the 
square I heard a murmur of “sweetheart,” and “my own Constance,” and I 
knew the time had nearly arrived when I should speak of important mat-
ters with my cousin Louis. 

III 

One morning early in May I stood before the steel safe in my bedroom, 
trying on the golden jewelled crown. The diamonds flashed fire as I turned 
to the mirror, and the heavy beaten gold burned like a halo about my 
head. I remembered Camilla’s agonized scream77 and the awful words 
echoing through the dim streets of Carcosa. They were the last lines in the 
first act,78 and I dared not think of what followed—dared not, even in the 
spring sunshine, there in my own room, surrounded with familiar objects, 
reassured by the bustle from the street and the voices of the servants in the 
hallway outside. For those poisoned words had dropped slowly into my 
heart, as death-sweat drops upon a bed-sheet and is absorbed. Trembling, 
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63	 English seat: Not a reference to a 
type of saddle, but to a method 
of sitting astride a horse in the 
approved English fashion: horse 
head up and high-stepping, rider’s 
hand loose but steady on the 
reins and knees resting against 
the horse’s flanks, sitting light in 
the saddle over the withers, toes 
pointed inward in short stirrups. 
The “English seat” indicated breed-
ing and aristocracy, as opposed to 
the “Southern” or “Western” seat 
favored by American cowboys 
and cavalrymen.

64	 the Benedick: An actual apartment 
building at 80 Washington Square 
East, erected in 1879 as bachelor 
housing, with four artist’s lofts on 
the sixth floor. Rent was between 
$30 and $45 per month. Officially 
the Tuckerman Building, its artistic 
clientele nicknamed it “the Ben-
edick,” for the confirmed bachelor 
in Shakespeare’s Much Ado About 
Nothing (1598). 

65	 and the Meteor: Herald: The New 
York Herald was a sensationalist 
daily broadsheet newspaper found-
ed in 1835; it merged with the 
Tribune to become the Herald-Tri-
bune in 1924. Meteor: Apparently a 
fictional newspaper.

66	 The King in Yellow might scorn it: 
Chambers may have mined more 
concepts and imagery for the King 
in Yellow from the short story 
“The King in the Golden Mask” 
(1892) by the French journalist 
Marcel Schwob (1857–1905), an 
acolyte of Poe and friend of Oscar 
Wilde who proofread Salome (see 
“The Yellow Sign,” note 34). In 
Schwob’s story, an unmasked blind 
stranger confronts the last of a 
line of golden-masked kings in an 
unnamed city. The king discovers 
his own leprosy, blinds himself, 
rejects his throne, and wanders 
into the world.

67	 Garibaldi: Memorial Church…mar-
ble arch: Architect Stanford White 
(1853–1906) designed the Judson 
Memorial Church (1891) and the 
Washington Square Arch (1892) 
on the south and north edges of 
the park, respectively. Stuyvesant: 

I put the diadem from my head and wiped my forehead, but I thought of 
Hastur and of my own rightful ambition, and I remembered Mr. Wilde as 
I had last left him, his face all torn and bloody from the claws of that devil’s 
creature, and what he said—ah, what he said. The alarm bell in the safe 
began to whirr harshly, and I knew my time was up; but I would not heed 
it, and replacing the flashing circlet upon my head I turned defiantly to the 
mirror. I stood for a long time absorbed in the changing expression of my 
own eyes. The mirror reflected a face which was like my own, but whiter, 
and so thin that I hardly recognized it. And all the time I kept repeating 
between my clenched teeth, “The day has come! the day has come!” while 
the alarm in the safe whirred and clamoured, and the diamonds sparkled 
and flamed above my brow. I heard a door open but did not heed it. It was 
only when I saw two faces in the mirror:—it was only when another face 
rose over my shoulder, and two other eyes met mine. I wheeled like a flash 
and seized a long knife from my dressing-table, and my cousin sprang back 
very pale, crying: “Hildred! for God’s sake!” then as my hand fell, he said: 

“It is I, Louis, don’t you know me?” I stood silent. I could not have spoken 
for my life. He walked up to me and took the knife from my hand.

“What is all this?” he inquired, in a gentle voice. “Are you ill?”
“No,” I replied. But I doubt if he heard me.
“Come, come, old fellow,” he cried, “take off that brass crown and tod-

dle into the study. Are you going to a masquerade? What’s all this theat-
rical tinsel anyway?”

I was glad he thought the crown was made of brass and paste, yet I 
didn’t like him any the better for thinking so. I let him take it from my 
hand, knowing it was best to humour him. He tossed the splendid diadem 
in the air, and catching it, turned to me smiling.

“It’s dear at fifty cents,” he said. “What’s it for?”
I did not answer, but took the circlet from his hands, and placing it in 

the safe shut the massive steel door. The alarm ceased its infernal din at once. 
He watched me curiously, but did not seem to notice the sudden ceasing of 
the alarm. He did, however, speak of the safe as a biscuit box. Fearing lest he 
might examine the combination I led the way into my study. Louis threw 
himself on the sofa and flicked at flies with his eternal riding-whip. He wore 
his fatigue uniform with the braided jacket and jaunty cap, and I noticed that 
his riding-boots were all splashed with red mud.

“Where have you been?” I inquired.
“Jumping mud creeks in Jersey,” he said. “I haven’t had time to change 

yet; I was rather in a hurry to see you. Haven’t you got a glass of something? 
I’m dead tired; been in the saddle twenty-four hours.”

I gave him some brandy from my medicinal store, which he drank 
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Dutch merchant-administrator 
Peter Stuyvesant (1610–1672) 
was the director-general of the 
New Netherland colony from 
1647–1664, after which the English 
governed it as New York. Garibaldi: 
The Italian community of New 
York erected the statue of Italian 
revolutionary Giuseppe Garibaldi 
(1807–1882) in Washington Square 
Park in 1888, fifteen feet west of 
where it stands now.

Replacing the statue of a revolu-
tionary with a bureaucratic capital-
ist is Chambers’ touch limning this 
America’s reactionary culture, and 
a clear sign that Castaigne’s utopia 
is not entirely Chambers’ utopia. 
Chambers admired Garibaldi, who 
fought for France in the Fran-
co-Prussian War (see “The Street 
of the First Shell,” note 32).

68	 Delmonico’s: New York’s most 
renowned fine-dining restaurant 
in the 1890s, with two locations in 
1895. The Castaignes may not truly 
be imperial descendants of Hastur, 
but they do all right.

69	 Brunswick cocktail: Invented in 
Chicago but popularized at the 
Hotel Brunswick on Fifth Avenue 
(see “The Yellow Sign,” note 29) in 
the 1890s, the recipe is as follows: 
Shake 2 oz. rye, ¾ oz. lemon 
juice, ½ oz. simple syrup; strain 
over rocks, top with a float of 
¾ oz. claret.

70	 the battery to 190th Street: The 
entire length of Manhattan Island. 
The Battery is the island’s southern 
tip, and 190th Street didn’t even 
exist in 1895, the northernmost 
numbered street on the North Riv-
er at that time being West 158th.

71	 Sheridan: This is not the stat-
ue of General Philip Sheridan 
(1831–1888) in Christopher Park, 
which was erected in 1936, is not 
an equestrian statue, and does not 
offer a view of the harbor being 
half a mile inland. This is a fictional 
statue to the patron saint of 
American cavalrymen, intended to 
accent Louis’ role.

with a grimace.
“Damned bad stuff,” he observed. “I’ll give you an address where they 

sell brandy that is brandy.”
“It’s good enough for my needs,” I said indifferently. “I use it to rub my 

chest with.” He stared and flicked at another fly.
“See here, old fellow,” he began, “I’ve got something to suggest to you. 

It’s four years now that you’ve shut yourself up here like an owl, never go-
ing anywhere, never taking any healthy exercise, never doing a damn thing 
but poring over those books up there on the mantelpiece.”

He glanced along the row of shelves. “Napoleon, Napoleon, Napo-
leon!”79 he read. “For heaven’s sake, have you nothing but Napoleons there?”

“I wish they were bound in gold,” I said. “But wait, yes, there is another 
book, The King in Yellow.” I looked him steadily in the eye.

“Have you never read it?” I asked.
“I? No, thank God! I don’t want to be driven crazy.”
I saw he regretted his speech as soon as he had uttered it. There is 

only one word which I loathe more than I do lunatic and that word is 
crazy. But I controlled myself and asked him why he thought The King in 
Yellow dangerous.

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said, hastily. “I only remember the excitement it 
created and the denunciations from pulpit and Press. I believe the author 
shot himself 80 after bringing forth this monstrosity, didn’t he?”

“I understand he is still alive,” I answered.
“That’s probably true,” he muttered; “bullets couldn’t kill a fiend like that.”
“It is a book of great truths,” I said.
“Yes,” he replied, “of ‘truths’ which send men frantic and blast their lives. 

I don’t care if the thing is, as they say, the very supreme essence of art. It’s a 
crime to have written it, and I for one shall never open its pages.”

“Is that what you have come to tell me?” I asked.
“No,” he said, “I came to tell you that I am going to be married.”
I believe for a moment my heart ceased to beat, but I kept my 

eyes on his face.
“Yes,” he continued, smiling happily, “married to the sweetest 

girl on earth.”
“Constance Hawberk,” I said mechanically.
“How did you know?” he cried, astonished. “I didn’t know it myself 

until that evening last April, when we strolled down to the embankment 
before dinner.”

“When is it to be?” I asked.
“It was to have been next September, but an hour ago a despatch came 

ordering our regiment to the Presidio,81 San Francisco. We leave at noon 
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72	 golden hues: Chambers highlights 
the positive side of yellow here 
(see “The Court of the Drag-
on,” note 15).

Mike Mariani argues that 
Chambers deliberately heightens 
the “pristine veneer of a society 
flourishing with complete impu-
nity” in order “to hint at the inev-
itable decadence and spiritual rot 
unimpeded civilization brings.” He 
continues, “Chambers is portraying 
the madness and psychotic nar-
cissism that comes from a society 
too indulgent, too aesthetically 
opulent, and fueling delusions of 
its own grandiose history.”

73	 Osceola: These ships are all fiction-
al, although some share names with 
former or future U.S. Navy vessels. 
There was a gunboat called the USS 
Princeton commissioned in 1898; 
the USS Farragut was, appropriate-
ly, commissioned as a torpedo boat 
in 1898; and the monitor USS Terror 
(not Terrible) lay under construc-
tion in the Brooklyn Navy Yard 
from 1887–1896, while Chambers 
wrote this story.

A monitor, named for the Civil 
War ironclad USS Monitor, has 
heavier guns than usual for its dis-
placement. Primarily intended for 
riverine and inshore deployment, 
its decks ride very low in the water. 
Despite this, the U.S. Navy used 
monitors during the Spanish-Amer-
ican War in 1898. Ongoing delays 
in monitor construction regularly 
made the news in the 1890s.

74	 the Rangelys: Refers to the Range-
ley Lakes in Maine (often spelled 
“Rangelys” in the 1890s), famous 
for trout fishing.

75	 I don’t care for fishing any more: 
Chambers can send no clearer 
signal than this that he considers 
Castaigne utterly hollow and 
depraved. See “The Street of Our 
Lady of the Fields,” note 48.

76	 Castle William: Casemates: gun 
emplacements. Castle William: a 
fort on Governor’s Island (see note 
40, above), which habitually fired a 
blank charge at sunrise and sunset.

to-morrow. To-morrow,” he repeated. “Just think, Hildred, to-morrow I 
shall be the happiest fellow that ever drew breath in this jolly world, for 
Constance will go with me.”

I offered him my hand in congratulation, and he seized and shook it 
like the good-natured fool he was—or pretended to be.

“I am going to get my squadron as a wedding present,”82 he rattled on. 
“Captain and Mrs. Louis Castaigne, eh, Hildred?”

Then he told me where it was to be and who were to be there, and 
made me promise to come and be best man. I set my teeth and listened to 
his boyish chatter without showing what I felt, but—

I was getting to the limit of my endurance, and when he jumped up, and, 
switching his spurs till they jingled, said he must go, I did not detain him.

“There’s one thing I want to ask of you,” I said quietly.
“Out with it, it’s promised,” he laughed.
“I want you to meet me for a quarter of an hour’s talk to-night.”
“Of course, if you wish,” he said, somewhat puzzled. “Where?”
“Anywhere, in the park there.”
“What time, Hildred?”
“Midnight.”
“What in the name of—” he began, but checked himself and laughing-

ly assented. I watched him go down the stairs and hurry away, his sabre 
banging at every stride. He turned into Bleecker Street, and I knew he 
was going to see Constance. I gave him ten minutes to disappear and then 
followed in his footsteps, taking with me the jewelled crown and the silken 
robe83 embroidered with the Yellow Sign. When I turned into Bleecker 
Street, and entered the doorway which bore the sign—

Mr. Wilde, 
Repairer of Reputations. 

3rd Bell.

I saw old Hawberk moving about in his shop, and imagined I heard Con-
stance’s voice in the parlour; but I avoided them both and hurried up the 
trembling stairways to Mr. Wilde’s apartment. I knocked and entered 
without ceremony. Mr. Wilde lay groaning on the floor, his face covered 
with blood, his clothes torn to shreds. Drops of blood were scattered about 
over the carpet, which had also been ripped and frayed in the evidently 
recent struggle.

“It’s that cursed cat,” he said, ceasing his groans, and turning his co-
lourless eyes to me; “she attacked me while I was asleep. I believe she will 
kill me yet.”
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77	 Camilla’s agonized scream: The 
second female character named 
from the Play, Camilla appears 
again in the epigraph to “The 
Mask” on p. 29. Most commenta-
tors assume Cassilda and Camilla 
are sisters, although Chambers 
never so states. James Blish 
makes Cassilda the mother of 
the dynasty in his version of the 
Play, for example.

Her agonized scream may be 
the cry of “No mask!” quoted 
in the epigraph to “The Mask,” 
although an “aside” seems un-
likely to echo “through the dim 
streets of Carcosa.”

78	 in the first act: If as suggested 
above the epigraph to “The Mask,” 
cited as from Act I, Scene 2 of The 
King in Yellow (p. 29), is indeed the 
“awful words” mentioned here, 
that would imply that the first act 
of the Play is only two scenes long.

79	 Napoleon: The connection of Na-
poleon Bonaparte (1769–1821) with 
delusional thinking probably goes 
back to British propaganda against 
Napoleon himself. By 1895 it was 
a commonplace cliché, referenced 
among other places in William 
James’ (1842–1910) Principles of 
Psychology (1890).

80	 the author shot himself: Louis 
both reiterates the story’s suicide 
leitmotif, and provides another 
element of the history of the Play. 
Unless Hildred is correct and the 
author survives, in 1920 or 1895.

81	 Presidio: The Presidio fort at the 
northern tip of the San Francisco 
peninsula served as the headquar-
ters post for the U.S. Army in the 
West from 1846 to 1994.

82	 as a wedding present: This line, 
combined with Louis’ anomalous 
age for captain’s rank—either 
still not yet eighteen in May of 
1895 or over forty in 1920—imply 
that this future U.S. Army has 
instituted the former British prac-
tice (abolished in 1871) of selling 
military commissions.

This was too much, so I went into the kitchen, and, seizing a hatchet 
from the pantry, started to find the infernal beast and settle her then and 
there. My search was fruitless, and after a while I gave it up and came back 
to find Mr. Wilde squatting on his high chair by the table. He had washed 
his face and changed his clothes. The great furrows which the cat’s claws 
had ploughed up in his face he had filled with collodion,84 and a rag hid 
the wound in his throat. I told him I should kill the cat when I came across 
her, but he only shook his head and turned to the open ledger before him. 
He read name after name of the people who had come to him in regard to 
their reputation, and the sums he had amassed were startling.

“I put on the screws now and then,” he explained.
“One day or other some of these people will assassinate you,” I insisted.
“Do you think so?” he said, rubbing his mutilated ears.
It was useless to argue with him, so I took down the manuscript en-

titled Imperial Dynasty of America, for the last time I should ever take 
it down in Mr. Wilde’s study. I read it through, thrilling and trembling 
with pleasure. When I had finished Mr. Wilde took the manuscript85 and, 
turning to the dark passage which leads from his study to his bed-chamber, 
called out in a loud voice, “Vance.” Then for the first time, I noticed a man 
crouching there in the shadow. How I had overlooked him during my 
search for the cat, I cannot imagine.86

“Vance, come in,” cried Mr. Wilde.
The figure rose and crept towards us, and I shall never forget the face 

that he raised to mine, as the light from the window illuminated it.
“Vance, this is Mr. Castaigne,” said Mr. Wilde. Before he had finished 

speaking, the man threw himself on the ground before the table, crying 
and grasping, “Oh, God! Oh, my God! Help me! Forgive me! Oh, Mr. 
Castaigne, keep that man away. You cannot, you cannot mean it! You are 
different—save me! I am broken down—I was in a madhouse and now—
when all was coming right—when I had forgotten the King—the King in 
Yellow and—but I shall go mad again—I shall go mad—”

His voice died into a choking rattle, for Mr. Wilde had leapt on him 
and his right hand encircled the man’s throat. When Vance fell in a heap 
on the floor, Mr. Wilde clambered nimbly into his chair again, and rubbing 
his mangled ears with the stump of his hand, turned to me and asked me 
for the ledger. I reached it down from the shelf and he opened it. After 
a moment’s searching among the beautifully written pages, he coughed 
complacently, and pointed to the name Vance.

“Vance,” he read aloud, “Osgood Oswald Vance.” At the sound of his 
name, the man on the floor raised his head and turned a convulsed face to 
Mr. Wilde. His eyes were injected with blood, his lips tumefied.87 “Called 
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83	 the silken robe: As we shall see 
on p. 26, this robe is white, like 
the robes of the Veiled Prophet 
of Khorassan (see “The Prophets’ 
Paradise,” note 2). 

According to Illustrations of 
Masonry (1827) by William Morgan 
(1774–1826?), the “Grand Master or 
Thrice Puissant, is named ‘Father 
Adam,’ who is placed in the East, 
vested in a robe of pale yellow, like 
the morning.” Morgan disappeared 
near Fort Niagara, New York, in 
1826, widely assumed to have been 
murdered by Freemasons angered 
at his plan to reveal their secrets. 
Chambers, a devoted student of 
upstate New York history, doubt-
less read about the Morgan affair, 
which indeed became national 
news and inspired the Anti-Mason-
ic (“Know-Nothing”) Party. These 
connections between conspiracy, 
yellow robes, and the twin con-
notations of the morning—a new 
day (or “new age”) and Lucifer, the 
Morning Star—seem particularly 
resonant with this story.

84	 collodion: A solution of nitrocellu-
lose in ether and alcohol, used as a 
surgical dressing.

85	 took the manuscript: Perhaps 
significantly, this is the first time 
that Wilde has handled the manu-
script. M. Grant Kellermeyer reads 
Wilde as a projection, symbolizing 
Castaigne’s disfigured psyche: 
yellow skin, earlessness represent-
ing deafness to reason, colorless 
eyes indicating lack of soul. Within 
the story, Wilde has real existence, 
however: the Hawberks know (and 
pity or fear) him. Kellermeyer sug-
gests as an alternative that the real 
Wilde is dead and that Castaigne 
hallucinates conversations with 
his corpse (fed on by stray cats), 
although that would not explain 
“Wilde’s” knowledge of the 
Hawberks’ past and the location of 
the armor. Robert M. Price reads 
the tale as depicting Castaigne 
and Wilde as citizens of a shared 
paranoid delusion who live both in 
that dream realm (Carcosa?) and 
the real world.

Be he illusion, corpse, lunatic, 
or actual evil mastermind, giving 
Wilde the document embodying 

April 28th,” continued Mr. Wilde. “Occupation, cashier in the Seaforth 
National Bank; has served a term of forgery at Sing Sing, from whence he 
was transferred to the Asylum for the Criminal Insane. Pardoned by the 
Governor of New York, and discharged from the Asylum, January 19, 1918. 
Reputation damaged at Sheepshead Bay.88 Rumours that he lives beyond 
his income. Reputation to be repaired at once. Retainer $1,500.

“Note.—Has embezzled sums amounting to $30,000 since March 20, 
1919, excellent family, and secured present position through uncle’s influ-
ence. Father, President of Seaforth Bank.”

I looked at the man on the floor.
“Get up, Vance,” said Mr. Wilde in a gentle voice. Vance rose as if hyp-

notized. “He will do as we suggest now,” observed Mr. Wilde, and open-
ing the manuscript, he read the entire history of the Imperial Dynasty of 
America. Then in a kind and soothing murmur he ran over the important 
points with Vance, who stood like one stunned. His eyes were so blank 
and vacant that I imagined he had become half-witted, and remarked it 
to Mr. Wilde who replied that it was of no consequence anyway. Very 
patiently we pointed out to Vance what his share in the affair would be, 
and he seemed to understand after a while. Mr. Wilde explained the man-
uscript, using several volumes on Heraldry, to substantiate the result of his 
researches. He mentioned the establishment of the Dynasty in Carcosa, 
the lakes which connected Hastur, Aldebaran and the mystery of the Hy-
ades.89 He spoke of Cassilda and Camilla, and sounded the cloudy depths 
of Demhe,90 and the Lake of Hali. “The scolloped tatters of the King in 
Yellow must hide Yhtill91 forever,” he muttered, but I do not believe Vance 
heard him. Then by degrees he led Vance along the ramifications of the 
Imperial family, to Uoht and Thale, from Naotalba and Phantom of Truth, 
to Aldones,92 and then tossing aside his manuscript and notes, he began 
the wonderful story of the Last King. Fascinated and thrilled I watched 
him. He threw up his head, his long arms were stretched out in a magnifi-
cent gesture of pride and power, and his eyes blazed deep in their sockets 
like two emeralds. Vance listened stupefied. As for me, when at last Mr. 
Wilde had finished, and pointing to me, cried, “The cousin of the King!” 
my head swam with excitement.

Controlling myself with a superhuman effort, I explained to Vance 
why I alone was worthy of the crown and why my cousin must be exiled 
or die. I made him understand that my cousin must never marry, even 
after renouncing all his claims, and how that least of all he should marry 
the daughter of the Marquis of Avonshire and bring England into the 
question. I showed him a list of thousands of names which Mr. Wilde had 
drawn up; every man whose name was there had received the Yellow Sign93 
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Castaigne’s self-image signals 
Castaigne finally and completely 
entering the lethal “wonder cham-
ber” of Wilde’s mind.

86	 I cannot imagine: Either Castaigne 
(and therefore the reader) simply 
cannot trust his senses, or Vance 
is a hallucination. Wilde’s rooms 
can hardly be capacious enough 
to conceal a grown man from a 
searching maniac with a hatchet.

87	 tumefied: Swollen.

88	 Sheepshead Bay: Sing Sing: State 
penitentiary at Ossining, New 
York. Asylum: Likely refers to the 
Matteawan State Hospital for the 
Criminally Insane (est. 1892), the 
only such state facility in 1895. 
Matteawan is near Poughkeepsie. 
Sheepshead Bay: A neighbor-
hood in Brooklyn.

89	 the Hyades: The Hyades star clus-
ter forms a V-shape in the constel-
lation Taurus along with the star 
Aldebaran (see note 56, above). 
During the 1890s, the astronomer 
Lewis Boss (1846–1912) cata-
logued the motion of the Hyades, 
concluding in 1912 that the cluster 
shared a common origin point 
with many other stars in a larger 
Hyades Stream. This confirmed the 
theory of the British astronomer 
and popular science writer Richard 
A. Proctor (1837–1888), who moved 
to New York in 1881.

Like Bierce’s god Hastur, the 
Hyades have a mythological 
connection to rain (see “Cassilda’s 
Song,” note 6). Here Chambers 
connects them directly by lakes, 
possibly Hali and Demhe (see 
note 90, below).

90	 Demhe: With its “cloudy depths,” 
Demhe sounds like a lake similar to 
the Lake of Hali and its “cloud-
waves.” The name may have been 
Chambers’ modification of the star 
Dubhe (Alpha Ursae Majoris). For 
Hali, see note 25, above; for the 
cloud-waves, see “The Court of 
the Dragon,” note 24.

91	 Yhtill: Scolloped: British spelling of 
“scalloped,” in this case meaning 
“hanging in crescent shapes.” This 

which no living human being dared disregard. The city, the state, the whole 
land, were ready to rise and tremble before the Pallid Mask.

The time had come, the people should know the son of Hastur, and the 
whole world bow to the black stars94 which hang in the sky over Carcosa.

Vance leaned on the table, his head buried in his hands. Mr. Wilde 
drew a rough sketch on the margin of yesterday’s Herald with a bit of lead 
pencil. It was a plan of Hawberk’s rooms. Then he wrote out the order and 
affixed the seal, and shaking like a palsied man I signed my first writ of 
execution with my name Hildred-Rex.

Mr. Wilde clambered to the floor and unlocking the cabinet, took 
a long square box from the first shelf. This he brought to the table and 
opened. A new knife lay in the tissue paper inside and I picked it up and 
handed it to Vance, along with the order and the plan of Hawberk’s apart-
ment. Then Mr. Wilde told Vance he could go; and he went, shambling 
like an outcast of the slums.

I sat for a while watching the daylight fade behind the square tower of 
the Judson Memorial Church,95 and finally, gathering up the manuscript 
and notes, took my hat and started for the door.

Mr. Wilde watched me in silence. When I had stepped into the hall I 
looked back. Mr. Wilde’s small eyes were still fixed on me. Behind him, the 
shadows gathered in the fading light. Then I closed the door behind me 
and went out into the darkening streets.

I had eaten nothing since breakfast, but I was not hungry. A wretched, 
half-starved creature, who stood looking across the street at the Lethal 
Chamber, noticed me and came up to tell me a tale of misery. I gave him 
money, I don’t know why, and he went away without thanking me. An hour 
later another outcast approached and whined his story. I had a blank bit 
of paper in my pocket, on which was traced the Yellow Sign, and I handed 
it to him. He looked at it stupidly for a moment, and then with an uncer-
tain glance at me, folded it with what seemed to me exaggerated care and 
placed it in his bosom.

The electric lights were sparkling among the trees, and the new moon 
shone in the sky96 above the Lethal Chamber. It was tiresome waiting in 
the square; I wandered from the Marble Arch to the artillery stables and 
back again to the lotos fountain. The flowers and grass exhaled a fragrance 
which troubled me. The jet of the fountain played in the moonlight, and 
the musical splash of falling drops reminded me of the tinkle of chained 
mail in Hawberk’s shop. But it was not so fascinating, and the dull sparkle 
of the moonlight on the water brought no such sensations of exquisite 
pleasure, as when the sunshine played over the polished steel of a corselet 
on Hawberk’s knee. I watched the bats darting and turning above the water 
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phrase repeats word for word in 
“The Mask,” implying that it comes 
from the Play itself. See “The 
Mask,” note 32. Yhtill: Sometimes 
considered the city that Carco-
sa replaces, or as the name of 
the Stranger.

92	 to Aldones: These names likely 
refer to members of various 
ramifications, or branches, of the 
Imperial Family of Carcosa.

This long list of allusive names 
clearly influenced Lovecraft, 
who was already fond of opaque 
references even before reading 
Chambers in April 1927. He repaid 
his debt by name-checking Hastur, 
the Lake of Hali, and the Yellow 
Sign in his own (much longer) list 
in “The Whisperer in Darkness” 
(1931). In that tale, Lovecraft puts 
his protagonist Wilmarth in Vance’s 
place as the unwilling hearer of the 
weird mysteries of the universe, 
complete with wax prostheses 
for the speaker.

Uoht: “thou” backwards, and 
Middle High German for “east.” 
Thale: German for “valley,” and 
a demigod of the soil in Oahspe 
(1882), a work of automatic writing 
by the Spiritualist John Ballou 
Newbrough (1828–1891). Naotalba: 
spelled “Noatalba” in the James 
Blish and Lin Carter reconstruc-
tions of the Play. Phantom of Truth: 
see “The Yellow Sign,” note 45. 
Aldones: perhaps the Last King, as 
his name provides the jumping-off 
point for Wilde’s extempore story. 
Also the name for royal coun-
cilmen in some Germanic tribes 
such as the Angles and Lombards, 
possibly cognate with “aldermen.” 
Aldones (or Aldolis) Court in 
Shoreditch, London likely took its 
name from that term.

93	 received the Yellow Sign: Only in 
this story does Chambers imply 
that an organized militia or cult of 
the Yellow Sign exists; elsewhere, 
the Yellow Sign seems more like 
a gnostic initiatory experience 
than a Masonic handshake. Given 
Castaigne’s delusions, the cult may 
not even exist. Lovecraft borrowed 
the notion of an unreliable narrator 
revealing such a cult for “The 
Whisperer in Darkness”: 

plants in the fountain basin, but their rapid, jerky flight set my nerves on 
edge, and I went away again to walk aimlessly to and fro among the trees.

The artillery stables were dark, but in the cavalry barracks the offi-
cers’ windows were brilliantly lighted, and the sallyport97 was constantly 
filled with troopers in fatigue, carrying straw and harness and baskets filled 
with tin dishes.

Twice the mounted sentry at the gates was changed while I wandered 
up and down the asphalt walk. I looked at my watch. It was nearly time. 
The lights in the barracks went out one by one, the barred gate was closed, 
and every minute or two an officer passed in through the side wicket,98 
leaving a rattle of accoutrements and a jingle of spurs on the night air. The 
square had become very silent. The last homeless loiterer had been driven 
away by the grey-coated park policeman, the car tracks along Wooster 
Street were deserted, and the only sound which broke the stillness was the 
stamping of the sentry’s horse and the ring of his sabre against the saddle 
pommel. In the barracks, the officers’ quarters were still lighted, and mili-
tary servants passed and repassed before the bay windows. Twelve o’clock 
sounded from the new spire of St. Francis Xavier,99 and at the last stroke of 
the sad-toned bell a figure passed through the wicket beside the portcullis, 
returned the salute of the sentry, and crossing the street entered the square 
and advanced toward the Benedick apartment house.

“Louis,” I called.
The man pivoted on his spurred heels and came straight toward me.
“Is that you, Hildred?”
“Yes, you are on time.”
I took his offered hand, and we strolled toward the Lethal Chamber.
He rattled on about his wedding and the graces of Constance, and their 

future prospects, calling my attention to his captain’s shoulder-straps, and 
the triple gold arabesque on his sleeve and fatigue cap. I believe I listened 
as much to the music of his spurs and sabre as I did to his boyish babble, 
and at last we stood under the elms on the Fourth Street corner of the 
square opposite the Lethal Chamber. Then he laughed and asked me what 
I wanted with him. I motioned him to a seat on a bench under the electric 
light, and sat down beside him. He looked at me curiously, with that same 
searching glance which I hate and fear so in doctors. I felt the insult of his 
look, but he did not know it, and I carefully concealed my feelings.

“Well, old chap,” he inquired, “what can I do for you?”
I drew from my pocket the manuscript and notes of the Imperial Dy-

nasty of America, and looking him in the eye said:
“I will tell you. On your word as a soldier, promise me to read this man-

uscript100 from beginning to end, without asking me a question. Promise 
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There is a whole secret cult of 
evil men (a man of your mystical 
erudition will understand me when 
I link them with Hastur and the 
Yellow Sign) devoted to the purpose 
of tracking them down and injuring 
them on behalf of monstrous powers 
from other dimensions.

94	 black stars: Chambers likely took 
this striking image from the unfin-
ished novel Florentine Nights (1837) 
by the German poet Heinrich 
Heine (1797–1856). In this loosely 
connected set of stories, the hero 
Maximilian entertains his ailing 
friend Maria with anecdotes, such 
as a Satanic recital by the violinist 
Niccolò Paganini (1782–1840) 
which produces black stars in a 
pale sky. In the years leading up to 
his 1897 centennial, Heine enjoyed 
a renewed wave of popularity 
in poetic circles, and Charles 
Godfrey Leland (1824–1903) 
published a translation of Heine’s 
works in 1891. 

Leland’s translation of the rel-
evant passage:

But the redder the sea became 
so much the more pallid grew the 
heaven, and when at last the waving 
water looked like bright scarlet 
blood, then the sky overhead became 
ghostly clear, all corpse-white, and 
out came the stars—and these 
stars were black, black as shin-
ing anthracite.

In 1893, when anti-Semitic 
opposition stalled construction 
of a monument to Heine in 
Germany, the Arion Society (a 
German-American singing club) 
secured its erection in New York. 
After some wrangling over the 
proper site (which Chambers 
would have followed in the 
newspapers), it went up in the 
Bronx in 1899.

95	 Judson Memorial Church: See 
note 67, above.

96	 the new moon shone in the sky: 
The new moon is traditionally the 
time of witchcraft and gen-
eral evildoing.

me to read these notes in the same way, and promise me to listen to what 
I have to tell later.”

“I promise, if you wish it,” he said pleasantly. “Give me the pa-
per, Hildred.”

He began to read, raising his eyebrows with a puzzled, whimsical air, 
which made me tremble with suppressed anger. As he advanced his, eye-
brows contracted, and his lips seemed to form the word “rubbish.”

Then he looked slightly bored, but apparently for my sake read, with an 
attempt at interest, which presently ceased to be an effort. He started when 
in the closely written pages he came to his own name, and when he came 
to mine he lowered the paper, and looked sharply at me for a moment. 
But he kept his word, and resumed his reading, and I let the half-formed 
question die on his lips unanswered. When he came to the end and read 
the signature of Mr. Wilde, he folded the paper carefully and returned it 
to me. I handed him the notes, and he settled back, pushing his fatigue 
cap up to his forehead, with a boyish gesture, which I remembered so well 
in school. I watched his face as he read, and when he finished I took the 
notes with the manuscript, and placed them in my pocket. Then I unfolded 
a scroll marked with the Yellow Sign. He saw the sign, but he did not seem 
to recognize it, and I called his attention to it somewhat sharply.

“Well,” he said, “I see it. What is it?”
“It is the Yellow Sign,” I said angrily.
“Oh, that’s it, is it?” said Louis, in that flattering voice, which Doctor 

Archer used to employ with me, and would probably have employed again, 
had I not settled his affair for him.

I kept my rage down and answered as steadily as possible, “Listen, you 
have engaged your word?”

“I am listening, old chap,” he replied soothingly.
I began to speak very calmly.

“Dr. Archer, having by some means become possessed of the secret of 
the Imperial Succession, attempted to deprive me of my right, alleging 
that because of a fall from my horse four years ago, I had become mentally 
deficient. He presumed to place me under restraint in his own house in 
hopes of either driving me insane or poisoning me. I have not forgotten it. 
I visited him last night and the interview was final.”

Louis turned quite pale, but did not move. I resumed triumphantly, 
“There are yet three people to be interviewed in the interests of Mr. Wil-
de and myself. They are my cousin Louis, Mr. Hawberk, and his daugh-
ter Constance.”

Louis sprang to his feet and I arose also, and flung the paper marked 
with the Yellow Sign to the ground.
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97	 sallyport: Also “sally port,” a secure 
entrance to a fort.

98	 wicket: The smaller door or 
gate to the side of, or inset into, 
a larger one.

99	 St. Francis Xavier: A Catholic 
church on West 16th Street Chel-
sea, north of Greenwich Village. 
The current church was built in 
1882 in the Baroque Revival style; it 
has no spire.

100	 read this manuscript: A similarly 
life-altering manuscript appears in 
“The Suitable Surroundings” (1889; 
also collected in Tales of Soldiers 
and Civilians [1892]), a story by 
Ambrose Bierce. In that tale James 
R. Colston, an author of ghost sto-
ries, obtains a promise from a critic 
named Willard Marsh (and before 
that, from one Charles Breede) 
to read a certain manuscript (by 
implication, a ghost story) at 
night in a haunted house by the 
light of a single candle. When 
Marsh is found dead, Colston is 
institutionalized.

101	 my right in Hastur: This sounds 
less like Hastur as a star and more 
like Hastur as a god. However, if 
planets have the names of gods, 
why not stars?

102	 the mystery of the Hyades: The 
classical mystery of the Hyades 
star cluster (see note 89, above) is 
their number and names: Hesiod 
(fl. 700? BCE) named five (Kleea, 
Eudora, Koronis, Phaeo, Phaesula), 
different from Pherecydes’ (fl. 540 
BCE) seven (Aesula, Ambrosia, 
Dione, Thyone, Eudora, Koronis, 
Polyxo); Achaeus (fl. 445 BCE) 
counted four, Euripides (480–406 
BCE) three, Thales (624–546 BCE) 
and Hipparchus (190–120 BCE) 
only two. Perhaps Wilde revealed 
their True Names: Yhtill, Uoht, 
Thale, Naotalba, and Aldones?

“Oh, I don’t need that to tell you what I have to say,” I cried, with a laugh 
of triumph. “You must renounce the crown to me, do you hear, to me.”

Louis looked at me with a startled air, but recovering himself said 
kindly, “Of course I renounce the—what is it I must renounce?”

“The crown,” I said angrily.
“Of course,” he answered, “I renounce it. Come, old chap, I’ll walk back 

to your rooms with you.”
“Don’t try any of your doctor’s tricks on me,” I cried, trembling with 

fury. “Don’t act as if you think I am insane.”
“What nonsense,” he replied. “Come, it’s getting late, Hildred.”
“No,” I shouted, “you must listen. You cannot marry, I forbid it. Do you 

hear? I forbid it. You shall renounce the crown, and in reward I grant you 
exile, but if you refuse you shall die.”

He tried to calm me, but I was roused at last, and drawing my long 
knife barred his way.

Then I told him how they would find Dr. Archer in the cellar with his 
throat open, and I laughed in his face when I thought of Vance and his 
knife, and the order signed by me.

“Ah, you are the King,” I cried, “but I shall be King. Who are you to 
keep me from Empire over all the habitable earth! I was born the cousin 
of a king, but I shall be King!”

Louis stood white and rigid before me. Suddenly a man came running 
up Fourth Street, entered the gate of the Lethal Temple, traversed the 
path to the bronze doors at full speed, and plunged into the death cham-
ber with the cry of one demented, and I laughed until I wept tears, for I 
had recognized Vance, and knew that Hawberk and his daughter were no 
longer in my way.

“Go,” I cried to Louis, “you have ceased to be a menace. You will never 
marry Constance now, and if you marry any one else in your exile, I will 
visit you as I did my doctor last night. Mr. Wilde takes charge of you 
to-morrow.” Then I turned and darted into South Fifth Avenue, and with 
a cry of terror Louis dropped his belt and sabre and followed me like the 
wind. I heard him close behind me at the corner of Bleecker Street, and I 
dashed into the doorway under Hawberk’s sign. He cried, “Halt, or I fire!” 
but when he saw that I flew up the stairs leaving Hawberk’s shop below, he 
left me, and I heard him hammering and shouting at their door as though 
it were possible to arouse the dead.

Mr. Wilde’s door was open, and I entered crying, “It is done, it is 
done! Let the nations rise and look upon their King!” but I could not find 
Mr. Wilde, so I went to the cabinet and took the splendid diadem from 
its case. Then I drew on the white silk robe, embroidered with the Yellow 
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103	 depths of the Lake of Hali: If 
the Lake of the Hali holds the 
dead (see “In the Court of the 
Dragon,” p. 24), Castaigne has 
indeed entered the Lethal Cham-
ber of the mind.

104	 his throat torn open: This same 
cause of death that Castaigne 
reports for Dr. Archer implies that 
someone—most likely Vance—has 
slashed Wilde’s throat. Possibly 
Castaigne kills Wilde, either acci-
dentally in the darkness or while 
in the grip of delusion. We also 
cannot rule out the heroic cat.

105	 Insane: For the Asylum, see 
note 88, above.

In addition to “The Black Cat” 
(see note 51, above), Chambers 
also draws on other stories told by 
deranged narrators. Maupassant 
explores the structure repeat-
edly: in “Fou?” (“Mad?” 1882) the 
narrator becomes jealous (but, he 
assures us, not insanely jealous) 
of his lover’s relationship with her 
horse; in “Un Fou?” (“A Madman?” 
1884) the narrator recalls seeing 
Jacques Parent demonstrate 
magnetic powers similar to Wilde’s 
over Vance; in the early cosmic 
horror piece “Lettre d’un Fou” 
(“Letter from a Madman,” 1885) 
the narrator heightens his sense 
of the invisible until he perceives a 
strange being in the mirror; in “Un 
Fou” (“Diary of a Madman,” 1885) 
the diary of a respected judge re-
cords his descent into serial killing.

American writer Charlotte Per-
kins Gilman (1860–1935) published 
another standout of the subgenre, 
“The Yellow Wall-Paper” (1892), 
in which the narrator, a woman 
confined to an upstairs room, finds 
its yellow patterned wallpaper hid-
eous yet increasingly compelling. 
Chambers may have read the story 
in The New England Magazine, but 
whether he did or not, it remains a 
brilliant brushstroke in the canvas 
of the Yellow Nineties.

Sign, and placed the crown upon my head. At last I was King, King by 
my right in Hastur,101 King because I knew the mystery of the Hyades,102 
and my mind had sounded the depths of the Lake of Hali.103 I was King! 
The first grey pencillings of dawn would raise a tempest which would 
shake two hemispheres. Then as I stood, my every nerve pitched to the 
highest tension, faint with the joy and splendour of my thought, without, 
in the dark passage, a man groaned.

I seized the tallow dip and sprang to the door. The cat passed me 
like a demon, and the tallow dip went out, but my long knife flew swifter 
than she, and I heard her screech, and I knew that my knife had found 
her. For a moment I listened to her tumbling and thumping about in the 
darkness, and then when her frenzy ceased, I lighted a lamp and raised it 
over my head. Mr. Wilde lay on the floor with his throat torn open.104 At 
first I thought he was dead, but as I looked, a green sparkle came into his 
sunken eyes, his mutilated hand trembled, and then a spasm stretched his 
mouth from ear to ear. For a moment my terror and despair gave place to 
hope, but as I bent over him his eyeballs rolled clean around in his head, 
and he died. Then while I stood, transfixed with rage and despair, seeing 
my crown, my empire, every hope and every ambition, my very life, lying 
prostrate there with the dead master, they came, seized me from behind, 
and bound me until my veins stood out like cords, and my voice failed 
with the paroxysms of my frenzied screams. But I still raged, bleeding and 
infuriated among them, and more than one policeman felt my sharp teeth. 
Then when I could no longer move they came nearer; I saw old Hawberk, 
and behind him my cousin Louis’ ghastly face, and farther away, in the 
corner, a woman, Constance, weeping softly.

“Ah! I see it now!” I shrieked. “You have seized the throne and the empire. 
Woe! woe to you who are crowned with the crown of the King in Yellow!”

[Editor’s Note.—Mr. Castaigne died yesterday in the Asylum for Crim-
inal Insane.]105





1	 Stranger: The Stranger in the 
Pallid Mask is the third of 
three characters known to 
appear in the Play. Readers 
and critics have conflated 
him with (or enlisted him in 
the service of) the King in 
Yellow, again without textual 
basis in Chambers.

2	 No mask: “Les trous du 
masque” (1895; “The Holes in 
the Mask”) by Jean Lorrain 
(1855–1906), first published 
in Lorrain’s 1895 collection 
Sensations and Memories, ap-
peared too late to influence 
this story. In that tale, the 
climax reveals that all the 
attendants at the masquer-
ade (including the narrator) 
have no face beneath their 
masks: in fact, nothing but 

THE MASK

I

lthough I knew nothing of chemistry, I listened fascinated. He 
picked up an Easter lily which Geneviève had brought that morn-
ing from Notre Dame, and dropped it into the basin. Instantly the 
liquid lost its crystalline clearness. For a second the lily was envel-

oped in a milk-white foam, which disappeared, leaving the fluid opalescent. 
Changing tints of orange and crimson played over the surface, and then 
what seemed to be a ray of pure sunlight struck through from the bottom 
where the lily was resting. At the same instant he plunged his hand into 
the basin and drew out the flower. “There is no danger,” he explained, “if 
you choose the right moment. That golden ray is the signal.”

He held the lily toward me, and I took it in my hand. It had turned to 
stone, to the purest marble.

“You see,” he said, “it is without a flaw. What sculptor could reproduce it?”
The marble was white as snow, but in its depths the veins of the lily 

were tinged with palest azure, and a faint flush lingered deep in its heart.
“Don’t ask me the reason of that,” he smiled, noticing my wonder. “I 

Camilla: You, sir, should unmask. 
Stranger: 1 Indeed?
Cassilda: Indeed it ’s time. We all have laid aside  
	 disguise but you. 
Stranger: I wear no mask.2

Camilla: (Terrified, aside to Cassilda.) No mask?  
	 No mask!

The King in Yellow:3 Act I, Scene 2.
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the void. Lorrain’s tale is only one 
of many illustrating the grip of 
the mask as a symbol for writers, 
including Chambers, during the 
Belle Époque.

3	 The King in Yellow: In the first 
edition, the title appears here in 
mixed capitals: The King in Yellow.

The King in Yellow story cycle 
as a whole, and especially this 
selection from the Play, owe much 
to “The Masque of the Red Death” 
(1842) by Edgar Allan Poe. At a 
court ball held in the face of disas-
ter, such as Camilla and Cassilda’s 
dialogue implies, a stranger enters 
clad and masked as the Red Death. 
Prince Prospero demands: “Seize 
him and unmask him,” only to find 
that the figure’s cloak and “corpse-
like mask” concealed nothing but 
the Red Death itself.

4	 vital spark: The phrase comes 
from a poem by Alexander Pope 
(1688–1744), “The Dying Christian 
to his Soul” (1712), which begins: 
“Vital spark of heav’nly flame! 
Quit, O quit this mortal frame.” In 
the 1890s the vitalist conception 
of biology, the belief that living 
matter differed fundamentally 
from unliving matter, had not been 
fully refuted.

5	 mahl-stick: A stick with a pad-
ded head, used by painters to 
support their paintbrush-holding 
hand; from the Dutch maalstok, 
“painters’ stick.”

6	 the “Fates”: This sculpture appears, 
finished and across the Atlantic, in 
“The Repairer of Reputations” (see 
that story, note 37).

7	 academic Ariadne: Pointing up: 
enlarging a smaller model for a 
full sculpture by scaling up from 
numerous points on the original 
model. Academic: The academic 
style attempted to synthesize 
line and color (in painting) or 
feature and shape (in sculpture) 
in service to religious or national 
ideals, based on the forms of the 
Renaissance and classical masters. 
Ariadne: A princess of Knossos in 
Greek myth, she aided Theseus to 
penetrate the labyrinth, but he de-

have no idea why the veins and heart are tinted, but they always are. Yes-
terday I tried one of Geneviève’s gold-fish,—there it is.”

The fish looked as if sculptured in marble. But if you held it to the light 
the stone was beautifully veined with a faint blue, and from somewhere 
within came a rosy light like the tint which slumbers in an opal. I looked 
into the basin. Once more it seemed filled with clearest crystal.

“If I should touch it now?” I demanded.
“I don’t know,” he replied, “but you had better not try.”
“There is one thing I’m curious about,” I said, “and that is where the ray 

of sunlight came from.”
“It looked like a sunbeam true enough,” he said. “I don’t know, it always 

comes when I immerse any living thing. Perhaps,” he continued, smiling, 
“perhaps it is the vital spark4 of the creature escaping to the source from 
whence it came.”

I saw he was mocking, and threatened him with a mahl-stick,5 but he 
only laughed and changed the subject.

“Stay to lunch. Geneviève will be here directly.”
“I saw her going to early mass,” I said, “and she looked as fresh and 

sweet as that lily—before you destroyed it.”
“Do you think I destroyed it?” said Boris gravely.
“Destroyed, preserved, how can we tell?”
We sat in the corner of a studio near his unfinished group of the 

“Fates.”6 He leaned back on the sofa, twirling a sculptor’s chisel and squint-
ing at his work.

“By the way,” he said, “I have finished pointing up that old academic 
Ariadne,7 and I suppose it will have to go to the Salon.8 It’s all I have ready 
this year, but after the success the ‘Madonna’ brought me I feel ashamed to 
send a thing like that.”

The “Madonna,” an exquisite marble for which Geneviève had sat, had 
been the sensation of last year’s Salon. I looked at the Ariadne. It was a 
magnificent piece of technical work, but I agreed with Boris that the world 
would expect something better of him than that. Still, it was impossible 
now to think of finishing in time for the Salon that splendid terrible group 
half shrouded in the marble behind me. The “Fates” would have to wait.

We were proud of Boris Yvain.9 We claimed him and he claimed us on 
the strength of his having been born in America, although his father was 
French and his mother was a Russian. Every one in the Beaux Arts10 called 
him Boris. And yet there were only two of us whom he addressed in the 
same familiar way—Jack Scott11 and myself.

Perhaps my being in love with Geneviève had something to do with 
his affection for me. Not that it had ever been acknowledged between us. 
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serted her on the island of Naxos. 
There she became the bride of the 
god Dionysos (see “The Street of 
the First Shell,” note 30), perhaps 
prefiguring the romantic triangle at 
the heart of this story.

8	 Salon: Beginning in 1667, the royal 
Academy of Painting and Sculpture 
held an annual art exhibition, 
called the Salon de Paris from 
the Salon Carrée in the Louvre, 
its home after 1725. A sign first of 
royal patronage, then of official 
taste, exhibition and success at the 
Salon opened doors for artists in 
France for two centuries. In 1748, 
the Academy instituted juried 
admittance and awards for artists 
at the Salon; in 1881 the French 
government withdrew its sponsor-
ship, to be replaced by the Société 
des Artistes Français. In all its in-
carnations, the Salon discriminated 
heavily in favor of academic artists 
(see note 7, above) and against 
the avant-garde.

His friend Rupert Hughes 
(1872–1956) wrote that Chambers 
had at least one painting admitted 
to the Salon, in 1889; the Dictio-
nary of Literary Biography says 
Chambers hung several. In a sharp-
ly critical discussion of Chambers’ 
writing, Charles C. Baldwin said 
that Chambers “has been a Salon 
painter ever since…sentiment and 
anecdote set up as the noblest end 
of art; a catering to every taste; 
smooth surfaces…just something 
pretty, like a soap ad.”

Chambers himself, in an 1896 
interview, said he had two black-
and-white drawings hung in the 
1889 Salon: “three bull dogs and 
something else, I can’t think what.” 
He went fishing rather than attend 
the official hanging.

9	 Yvain: Chambers takes Boris’ last 
name from the medieval romance 
of Yvain, Knight of the Lion (1180?) 
by Chrétien de Troyes (fl. 1170). 
In the story, Yvain leaves his wife 
Laudine behind to pursue knightly 
deeds; when she rejects him for his 
absence, he goes mad.

10	 in the Beaux Arts: In 1648, Cardinal 
Mazarin founded the royal Acad-
emy of Painting and Sculpture to 

But after all was settled, and she had told me with tears in her eyes that 
it was Boris whom she loved, I went over to his house and congratulated 
him. The perfect cordiality of that interview did not deceive either of us, I 
always believed, although to one at least it was a great comfort. I do not 
think he and Geneviève ever spoke of the matter together, but Boris knew.

Geneviève was lovely. The Madonna-like purity of her face might have 
been inspired by the Sanctus in Gounod’s Mass.12 But I was always glad 
when she changed that mood for what we called her “April Manœuvres.” 
She was often as variable as an April day. In the morning grave, dignified 
and sweet, at noon laughing, capricious, at evening whatever one least ex-
pected. I preferred her so rather than in that Madonna-like tranquillity 
which stirred the depths of my heart. I was dreaming of Geneviève when 
he spoke again.

“What do you think of my discovery, Alec?”
“I think it wonderful.”
“I shall make no use of it, you know, beyond satisfying my own curiosity 

so far as may be, and the secret will die with me.”
“It would be rather a blow to sculpture, would it not? We painters lose 

more than we ever gain by photography.”
Boris nodded, playing with the edge of the chisel.

“This new vicious discovery would corrupt the world of art.13 No, I 
shall never confide the secret to any one,” he said slowly.

It would be hard to find any one less informed about such phenomena 
than myself; but of course I had heard of mineral springs so saturated with 
silica that the leaves and twigs which fell into them were turned to stone 
after a time. I dimly comprehended the process, how the silica replaced 
the vegetable matter, atom by atom, and the result was a duplicate of the 
object in stone. This, I confess, had never interested me greatly, and as for 
the ancient fossils thus produced, they disgusted me. Boris, it appeared, 
feeling curiosity instead of repugnance, had investigated the subject, and 
had accidentally stumbled on a solution which, attacking the immersed 
object with a ferocity unheard of, in a second did the work of years. This 
was all I could make out of the strange story he had just been telling me. 
He spoke again after a long silence.

“I am almost frightened when I think what I have found. Scientists 
would go mad over the discovery. It was so simple too; it discovered itself. 
When I think of that formula, and that new element precipitated in me-
tallic scales—”

“What new element?”
“Oh, I haven’t thought of naming it, and I don’t believe I ever shall. 

There are enough precious metals now in the world to cut throats over.”
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train artists; it merged with the 
former royal Academy of Architec-
ture in 1795 as the Académie des 
Beaux-Arts (Academy of Fine Arts). 
Napoleon I restored the Academy 
in 1803, and Napoleon III granted 
the school an independent charter 
in 1863 as L’École des Beaux-Arts. 
Chambers attended “the Beaux 
Arts” during his time in Paris, 
probably between 1889 and 1893, 
along with many other American 
art students.

So many American architects 
trained at L’École des Beaux-Arts 
(including H.H. Richardson, David 
Adler, and Chambers’ brother 
Walter) that “Beaux-Arts” became 
a major style of architecture in the 
United States, culminating in the 
“White City” at the 1893 World’s 
Columbian Exposition in Chicago.

11	 Jack Scott: Jack Scott may be the 
same character as Mr. Scott in 
“The Yellow Sign.” (See that story, 
note 13.) Some critics have also 
seen him as a possible avatar or 
dream-self of Jack Trent from “The 
Street of the First Shell.” In that 
reading, Jack Trent, like Hildred 
Castaigne in “Repairer of Repu-
tations,” is hallucinating a strange 
cursed life 25 years in the future.

12	 Gounod’s Mass: French compos-
er Charles Gounod (1818–1893) 
wrote twenty masses in his career, 
but Alec likely refers to his most 
famous such work, the Saint-Ce-
cilia Mass (1855). The Sanctus is 
the fourth movement; critics such 
as Camille Saint-Saens (1835–1921) 
compared it to a burst of light.

13	 corrupt the world of art: Cham-
bers parallels Boris’ liquid with 
the Play, which corrupts the 
world through art.

14	 J’avais bien l’honneur, madame: “I 
indeed had that honour, madame”

15	 à la bonheur: “To happiness!”

16	 twenty-one: Alec is the same age 
Chambers was upon his arrival in 
Paris in 1886.

I pricked up my ears. “Have you struck gold, Boris?”
“No, better;—but see here, Alec!” he laughed, starting up. “You and I 

have all we need in this world. Ah! how sinister and covetous you look 
already!” I laughed too, and told him I was devoured by the desire for gold, 
and we had better talk of something else; so when Geneviève came in 
shortly after, we had turned our backs on alchemy.

Geneviève was dressed in silvery grey from head to foot. The light 
glinted along the soft curves of her fair hair as she turned her cheek to Bo-
ris; then she saw me and returned my greeting. She had never before failed 
to blow me a kiss from the tips of her white fingers, and I promptly com-
plained of the omission. She smiled and held out her hand, which dropped 
almost before it had touched mine; then she said, looking at Boris—

“You must ask Alec to stay for luncheon.” This also was something new. 
She had always asked me herself until to-day.

“I did,” said Boris shortly.
“And you said yes, I hope?” She turned to me with a charming conven-

tional smile. I might have been an acquaintance of the day before yesterday. 
I made her a low bow. “J’avais bien l ’honneur, madame,”14 but refusing to 
take up our usual bantering tone, she murmured a hospitable common-
place and disappeared. Boris and I looked at one another.

“I had better go home, don’t you think?” I asked.
“Hanged if I know,” he replied frankly.
While we were discussing the advisability of my departure Geneviève 

reappeared in the doorway without her bonnet. She was wonderfully beau-
tiful, but her colour was too deep and her lovely eyes were too bright. She 
came straight up to me and took my arm.

“Luncheon is ready. Was I cross, Alec? I thought I had a headache, but 
I haven’t. Come here, Boris;” and she slipped her other arm through his. 

“Alec knows that after you there is no one in the world whom I like as well 
as I like him, so if he sometimes feels snubbed it won’t hurt him.”

“À la bonheur!”15 I cried, “who says there are no thunderstorms in April?”
“Are you ready?” chanted Boris. “Aye ready;” and arm-in-arm we raced 

into the dining-room, scandalizing the servants. After all we were not so 
much to blame; Geneviève was eighteen, Boris was twenty-three, and I not 
quite twenty-one.16
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17	 Rue Sainte-Cécile: A street in the 
9e arrondissement of Paris, on the 
Right Bank unlike the other artists’ 
streets in this collection. Chambers 
likely uses this street for its name-
sake’s symbolic content. Saint Ce-
cilia converted her pagan husband 
Valerian by means of an angelic 
vision. Martyred by beheading, her 
body reportedly remained incor-
ruptible…like a marble statue. She 
is the patron saint of musicians, 
inspiring among others Gounod’s 
Mass (see note 12, above).

18	 Cupid: Cupid, the son of the 
goddess Venus and god of love and 
infatuation, also appears in “The 
Street of Our Lady of the Fields.” 
That story follows the motto of 
Cupid as set down by the poet 
Virgil (70–19 BCE), “Love conquers 
all,” including reason, social 
convention, and art. “The Mask” 
resonates with another famous 
myth of Cupid: his salvation of his 
lover Psyche from the underworld.

The Greeks knew Cupid as Eros, 
under which name he appears co-
vertly in the second epigraph to “Rue 
Barrée” (see that story, note 2). In 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), 
Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) pos-
tulated twin motives for irrational 
action, the sex-drive (Eros) and the 
death-drive (Thanatos). Chambers 
seems to cast the King in Yellow 
as embodying both the irrational 
desires for corrupt love (in “The 
Repairer of Reputations” and “The 
Yellow Sign”) and for submergence in 
death (“In the Court of the Dragon” 
and “The Mask”). It may be relevant 
that Thanatos’ primary attributes in 
classical art (which Chambers stud-
ied) are the upside-down torch and 
the butterfly (see “The Street of Our 
Lady of the Fields,” note 20).

Chambers’ own illustration of 
the King in Yellow on the cover 
of the fourth edition of this book 
shows him holding an upside-down 
torch. The Greek name for the star 
Aldebaran (see “The Repairer of 
Reputations,” note 56) was Lampa-
dias, or “torch-bearer.”

19	 here of all places?: Chambers 
almost hints that Boris intends to 
begin forging human sculptures 
with his fluid.

II 

Some work that I was doing about this time on the decorations for 
Geneviève’s boudoir kept me constantly at the quaint little hotel in the 
Rue Sainte-Cécile.17 Boris and I in those days laboured hard but as we 
pleased, which was fitfully, and we all three, with Jack Scott, idled a great 
deal together.

One quiet afternoon I had been wandering alone over the house ex-
amining curios, prying into odd corners, bringing out sweetmeats and ci-
gars from strange hiding-places, and at last I stopped in the bathing-room. 
Boris, all over clay, stood there washing his hands.

The room was built of rose-coloured marble excepting the floor, which 
was tessellated in rose and grey. In the centre was a square pool sunken be-
low the surface of the floor; steps led down into it, sculptured pillars sup-
ported a frescoed ceiling. A delicious marble Cupid18 appeared to have just 
alighted on his pedestal at the upper end of the room. The whole interior 
was Boris’ work and mine. Boris, in his working-clothes of white canvas, 
scraped the traces of clay and red modelling wax from his handsome hands, 
and coquetted over his shoulder with the Cupid.

“I see you,” he insisted, “don’t try to look the other way and pretend not 
to see me. You know who made you, little humbug!”

It was always my rôle to interpret Cupid’s sentiments in these conver-
sations, and when my turn came I responded in such a manner, that Boris 
seized my arm and dragged me toward the pool, declaring he would duck 
me. Next instant he dropped my arm and turned pale. “Good God!” he 
said, “I forgot the pool is full of the solution!”

I shivered a little, and dryly advised him to remember better where he 
had stored the precious liquid.

“In Heaven’s name, why do you keep a small lake of that gruesome stuff 
here of all places?”19 I asked.

“I want to experiment on something large,” he replied.
“On me, for instance?”
“Ah! that came too close for jesting; but I do want to watch the action 

of that solution on a more highly organized living body; there is that big 
white rabbit,” he said, following me into the studio.

Jack Scott, wearing a paint-stained jacket, came wandering in, ap-
propriated all the Oriental sweetmeats he could lay his hands on, looted 
the cigarette case, and finally he and Boris disappeared together to vis-
it the Luxembourg Gallery,20 where a new silver bronze by Rodin and a 
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20	 Luxembourg Gallery: Refers to 
the Musée du Luxembourg, in the 
6e arrondissement of Paris. See 
“The Street of Our Lady of the 
Fields,” note 5.

21	 Monet: The French sculptor 
Auguste Rodin (1840–1917) and 
painter Claude Monet (1840–1926) 
both polarized the French artistic 
community in the 1870s and 1880s. 
Relevantly to this story, Rodin’s ri-
vals falsely accused him of casting 
his statue The Age of Bronze (1877) 
from a living model. By the 1890s 
both had achieved general acclaim.

22	 Spinet: A small harpsichord.

landscape of Monet’s21 were claiming the exclusive attention of artistic 
France. I went back to the studio, and resumed my work. It was a Renais-
sance screen, which Boris wanted me to paint for Geneviève’s boudoir. But 
the small boy who was unwillingly dawdling through a series of poses for 
it, to-day refused all bribes to be good. He never rested an instant in the 
same position, and inside of five minutes I had as many different outlines 
of the little beggar.

“Are you posing, or are you executing a song and dance, my 
friend?” I inquired.

“Whichever monsieur pleases,” he replied, with an angelic smile.
Of course I dismissed him for the day, and of course I paid him for the 

full time, that being the way we spoil our models.
After the young imp had gone, I made a few perfunctory daubs at my 

work, but was so thoroughly out of humour, that it took me the rest of the 
afternoon to undo the damage I had done, so at last I scraped my palette, 
stuck my brushes in a bowl of black soap, and strolled into the smok-
ing-room. I really believe that, excepting Geneviève’s apartments, no room 
in the house was so free from the perfume of tobacco as this one. It was 
a queer chaos of odds and ends, hung with threadbare tapestry. A sweet-
toned old spinet in good repair stood by the window. There were stands of 
weapons, some old and dull, others bright and modern, festoons of Indian 
and Turkish armour over the mantel, two or three good pictures, and a 
pipe-rack. It was here that we used to come for new sensations in smoking. 
I doubt if any type of pipe ever existed which was not represented in that 
rack. When we had selected one, we immediately carried it somewhere 
else and smoked it; for the place was, on the whole, more gloomy and 
less inviting than any in the house. But this afternoon, the twilight was 
very soothing, the rugs and skins on the floor looked brown and soft and 
drowsy; the big couch was piled with cushions—I found my pipe and 
curled up there for an unaccustomed smoke in the smoking-room. I had 
chosen one with a long flexible stem, and lighting it fell to dreaming. After 
a while it went out, but I did not stir. I dreamed on and presently fell asleep.

I awoke to the saddest music I had ever heard. The room was quite dark, 
I had no idea what time it was. A ray of moonlight silvered one edge of the 
old spinet,22 and the polished wood seemed to exhale the sounds as per-
fume floats above a box of sandalwood. Some one rose in the darkness, and 
came away weeping quietly, and I was fool enough to cry out “Geneviève!”

She dropped at my voice, and, I had time to curse myself while I made 
a light and tried to raise her from the floor. She shrank away with a mur-
mur of pain. She was very quiet, and asked for Boris. I carried her to the 
divan, and went to look for him, but he was not in the house, and the 
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23	 Ept: Chambers’ spelling of 
the River Epte in Normandy, a 
common retreat for artists in the 
1890s including Monet and Camille 
Pissarro (1830–1903).

24	 that made the smile: A near-quo-
tation from the poem “Andrea del 
Sarto” (1855) by Robert Browning 
(1812–1889). The poem is a dra-
matic monologue by the painter 
Andrea del Sarto (1486–1530), 
called “the painter without errors.” 
In the poem, del Sarto worries that 
his art while perfect on the outside 
has no human soul, a clear parallel 
to Boris’ alchemical statues and 
ironically to his marriage.

servants were gone to bed. Perplexed and anxious, I hurried back to Gen-
eviève. She lay where I had left her, looking very white.

“I can’t find Boris nor any of the servants,” I said.
“I know,” she answered faintly, “Boris has gone to Ept23 with Mr. Scott. 

I did not remember when I sent you for him just now.”
“But he can’t get back in that case before to-morrow afternoon, and—

are you hurt? Did I frighten you into falling? What an awful fool I am, but 
I was only half awake.”

“Boris thought you had gone home before dinner. Do please excuse us 
for letting you stay here all this time.”

“I have had a long nap,” I laughed, “so sound that I did not know 
whether I was still asleep or not when I found myself staring at a figure 
that was moving toward me, and called out your name. Have you been 
trying the old spinet? You must have played very softly.”

I would tell a thousand more lies worse than that one to see the look of 
relief that came into her face. She smiled adorably, and said in her natural 
voice: “Alec, I tripped on that wolf ’s head, and I think my ankle is sprained. 
Please call Marie, and then go home.”

I did as she bade me, and left her there when the maid came in.

III 

At noon next day when I called, I found Boris walking restlessly 
about his studio.

“Geneviève is asleep just now,” he told me, “the sprain is nothing, but why 
  should she have such a high fever? The doctor can’t account for it; or else 
he will not,” he muttered.

“Geneviève has a fever?” I asked.
“I should say so, and has actually been a little light-headed at intervals 

all night. The idea!—gay little Geneviève, without a care in the world,—
and she keeps saying her heart’s broken, and she wants to die!”

My own heart stood still.
Boris leaned against the door of his studio, looking down, his hands 

in his pockets, his kind, keen eyes clouded, a new line of trouble drawn 
“over the mouth’s good mark, that made the smile.”24 The maid had orders 
to summon him the instant Geneviève opened her eyes. We waited and 
waited, and Boris, growing restless, wandered about, fussing with model-
ling wax and red clay. Suddenly he started for the next room. “Come and 
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see my rose-coloured bath full of death!” he cried.
“Is it death?” I asked, to humour his mood.
“You are not prepared to call it life, I suppose,” he answered. As he 

spoke he plucked a solitary gold-fish squirming and twisting out of its 
globe. “We’ll send this one after the other—wherever that is,” he said. 
There was feverish excitement in his voice. A dull weight of fever lay on 
my limbs and on my brain as I followed him to the fair crystal pool with 
its pink-tinted sides; and he dropped the creature in. Falling, its scales 
flashed with a hot orange gleam in its angry twistings and contortions; the 
moment it struck the liquid it became rigid and sank heavily to the bottom. 
Then came the milky foam, the splendid hues radiating on the surface and 
then the shaft of pure serene light broke through from seemingly infinite 
depths. Boris plunged in his hand and drew out an exquisite marble thing, 
blue-veined, rose-tinted, and glistening with opalescent drops.

“Child’s play,” he muttered, and looked wearily, longingly at me,—as if 
I could answer such questions! But Jack Scott came in and entered into the 

“game,” as he called it, with ardour. Nothing would do but to try the exper-
iment on the white rabbit then and there. I was willing that Boris should 
find distraction from his cares, but I hated to see the life go out of a warm, 
living creature and I declined to be present. Picking up a book at random, 
I sat down in the studio to read. Alas! I had found The King in Yellow. After 
a few moments, which seemed ages, I was putting it away with a nervous 
shudder, when Boris and Jack came in bringing their marble rabbit. At the 
same time the bell rang above, and a cry came from the sick-room. Boris 
was gone like a flash, and the next moment he called, “Jack, run for the 
doctor; bring him back with you. Alec, come here.”

I went and stood at her door. A frightened maid came out in haste and 
ran away to fetch some remedy. Geneviève, sitting bolt upright, with crim-
son cheeks and glittering eyes, babbled incessantly and resisted Boris’ gentle 
restraint. He called me to help. At my first touch she sighed and sank back, 
closing her eyes, and then—then—as we still bent above her, she opened 
them again, looked straight into Boris’ face—poor fever-crazed girl!—and 
told her secret. At the same instant our three lives turned into new channels; 
the bond that held us so long together snapped for ever and a new bond was 
forged in its place, for she had spoken my name, and as the fever tortured her, 
her heart poured out its load of hidden sorrow. Amazed and dumb I bowed 
my head, while my face burned like a live coal, and the blood surged in my 
ears, stupefying me with its clamour. Incapable of movement, incapable of 
speech, I listened to her feverish words in an agony of shame and sorrow. I 
could not silence her, I could not look at Boris. Then I felt an arm upon my 
shoulder, and Boris turned a bloodless face to mine.
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25	 the Pallid Mask: The Pallid Mask 
may be an artifact, or a person 
who wears such an artifact such 
as the Phantom of Truth (see “The 
Yellow Sign,” note 45) or the King in 
Yellow himself. The Stranger in the 
Play “wear[s] no mask” (see note 2, 
above) but readers and critics often 
assume the Pallid Mask describes 
the Stranger’s inhuman face.  

The phrase appears in the poem 
“Yatah” inside the novel Riches and 
Poverty (1808) by ‘Miss P. Barrell.’ 
Yatah wears the mask to approach 
the cruel Indora and murder her 
in vengeance for the death of his 
lover Zama. It also appears in Wil-
liam Smart’s 1829 translation of the 
satires of Juvenal (fl. 110 CE): “at 
length a well-known farce returns 
to the stage, when the rustic infant 
in its mother’s breast is frightened 
at the gaping of the pallid mask.” 
Finally, Isabel Burton (1831–1896) 
uses the phrase in her poem “Who 
Lasts Wins” (1869), referring to the 
death mask of the explorer John 
Hanning Speke (1827–1864), a pos-
sible suicide. Whether Chambers 
read any of these works can never 
be known, but all of them seem to 
fall within the shadow of the King.

26	 The mask of self-deception: Critic 
Scott Emmert reads the Pallid 
Mask as a symbol of self-decep-
tion, the force that drives Alec 
to the edge of death, and which 
kills Geneviève and Boris. Disease, 
echoed by the malarial King in 
Yellow, brings fatal truth when 
the feverish Geneviève con-
fesses her love. 

27	 the fantastic colours of his tattered 
mantle: The use of the plural im-
plies that the King in Yellow wears 
more than just yellow. The ritual 
and elevated significance of the 
“coat of many colors” goes back to 
the Biblical Joseph (Genesis 37:3). 
Of course, his mantle might have 
many different shades of yellow, 
either as stripes or as overlapping 
rags and tatters. Compare the 
doubtless uneven colors of the 
léine croich (“saffron shirt”), a linen 
predecessor of the plaid mantle 
colored with saffron and worn in 
the 16th century by Irish and High-
land Scots noblemen in battle.

“It is not your fault, Alec; don’t grieve so if she loves you—” but he 
could not finish; and as the doctor stepped swiftly into the room, say-
ing—”Ah, the fever!” I seized Jack Scott and hurried him to the street, 
saying, “Boris would rather be alone.” We crossed the street to our own 
apartments, and that night, seeing I was going to be ill too, he went for the 
doctor again. The last thing I recollect with any distinctness was hearing 
Jack say, “For Heaven’s sake, doctor, what ails him, to wear a face like that?” 
and I thought of The King in Yellow and the Pallid Mask.25

I was very ill, for the strain of two years which I had endured since that 
fatal May morning when Geneviève murmured, “I love you, but I think 
I love Boris best,” told on me at last. I had never imagined that it could 
become more than I could endure. Outwardly tranquil, I had deceived 
myself. Although the inward battle raged night after night, and I, lying 
alone in my room, cursed myself for rebellious thoughts unloyal to Boris 
and unworthy of Geneviève, the morning always brought relief, and I re-
turned to Geneviève and to my dear Boris with a heart washed clean by 
the tempests of the night.

Never in word or deed or thought while with them had I betrayed my 
sorrow even to myself.

The mask of self-deception26 was no longer a mask for me, it was a part 
of me. Night lifted it, laying bare the stifled truth below; but there was no 
one to see except myself, and when the day broke the mask fell back again 
of its own accord. These thoughts passed through my troubled mind as I 
lay sick, but they were hopelessly entangled with visions of white crea-
tures, heavy as stone, crawling about in Boris’ basin,—of the wolf ’s head 
on the rug, foaming and snapping at Geneviève, who lay smiling beside 
it. I thought, too, of the King in Yellow wrapped in the fantastic colours 
of his tattered mantle,27 and that bitter cry of Cassilda,28 “Not upon us, 
oh King, not upon us!” Feverishly I struggled to put it from me, but I saw 
the lake of Hali, thin and blank,29 without a ripple or wind to stir it, and 
I saw the towers of Carcosa behind the moon.30 Aldebaran, the Hyades, 
Alar,31 Hastur, glided through the cloud-rifts which fluttered and flapped 
as they passed like the scolloped tatters of the King in Yellow.32 Among 
all these, one sane thought persisted. It never wavered, no matter what 
else was going on in my disordered mind, that my chief reason for existing 
was to meet some requirement of Boris and Geneviève. What this obliga-
tion was, its nature, was never clear; sometimes it seemed to be protection, 
sometimes support, through a great crisis. Whatever it seemed to be for 
the time, its weight rested only on me, and I was never so ill or so weak 
that I did not respond with my whole soul. There were always crowds of 
faces about me, mostly strange, but a few I recognized, Boris among them. 
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28	 bitter cry of Cassilda: Many read-
ers believe Camilla and Cassilda to 
be daughters of the King in Yellow. 
Cassilda’s “bitter cry” here could be 
read either way: as remonstration 
of arbitrary tyranny, or horror at 
parental betrayal. As partial evi-
dence for the daughterhood case, 
their names would make a pattern 
with Cordelia, the daughter of 
Shakespeare’s “tattered king” Lear.

29	 thin and blank: Apparently the 
cloud-waves (see “In the Court 
of the Dragon,” note 24) are 
not a permanent feature of the 
Lake of Hali.

30	 behind the moon: This strik-
ing feature indicates Carcosa’s 
fundamental unreason: not only 
does Carcosa overwhelm and 
destroy social convention, art, love, 
and history, but also geometry 
and astronomy.

31	 Alar: In this context, Alar appears 
to be the name of a star. Chambers 
took Alar from Bierce’s story “An 
Inhabitant of Carcosa” (1886), 
where it appears as the middle 
name of the narrator Hoseib 
Alar Robardin. 

The English word “alar” means 
“having, or pertaining to, wings.”

32	 tatters of the King in Yellow: 
Scolloped: a British spelling of 
“scalloped,” see “The Repairer of 
Reputations,” note 91.

Tatters: In addition to Lear (see 
“Cassilda’s Song,” note 7), in the 
Tattered King Chambers invokes 
an image from the poetry of 
Charles Baudelaire (1821–1867), 
specifically one of “Les sept 
vieillards” (“The Seven Old Men”). 
Baudelaire added this poem to 
the second (1861) edition of his 
collection Flowers of Evil, in the 
“Tableaux Parisiens” section.

In the poem, the narrator 
ventures into a neighborhood 
where “a mist, unclean and yellow, 
inundated space” when suddenly 
he sees “an aged man, whose rags 
were yellow as the rainy sky.” Six 
more identical old men follow 
the first, “tatters and stick, and 
back and eye and beard, all were 
the same, out of the same Hell, 

Afterward they told me that this could not have been, but I know that once 
at least he bent over me. It was only a touch, a faint echo of his voice, then 
the clouds settled back on my senses, and I lost him, but he did stand there 
and bend over me once at least.

At last, one morning I awoke to find the sunlight falling across my 
bed, and Jack Scott reading beside me. I had not strength enough to speak 
aloud, neither could I think, much less remember, but I could smile fee-
bly, as Jack’s eye met mine, and when he jumped up and asked eagerly 
if I wanted anything, I could whisper, “Yes—Boris.” Jack moved to the 
head of my bed, and leaned down to arrange my pillow: I did not see his 
face, but he answered heartily, “You must wait, Alec; you are too weak to 
see even Boris.”

I waited and I grew strong; in a few days I was able to see whom 
I would, but meanwhile I had thought and remembered. From the mo-
ment when all the past grew clear again in my mind, I never doubted what 
I should do when the time came, and I felt sure that Boris would have 
resolved upon the same course so far as he was concerned; as for what 
pertained to me alone, I knew he would see that also as I did. I no longer 
asked for any one. I never inquired why no message came from them; why 
during the week I lay there, waiting and growing stronger, I never heard 
their name spoken. Preoccupied with my own searchings for the right way, 
and with my feeble but determined fight against despair, I simply acqui-
esced in Jack’s reticence, taking for granted that he was afraid to speak of 
them, lest I should turn unruly and insist on seeing them. Meanwhile I 
said over and over to myself, how would it be when life began again for us 
all? We would take up our relations exactly as they were before Geneviève 
fell ill. Boris and I would look into each other’s eyes, and there would be 
neither rancour nor cowardice nor mistrust in that glance. I would be with 
them again for a little while in the dear intimacy of their home, and then, 
without pretext or explanation, I would disappear from their lives for ever. 
Boris would know; Geneviève—the only comfort was that she would nev-
er know. It seemed, as I thought it over, that I had found the meaning of 
that sense of obligation which had persisted all through my delirium, and 
the only possible answer to it. So, when I was quite ready, I beckoned Jack 
to me one day, and said—

“Jack, I want Boris at once; and take my dearest greeting to Geneviève….”
When at last he made me understand that they were both dead, I fell 

into a wild rage that tore all my little convalescent strength to atoms. I 
raved and cursed myself into a relapse, from which I crawled forth some 
weeks afterward a boy of twenty-one who believed that his youth was 
gone for ever. I seemed to be past the capability of further suffering, and 
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indistinguishable.” The narrator 
flees before he can see “the awful 
eighth; inexorable, fatal, and ironic 
double.” He tries to rationalize 
his vision but fails, his soul tossed 
“mastless, upon a monstrous, 
shoreless sea.”

Flowers of Evil caused a reaction 
not unlike the Play, of outrage and 
censorship. Some of Baudelaire’s 
poetry remained banned in 
France until 1949.

one day when Jack handed me a letter and the keys to Boris’ house, I took 
them without a tremor and asked him to tell me all. It was cruel of me to 
ask him, but there was no help for it, and he leaned wearily on his thin 
hands, to reopen the wound which could never entirely heal. He began 
very quietly—

“Alec, unless you have a clue that I know nothing about, you will not 
be able to explain any more than I what has happened. I suspect that you 
would rather not hear these details, but you must learn them, else I would 
spare you the relation. God knows I wish I could be spared the telling. I 
shall use few words.

“That day when I left you in the doctor’s care and came back to Boris, I 
found him working on the ‘Fates.’ Geneviève, he said, was sleeping under 
the influence of drugs. She had been quite out of her mind, he said. He 
kept on working, not talking any more, and I watched him. Before long, 
I saw that the third figure of the group—the one looking straight ahead, 
out over the world—bore his face; not as you ever saw it, but as it looked 
then and to the end. This is one thing for which I should like to find an 
explanation, but I never shall.

“Well, he worked and I watched him in silence, and we went on that 
way until nearly midnight. Then we heard the door open and shut sharply, 
and a swift rush in the next room. Boris sprang through the doorway and 
I followed; but we were too late. She lay at the bottom of the pool, her 
hands across her breast. Then Boris shot himself through the heart.” Jack 
stopped speaking, drops of sweat stood under his eyes, and his thin cheeks 
twitched. “I carried Boris to his room. Then I went back and let that hellish 
fluid out of the pool, and turning on all the water, washed the marble clean 
of every drop. When at length I dared descend the steps, I found her lying 
there as white as snow. At last, when I had decided what was best to do, I 
went into the laboratory, and first emptied the solution in the basin into 
the waste-pipe; then I poured the contents of every jar and bottle after it. 
There was wood in the fireplace, so I built a fire, and breaking the locks 
of Boris’ cabinet I burnt every paper, notebook and letter that I found 
there. With a mallet from the studio I smashed to pieces all the empty 
bottles, then loading them into a coal-scuttle, I carried them to the cellar 
and threw them over the red-hot bed of the furnace. Six times I made the 
journey, and at last, not a vestige remained of anything which might again 
aid in seeking for the formula which Boris had found. Then at last I dared 
call the doctor. He is a good man, and together we struggled to keep it 
from the public. Without him I never could have succeeded. At last we got 
the servants paid and sent away into the country, where old Rosier keeps 
them quiet with stories of Boris’ and Geneviève’s travels in distant lands, 
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33	 Sèvres: A town southwest of 
Paris, with a population of about 
7,000 in 1895.

34	 after he died: The dead Boris 
appearing to Alec in his Yellow 
delirium supports Rick Lai’s 
argument that the King in Yellow 
is Death, and the Lake of Hali the 
place where dead souls drown 
forever. (See “In the Court of the 
Dragon,” note 24.)

from whence they will not return for years. We buried Boris in the little 
cemetery of Sèvres.33 The doctor is a good creature, and knows when to 
pity a man who can bear no more. He gave his certificate of heart disease 
and asked no questions of me.”

Then, lifting his head from his hands, he said, “Open the letter, Alec; 
it is for us both.”

I tore it open. It was Boris’ will dated a year before. He left everything 
to Geneviève, and in case of her dying childless, I was to take control of 
the house in the Rue Sainte-Cécile, and Jack Scott the management at 
Ept. On our deaths the property reverted to his mother’s family in Russia, 
with the exception of the sculptured marbles executed by himself. These 
he left to me.

The page blurred under our eyes, and Jack got up and walked to the 
window. Presently he returned and sat down again. I dreaded to hear what 
he was going to say, but he spoke with the same simplicity and gentleness.

“Geneviève lies before the Madonna in the marble room. The Madon-
na bends tenderly above her, and Geneviève smiles back into that calm 
face that never would have been except for her.”

His voice broke, but he grasped my hand, saying, “Courage, Alec.” 
Next morning he left for Ept to fulfil his trust.

IV 

The same evening I took the keys and went into the house I had known so 
well. Everything was in order, but the silence was terrible. Though I went 
twice to the door of the marble room, I could not force myself to enter. 
It was beyond my strength. I went into the smoking-room and sat down 
before the spinet. A small lace handkerchief lay on the keys, and I turned 
away, choking. It was plain I could not stay, so I locked every door, every 
window, and the three front and back gates, and went away. Next morning 
Alcide packed my valise, and leaving him in charge of my apartments I 
took the Orient express for Constantinople. During the two years that 
I wandered through the East, at first, in our letters, we never mentioned 
Geneviève and Boris, but gradually their names crept in. I recollect partic-
ularly a passage in one of Jack’s letters replying to one of mine—

“What you tell me of seeing Boris bending over you while you lay ill, 
and feeling his touch on your face, and hearing his voice, of course troubles 
me. This that you describe must have happened a fortnight after he died.34 
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35	 flat cruel head: Alec’s description 
of the wolf resembles Castaigne’s 
description of Mr. Wilde in “The 
Repairer of Reputations.”

I say to myself that you were dreaming, that it was part of your delirium, 
but the explanation does not satisfy me, nor would it you.”

Toward the end of the second year a letter came from Jack to me in 
India so unlike anything that I had ever known of him that I decided to 
return at once to Paris. He wrote: “I am well, and sell all my pictures as art-
ists do who have no need of money. I have not a care of my own, but I am 
more restless than if I had. I am unable to shake off a strange anxiety about 
you. It is not apprehension, it is rather a breathless expectancy—of what, 
God knows! I can only say it is wearing me out. Nights I dream always 
of you and Boris. I can never recall anything afterward, but I wake in the 
morning with my heart beating, and all day the excitement increases until 
I fall asleep at night to recall the same experience. I am quite exhausted by 
it, and have determined to break up this morbid condition. I must see you. 
Shall I go to Bombay, or will you come to Paris?”

I telegraphed him to expect me by the next steamer.
When we met I thought he had changed very little; I, he insisted, 

looked in splendid health. It was good to hear his voice again, and as we 
sat and chatted about what life still held for us, we felt that it was pleasant 
to be alive in the bright spring weather.

We stayed in Paris together a week, and then I went for a week to Ept 
with him, but first of all we went to the cemetery at Sèvres, where Boris lay.

“Shall we place the ‘Fates’ in the little grove above him?” Jack asked, 
and I answered—

“I think only the ‘Madonna’ should watch over Boris’ grave.” But Jack 
was none the better for my home-coming. The dreams of which he could 
not retain even the least definite outline continued, and he said that at 
times the sense of breathless expectancy was suffocating.

“You see I do you harm and not good,” I said. “Try a change without 
me.” So he started alone for a ramble among the Channel Islands, and I 
went back to Paris. I had not yet entered Boris’ house, now mine, since my 
return, but I knew it must be done. It had been kept in order by Jack; there 
were servants there, so I gave up my own apartment and went there to live. 
Instead of the agitation I had feared, I found myself able to paint there 
tranquilly. I visited all the rooms—all but one. I could not bring myself 
to enter the marble room where Geneviève lay, and yet I felt the longing 
growing daily to look upon her face, to kneel beside her.

One April afternoon, I lay dreaming in the smoking-room, just as I 
had lain two years before, and mechanically I looked among the tawny 
Eastern rugs for the wolf-skin. At last I distinguished the pointed ears and 
flat cruel head,35 and I thought of my dream where I saw Geneviève lying 
beside it. The helmets still hung against the threadbare tapestry, among 
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36	 morion: A crested, open-faced hel-
met worn by Spanish and English 
soldiers between 1540 and 1680.

37	 Easter lily: The lily symbolizes 
death, but the Easter lily specifical-
ly represents resurrection, just as 
the goldfish does immortality. The 
white rabbit emblematizes not just 
Easter but also both virginity (it 
was thought to be hermaphroditic 
in medieval times) and fecundity.

them the old Spanish morion36 which I remembered Geneviève had once 
put on when we were amusing ourselves with the ancient bits of mail. I 
turned my eyes to the spinet; every yellow key seemed eloquent of her 
caressing hand, and I rose, drawn by the strength of my life’s passion to 
the sealed door of the marble room. The heavy doors swung inward under 
my trembling hands. Sunlight poured through the window, tipping with 
gold the wings of Cupid, and lingered like a nimbus over the brows of 
the Madonna. Her tender face bent in compassion over a marble form 
so exquisitely pure that I knelt and signed myself. Geneviève lay in the 
shadow under the Madonna, and yet, through her white arms, I saw the 
pale azure vein, and beneath her softly clasped hands the folds of her dress 
were tinged with rose, as if from some faint warm light within her breast.

Bending, with a breaking heart, I touched the marble drapery with my 
lips, then crept back into the silent house.

A maid came and brought me a letter, and I sat down in the little 
conservatory to read it; but as I was about to break the seal, seeing the girl 
lingering, I asked her what she wanted.

She stammered something about a white rabbit that had been caught 
in the house, and asked what should be done with it. I told her to let it 
loose in the walled garden behind the house, and opened my letter. It was 
from Jack, but so incoherent that I thought he must have lost his reason. 
It was nothing but a series of prayers to me not to leave the house until 
he could get back; he could not tell me why, there were the dreams, he 
said—he could explain nothing, but he was sure that I must not leave the 
house in the Rue Sainte-Cécile.

As I finished reading I raised my eyes and saw the same maid-servant 
standing in the doorway holding a glass dish in which two gold-fish were 
swimming: “Put them back into the tank and tell me what you mean by 
interrupting me,” I said.

With a half-suppressed whimper she emptied water and fish into an 
aquarium at the end of the conservatory, and turning to me asked my 
permission to leave my service. She said people were playing tricks on 
her, evidently with a design of getting her into trouble; the marble rabbit 
had been stolen and a live one had been brought into the house; the two 
beautiful marble fish were gone, and she had just found those common 
live things flopping on the dining-room floor. I reassured her and sent her 
away, saying I would look about myself. I went into the studio; there was 
nothing there but my canvases and some casts, except the marble of the 
Easter lily.37 I saw it on a table across the room. Then I strode angrily over 
to it. But the flower I lifted from the table was fresh and fragile and filled 
the air with perfume.
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38	 her sleepy eyes: Geneviève’s death 
recalls the death of the artist’s 
wife in “The Oval Portrait” (1842) 
by Poe: her life force transferred 
to the canvas by her neglectful 
husband. Her death and resurrec-
tion recall “The Golden Touch” by 
Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864), 
his retelling of the myth of King 
Midas in A Wonder-Book (1851). 
In Hawthorne’s version, Midas’ 
touch transforms his daughter to 
gold, but she recovers thanks to 
the intervention of the stranger 
from whom Midas received the 
Golden Touch in the first place. In 
the original myth (sans daughter), 
the satyr Silenos grants the Touch; 
Dionysos removes it.

Brian Stableford reads the end-
ing as Alec’s delusion: still trapped 
in his “mask of self-deception,” he 
has convinced himself that Gene
vieve lives again, just as he saw 
Boris alive after the latter’s suicide.

Then suddenly I comprehended, and sprang through the hallway to 
the marble room. The doors flew open, the sunlight streamed into my face, 
and through it, in a heavenly glory, the Madonna smiled, as Geneviève 
lifted her flushed face from her marble couch and opened her sleepy eyes.38





1	 DRAGON: The 1902 Harper & 
Brothers edition of The King in 
Yellow omits this story, possi-
bly because of its sacreligious 
tone. Later editions using the 
1902 Harper text continued 
the omission, including the 
1938 memorial edition pub-
lished by Appleton.

2	 and He to learn: This qua-
train is from Edward Fitzger-
ald’s (1809–1883) introduction 
to the second (1868) edition 
of his free translation of the 
Rubáiyát (“quatrains”) of the 
Persian astronomer and poet 
Omar Khayyám (1048–1131). 
By the 1890s, Fitzgerald’s 
collection had sold over two 
million copies.

The ghost of Omar 
Khayyám supposedly 
dictated this quatrain to his 
mother in a dream, after she 
asked about his fate. It is the 
first quatrain in the Calcutta 
text of Khayyám’s poems. 
Linguist A.J. Arberry ques-
tions Fitzgerald’s translation, 
preferring the straightfor-
ward meaning: “O thou 
who burns, son of one who 
burns, son of one deserving 
burning.” Rather than being 
addressed to one who pities 

IN THE COURT OF THE DRAGON1

n the Church of St. Barnabé3 vespers were over; the clergy left the 
altar; the little choir-boys flocked across the chancel and settled in 
the stalls. A Suisse4 in rich uniform marched down the south aisle, 
sounding his staff at every fourth step on the stone pavement; behind 

him came that eloquent preacher and good man, Monseigneur C——.
My chair was near the chancel rail, I now turned toward the west end 

of the church. The other people between the altar and the pulpit turned 
too. There was a little scraping and rustling while the congregation seated 
itself again; the preacher mounted the pulpit stairs, and the organ vol-
untary5 ceased.

I had always found the organ-playing at St. Barnabé highly interesting. 
Learned and scientific6 it was, too much so for my small knowledge, but ex-
pressing a vivid if cold intelligence. Moreover, it possessed the French qual-
ity of taste: taste reigned supreme, self-controlled, dignified and reticent.

To-day, however, from the first chord I had felt a change for the worse, 
a sinister change. During vespers it had been chiefly the chancel organ 
which supported the beautiful choir, but now and again, quite wantonly 
as it seemed, from the west gallery where the great organ stands, a heavy 
hand had struck across the church at the serene peace of those clear voices. 
It was something more than harsh and dissonant, and it betrayed no lack 
of skill. As it recurred again and again, it set me thinking of what my 
architect’s books say about the custom in early times to consecrate the 
choir as soon as it was built, and that the nave,7 being finished sometimes 
half a century later, often did not get any blessing at all: I wondered idly if 

“Oh, thou who burn’st in heart for those who burn 
In Hell, whose f ires thyself shall feed in turn; 
How long be crying—‘Mercy on them.’ God! 
Why, who art thou to teach and He to learn?” 2



the burning sinners, Arberry be-
lieves it should be addressed to the 
sinner, a rather darker reading.

3	 Church of Saint-Barnabé: Fictitious 
church, most likely modeled on the 
Church of Saint-Roch in the 1e ar-
rondissement (see note 14, below). 
St. Barnabas was an early compan-
ion of the Apostle Paul, sometimes 
credited with the authorship of 
the Epistle to the Hebrews (see 
note 26, below).

4	 Suisse: Vespers: evening service. 
Suisse: Another term for a beadle, 
a church functionary who attends 
the priest during processions and 
assists with the mass.

5	 organ voluntary: A piece of organ 
music, meant to sound improvised. 
A voluntary traditionally begins 
with a slow movement, and then 
proceeds to a fugue. Perhaps 
coincidentally the structure of this 
story follows this form.

6	 Learned and scientific: Cham-
bers almost certainly heard the 
organ playing of French composer 
Charles-Marie Widor (1834–1937), 
the organist at Saint-Sulpice (see 
“The Street of the First Shell,” 
note 34) in the Latin Quarter 
from 1870 to 1933. Widor’s work 
certainly displays vivid intelligence, 
taste, and control.

7	 nave: The main space for the con-
gregation of a church. The nave 
runs from the entrance (usually in 
the west) to the chancel surround-
ing the choir and altar.

8	 rococo: A playful, densely orna-
mental architectural and artistic 
style common in the 18th century. 

9	 manuals: An organist uses the 
pedals and manuals (equivalent to 
piano keys) to play the instrument.

10	 in their dens: Psalms 104:22. This 
Psalm asserts God’s power over 
creation, from driving the waters 
back with His voice (verse 7) to 
the Leviathan (verse 26) and ends 
with an exhortation to “let sinners 
be consumed” (verse 35) as in the 
epigraph. See also note 26, below.

46 in the court of the dragon

that had been the case at St. Barnabé, and whether something not usually 
supposed to be at home in a Christian church might have entered unde-
tected and taken possession of the west gallery. I had read of such things 
happening, too, but not in works on architecture.

Then I remembered that St. Barnabé was not much more than a hun-
dred years old, and smiled at the incongruous association of mediaeval 
superstitions with that cheerful little piece of eighteenth-century rococo.8

But now vespers were over, and there should have followed a few quiet 
chords, fit to accompany meditation, while we waited for the sermon. In-
stead of that, the discord at the lower end of the church broke out with the 
departure of the clergy, as if now nothing could control it.

I belong to those children of an older and simpler generation who do 
not love to seek for psychological subtleties in art; and I have ever refused 
to find in music anything more than melody and harmony, but I felt that 
in the labyrinth of sounds now issuing from that instrument there was 
something being hunted. Up and down the pedals chased him, while the 
manuals9 blared approval. Poor devil! whoever he was, there seemed small 
hope of escape!

My nervous annoyance changed to anger. Who was doing this? How 
dare he play like that in the midst of divine service? I glanced at the people 
near me: not one appeared to be in the least disturbed. The placid brows of 
the kneeling nuns, still turned towards the altar, lost none of their devout 
abstraction under the pale shadow of their white head-dress. The fashion-
able lady beside me was looking expectantly at Monseigneur C——. For 
all her face betrayed, the organ might have been singing an Ave Maria.

But now, at last, the preacher had made the sign of the cross, and com-
manded silence. I turned to him gladly. Thus far I had not found the rest I 
had counted on when I entered St. Barnabé that afternoon.

I was worn out by three nights of physical suffering and mental trou-
ble: the last had been the worst, and it was an exhausted body, and a mind 
benumbed and yet acutely sensitive, which I had brought to my favourite 
church for healing. For I had been reading The King in Yellow.

“The sun ariseth; they gather themselves together and lay them down 
in their dens.”10 Monseigneur C—— delivered his text in a calm voice, 
glancing quietly over the congregation. My eyes turned, I knew not why, 
toward the lower end of the church. The organist was coming from behind 
his pipes, and passing along the gallery on his way out, I saw him disappear 
by a small door that leads to some stairs which descend directly to the 
street. He was a slender man, and his face was as white11 as his coat was 
black. “Good riddance!” I thought, “with your wicked music! I hope your 
assistant will play the closing voluntary.”



11	 face was white: Pallid, even. Later, 
the narrator describes him as “an ut-
ter stranger.” See “The Mask,” note 1.

12	 clerestory: The upper wall of 
the nave and choir, holding a 
row of windows.

13	 than ever he preached: These 
lines come from the poem “Up at 
a Villa—Down in the City” (1855), 
by Robert Browning. Browning 
pretends to quote a sonnet prais-
ing the local priest’s preaching; 
he uses “unctuous” to mean 
“smooth,” not “oily.”

14	 Rue St. Honoré: A real street 
in the 1e arrondissement of 
Paris on the Right Bank. It has 
two Catholic churches on it, 
Notre-Dame-de-l’Assomption 
and Saint-Roch. Although both 
possessed superb organs by Aristide 
Cavaillé-Coll (1811–1899), the former 
church is older by approximately a 
century. Saint-Roch was completed 
between 1701–1754, right in the 
heyday of Rococo: “not much more 
than one hundred years old” in 1895.

15	 yellow jonquils: Chambers’ use here 
of yellow as a positive force in tune 
with nature and sunlight contrasts 
with the negative yellow of the 
King and his Sign. Chambers likely 
read Theory of Colors (1810) by the 
German polymath and poet Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1842) 
in art school. Goethe argues that 
yellow has a dual nature:

If, however, this colour in its pure 
and bright state is agreeable and 
gladdening, and in its utmost 
power is serene and noble, it is, on 
the other hand, extremely liable to 
contamination, and produces a very 
disagreeable effect if it is sullied….

When a yellow colour is commu-
nicated to dull and coarse surfaces, 
such as common cloth, felt, or the 
like, on which it does not appear with 
full energy, the disagreeable effect 
alluded to is apparent. By a slight 
and scarcely perceptible change, the 
beautiful impression of fire and gold is 
transformed into one not undeserving 
the epithet foul; and the colour of 
honour and joy reversed to that of 
ignominy and aversion.
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With a feeling of relief—with a deep, calm feeling of relief, I turned 
back to the mild face in the pulpit and settled myself to listen. Here, at last, 
was the ease of mind I longed for.

“My children,” said the preacher, “one truth the human soul finds hard-
est of all to learn: that it has nothing to fear. It can never be made to see 
that nothing can really harm it.”

“Curious doctrine!” I thought, “for a Catholic priest. Let us see how he 
will reconcile that with the Fathers.”

“Nothing can really harm the soul,” he went on, in, his coolest, clearest 
tones, “because——”

But I never heard the rest; my eye left his face, I knew not for what 
reason, and sought the lower end of the church. The same man was coming 
out from behind the organ, and was passing along the gallery the same way. 
But there had not been time for him to return, and if he had returned, I 
must have seen him. I felt a faint chill, and my heart sank; and yet, his 
going and coming were no affair of mine. I looked at him: I could not look 
away from his black figure and his white face. When he was exactly op-
posite to me, he turned and sent across the church straight into my eyes, a 
look of hate, intense and deadly: I have never seen any other like it; would 
to God I might never see it again! Then he disappeared by the same door 
through which I had watched him depart less than sixty seconds before.

I sat and tried to collect my thoughts. My first sensation was like that of 
a very young child badly hurt, when it catches its breath before crying out.

To suddenly find myself the object of such hatred was exquisitely pain-
ful: and this man was an utter stranger. Why should he hate me so?—me, 
whom he had never seen before? For the moment all other sensation was 
merged in this one pang: even fear was subordinate to grief, and for that 
moment I never doubted; but in the next I began to reason, and a sense of 
the incongruous came to my aid.

As I have said, St. Barnabé is a modern church. It is small and well 
lighted; one sees all over it almost at a glance. The organ gallery gets a 
strong white light from a row of long windows in the clerestory,12 which 
have not even coloured glass.

The pulpit being in the middle of the church, it followed that, when I was 
turned toward it, whatever moved at the west end could not fail to attract my 
eye. When the organist passed it was no wonder that I saw him: I had simply 
miscalculated the interval between his first and his second passing. He had 
come in that last time by the other side-door. As for the look which had so 
upset me, there had been no such thing, and I was a nervous fool.

I looked about. This was a likely place to harbour supernatural hor-
rors! That clear-cut, reasonable face of Monseigneur C——, his collected 
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16	 chestnut alleys: Chestnut trees 
appear in this story, as well as 
in “The Street of Our Lady of 
the Fields” and “Rue Barrée.” 
Chambers certainly knew that the 
old French word for “chestnut” 
was chastaigne.

17	 Bois de Boulogne: A large wooded 
park on the western edge of Paris. 
The narrator has left the stranger 
far down the Champs Elysées to 
the southeast of the Arc de Tri-
omphe, only to meet him coming 
from the west of the Arc.

18	 Rue du Dragon: Court of the 
Dragon: A real location in the 6e 
arrondissement of Paris, created 
in 1732, which did indeed sport 
a dragon over its entrance at 
50 Rue de Rennes. The dragon 
denoted the entrance across the 
street to the Rue Ste.-Marguerite, 
named for the dragon-taming 
saint. Eugène Atget (1857–1927) 
memorably photographed the 
entrance in 1900.

Rue du Dragon: Formerly the 
Rue du Sépulcre, it changed its 
name in 1806. The gate onto the 
Court of the Dragon is at No. 7. 
The Académie Julian (see “Rue 
Barrée,” note 3) opened an annex 
at No. 31 in 1890.

19	 Our concierge: In France, a con-
cierge refers to the manager or 
caretaker of an apartment building, 
who sometimes (more often in the 
1890s) serves as a general servant 
to the residents.

20	 they met now again: This is the 
seventh time the narrator has seen 
the stranger: twice in the church, 
once in the Rue St. Honoré, once 
in the Cours la Reine, once at the 
Rond-Point (traffic circle) in the 
Champs Elysées, once beneath the 
Arc de Triomphe, and now in the 
Court of the Dragon.

Seven terrifying, identical 
strangers also appear to the 
narrator in Baudelaire’s poem 
“The Seven Old Men” (see “The 
Mask,” note 32). The stranger also 
recalls the eponymous “Man of the 
Crowd” in the 1840 short story by 
Poe: an unnamed narrator obsess-
es over a figure he sees always in 

manner and easy, graceful gestures, were they not just a little discouraging 
to the notion of a gruesome mystery? I glanced above his head, and almost 
laughed. That flyaway lady supporting one corner of the pulpit canopy, 
which looked like a fringed damask table-cloth in a high wind, at the first 
attempt of a basilisk to pose up there in the organ loft, she would point her 
gold trumpet at him, and puff him out of existence! I laughed to myself 
over this conceit, which, at the time, I thought very amusing, and sat and 
chaffed myself and everything else, from the old harpy outside the railing, 
who had made me pay ten centimes for my chair, before she would let me 
in (she was more like a basilisk, I told myself, than was my organist with 
the anaemic complexion): from that grim old dame, to, yes, alas! Monsei-
gneur C—— himself. For all devoutness had fled. I had never yet done 
such a thing in my life, but now I felt a desire to mock.

As for the sermon, I could not hear a word of it for the jingle in my ears of

“The skirts of St. Paul has reached.
Having preached us those six Lent lectures,
More unctuous than ever he preached,”13

keeping time to the most fantastic and irreverent thoughts.
It was no use to sit there any longer: I must get out of doors and shake 

myself free from this hateful mood. I knew the rudeness I was committing, 
but still I rose and left the church.

A spring sun was shining on the Rue St. Honoré,14 as I ran down the 
church steps. On one corner stood a barrow full of yellow jonquils,15 pale 
violets from the Riviera, dark Russian violets, and white Roman hyacinths in 
a golden cloud of mimosa. The street was full of Sunday pleasure-seekers. I 
swung my cane and laughed with the rest. Some one overtook and passed me. 
He never turned, but there was the same deadly malignity in his white profile 
that there had been in his eyes. I watched him as long as I could see him. His 
lithe back expressed the same menace; every step that carried him away from 
me seemed to bear him on some errand connected with my destruction.

I was creeping along, my feet almost refusing to move. There began 
to dawn in me a sense of responsibility for something long forgotten. It 
began to seem as if I deserved that which he threatened: it reached a long 
way back—a long, long way back. It had lain dormant all these years: it was 
there, though, and presently it would rise and confront me. But I would 
try to escape; and I stumbled as best I could into the Rue de Rivoli, across 
the Place de la Concorde and on to the Quai. I looked with sick eyes upon 
the sun, shining through the white foam of the fountain, pouring over the 
backs of the dusky bronze river-gods, on the far-away Arc, a structure of 



in the court of the dragon 49

the crowds of London, and decides 
the man is “the type and genius 
of deep crime.”

21	 had sent him: How exactly has the 
narrator’s weakness caused the 
death of the stranger? Presumably, 
the answer is connected to the 
reason the narrator lives alone, 
when he did not when first he 
came to the Court a decade or two 
ago. Murderous love triangle? Sui-
cide and breach of promise? Music 
criticism of the deed, followed 
by desertion?

Stableford notes that all four 
Yellow story protagonists suffer 
from guilt or jealousy or both.

22	 had recognized him: Weinstein 
interprets this passage in light of 
Lovecraft’s description of Carcosa 
in Supernatural Horror in Literature 
(1927): “some nightmare mem-
ory of [Carcosa] seems to lurk 
latent and ominous in the back 
of all men’s minds.” For Wein-
stein, the narrator’s weakness 
was forgetting Carcosa, which 
banished the stranger for a time. 
The strength to read the Play, 
remember Carcosa, recognize the 
Stranger, and “comprehend the 
ultimate Truth” initiates him into 
the terrifying Gnostic vision of the 
King in Yellow.

23	 black stars: For the black stars 
themselves, see “The Repairer of 
Reputations,” note 94.

Rick Lai points out the simi-
larities between the black stars 
and the titular celestial body in 
Chambers’ novel The Dark Star 
(1917). This “black star” moves on 
a 200,000-year cycle bringing war 
and destruction to Earth through 
those born under its influence. 
Chambers names the dark star 
Erlik, after the Turkic lord of the 
Underworld. In the novel (a spy 
novel with this astrological frame 
story) a bronze statue of Erlik ap-
pears, called the “Yellow Devil.” On 
the statue, these words appear: 
“I am Erlik, Ruler of Chaos and of 
All that Was. The old order passes 
when I arrive. I bring confusion 
among the peoples; I hurl down 
emperors; kingdoms crumble 
where I pass; the world begins to 

amethyst mist, on the countless vistas of grey stems and bare branches 
faintly green. Then I saw him again coming down one of the chestnut 
alleys16 of the Cours la Reine.

I left the river-side, plunged blindly across to the Champs Elysées and 
turned toward the Arc. The setting sun was sending its rays along the green 
sward of the Rond-point: in the full glow he sat on a bench, children and 
young mothers all about him. He was nothing but a Sunday lounger, like 
the others, like myself. I said the words almost aloud, and all the while I 
gazed on the malignant hatred of his face. But he was not looking at me. 
I crept past and dragged my leaden feet up the Avenue. I knew that every 
time I met him brought him nearer to the accomplishment of his purpose 
and my fate. And still I tried to save myself.

The last rays of sunset were pouring through the great Arc. I passed 
under it, and met him face to face. I had left him far down the Champs 
Elysées, and yet he came in with a stream of people who were returning 
from the Bois de Boulogne.17 He came so close that he brushed me. His 
slender frame felt like iron inside its loose black covering. He showed no 
signs of haste, nor of fatigue, nor of any human feeling. His whole being 
expressed one thing: the will, and the power to work me evil.

In anguish I watched him where he went down the broad crowded 
Avenue, that was all flashing with wheels and the trappings of horses and 
the helmets of the Garde Republicaine.

He was soon lost to sight; then I turned and fled. Into the Bois, and 
far out beyond it—I know not where I went, but after a long while as it 
seemed to me, night had fallen, and I found myself sitting at a table before 
a small café. I had wandered back into the Bois. It was hours now since I 
had seen him. Physical fatigue and mental suffering had left me no power 
to think or feel. I was tired, so tired! I longed to hide away in my own den. 
I resolved to go home. But that was a long way off.

I live in the Court of the Dragon, a narrow passage that leads from the 
Rue de Rennes to the Rue du Dragon.18

It is an “impasse”; traversable only for foot passengers. Over the en-
trance on the Rue de Rennes is a balcony, supported by an iron dragon. 
Within the court tall old houses rise on either side, and close the ends 
that give on the two streets. Huge gates, swung back during the day into 
the walls of the deep archways, close this court, after midnight, and one 
must enter then by ringing at certain small doors on the side. The sunken 
pavement collects unsavoury pools. Steep stairways pitch down to doors 
that open on the court. The ground floors are occupied by shops of sec-
ond-hand dealers, and by iron workers. All day long the place rings with 
the clink of hammers and the clang of metal bars.
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rock and tip, spilling nations into 
outer darkness.”

In the sequel, The Slayer of 
Souls (1920), Chambers names the 
dark star Yrimid, the Black Planet. 
(Since Chambers describes it as 
“not a hundred miles away,” most 
likely Yrimid exists in a different 
dimensional plane.) Erlik dwells 
there with his demons; his servants 
on Earth, the “Yezidees” captured 
Yian (from Chambers’ 1896 story 
“The Maker of Moons”) in 1910 and 
made it their Temple. Lai interprets 
these two novels as a “radical re-
working of the Carcosa mythology 
into a parallel lore.” Erlik replaces 
the King in Yellow, Yrimid the black 
stars; Yian falls instead of Carcosa/
Yhtill, and the Lake of Ghosts is 
the new-old Lake of Hali.

24	 cloud-waves: Clouds are water 
vapor, so no real contradiction 
exists between “cloud-waves” and 
the “wet winds” and “dripping…
spray” of these lines. Rick Lai iden-
tifies the Lake of Hali as the “awful 
abode of lost souls” as the narrator 
comes closer to the Lake and sinks 
“into the depths.” The King in 
Yellow, like Erlik, rules the land of 
the dead, by this reading. Lai also 
identifies a poem by the Irish poet 
Thomas Moore (1779–1852; see 
“The Prophets’ Paradise,” note 2) as 
potentially influencing Chambers 
here. Moore concludes Extract 
XIV of “Rhymes on the Road” 
(1823) as follows:

To join those other vanish’d dreams
That now flit palely ’mong the dead, —
The shadows of those shades, that go,
Around Oblivion’s lake, below!

Moore, and possibly Chambers, 
built on a long classical tradition 
of lakes as the openings to the 
Underworld. Lake Avernus, near 
Naples, is only the most famous; 
the god Dionysos descended 
through the Alcyonian Lake (at Le-
rna near Argos in Greece) to rescue 
his mother Semele.

Unsavoury as it is below, there is cheerfulness, and comfort, and hard, 
honest work above.

Five flights up are the ateliers of architects and painters, and the hid-
ing-places of middle-aged students like myself who want to live alone. 
When I first came here to live I was young, and not alone.

I had to walk a while before any conveyance appeared, but at last, when 
I had almost reached the Arc de Triomphe again, an empty cab came along 
and I took it.

From the Arc to the Rue de Rennes is a drive of more than half an 
hour, especially when one is conveyed by a tired cab horse that has been at 
the mercy of Sunday fête-makers.

There had been time before I passed under the Dragon’s wings to meet 
my enemy over and over again, but I never saw him once, and now refuge 
was close at hand.

Before the wide gateway a small mob of children were playing. Our 
concierge19 and his wife walked among them, with their black poodle, 
keeping order; some couples were waltzing on the sidewalk. I returned 
their greetings and hurried in.

All the inhabitants of the court had trooped out into the street. The 
place was quite deserted, lighted by a few lanterns hung high up, in which 
the gas burned dimly.

My apartment was at the top of a house, halfway down the court, 
reached by a staircase that descended almost into the street, with only a 
bit of passage-way intervening, I set my foot on the threshold of the open 
door, the friendly old ruinous stairs rose before me, leading up to rest and 
shelter. Looking back over my right shoulder, I saw him, ten paces off. He 
must have entered the court with me.

He was coming straight on, neither slowly, nor swiftly, but straight on 
to me. And now he was looking at me. For the first time since our eyes 
encountered across the church they met now again,20 and I knew that the 
time had come.

Retreating backward, down the court, I faced him. I meant to escape 
by the entrance on the Rue du Dragon. His eyes told me that I never 
should escape.

It seemed ages while we were going, I retreating, he advancing, down 
the court in perfect silence; but at last I felt the shadow of the archway, and 
the next step brought me within it. I had meant to turn here and spring 
through into the street. But the shadow was not that of an archway; it 
was that of a vault. The great doors on the Rue du Dragon were closed. I 
felt this by the blackness which surrounded me, and at the same instant I 
read it in his face. How his face gleamed in the darkness, drawing swiftly 



in the court of the dragon 51

25	 waves of flame: Compare the 
“flaring light” and “waves of 
flame” of the narrator’s agonies to 
Psalm 104:2–4:

Who coverest thyself with light as 
with a garment … 

Who maketh his angels spirits; his 
minsters a flaming fire …

26	 Living God: The King in Yellow 
whispers the text of the Epistle to 
the Hebrews, specifically Hebrews 
10:31. In the Bible, the author of 
the epistle consigns the apostates, 
those who reject Christ after be-
lieving in Him, to divine vengeance 
and punishment. Is the narrator’s 
sin to reject God for the King in 
Yellow, or to attempt to reject the 
King in Yellow for God?

nearer! The deep vaults, the huge closed doors, their cold iron clamps were 
all on his side. The thing which he had threatened had arrived: it gathered 
and bore down on me from the fathomless shadows; the point from which 
it would strike was his infernal eyes. Hopeless, I set my back against the 
barred doors and defied him.

There was a scraping of chairs on the stone floor, and a rustling as the con-
gregation rose. I could hear the Suisse’s staff in the south aisle, preceding 
Monseigneur C—— to the sacristy.

The kneeling nuns, roused from their devout abstraction, made their 
reverence and went away. The fashionable lady, my neighbour, rose also, 
with graceful reserve. As she departed her glance just flitted over my face 
in disapproval.

Half dead, or so it seemed to me, yet intensely alive to every trifle, I sat 
among the leisurely moving crowd, then rose too and went toward the door.

I had slept through the sermon. Had I slept through the sermon? I looked 
up and saw him passing along the gallery to his place. Only his side I saw; the 
thin bent arm in its black covering looked like one of those devilish, nameless 
instruments which lie in the disused torture-chambers of mediaeval castles.

But I had escaped him, though his eyes had said I should not. Had I 
escaped him? That which gave him the power over me came back out of 
oblivion, where I had hoped to keep it. For I knew him now. Death and 
the awful abode of lost souls, whither my weakness long ago had sent 
him21—they had changed him for every other eye, but not for mine. I had 
recognized him22 almost from the first; I had never doubted what he was 
come to do; and now I knew while my body sat safe in the cheerful little 
church, he had been hunting my soul in the Court of the Dragon.

I crept to the door: the organ broke out overhead with a blare. A daz-
zling light filled the church, blotting the altar from my eyes. The people 
faded away, the arches, the vaulted roof vanished. I raised my seared eyes 
to the fathomless glare, and I saw the black stars23 hanging in the heavens: 
and the wet winds from the lake of Hali chilled my face.

And now, far away, over leagues of tossing cloud-waves,24 I saw the 
moon dripping with spray; and beyond, the towers of Carcosa rose be-
hind the moon.

Death and the awful abode of lost souls, whither my weakness long ago 
had sent him, had changed him for every other eye but mine. And now I 
heard his voice, rising, swelling, thundering through the flaring light, and as I 
fell, the radiance increasing, increasing, poured over me in waves of flame.25 
Then I sank into the depths, and I heard the King in Yellow whispering to 
my soul: “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the Living God!”26





1	 And all is through: This 
quatrain appears as the first 
half of poem XLVII in Songs 
of the Sea Children (1904) 
by the Canadian poet Bliss 
Carman (1861–1929). In the 
1890s Carman lived in New 
York, making his living with 
intermittent editorial work 
and poetry for many of the 
same periodicals to which 
Chambers sold illustrations. 
No full bibliography of 
Carman exists; Chambers 
could have seen this poem in 
a magazine, in a private edi-
tion, or even in manuscript.

The version of this story 
in the Dover Press collection 
omits this epigraph, substi-
tuting “Cassilda’s Song.” It 
also inserts the line “Being 
the Contents of an Unsigned 
Letter Sent to the Author” 
before the story begins. That 
version also appears in the 
Gutenberg Australia version 
of The Maker of Moons and 
Other Stories.

THE YELLOW SIGN

I

here are so many things which are impossible to explain! Why 
should certain chords in music make me think of the brown and 
golden tints of autumn foliage? Why should the Mass of Sainte 
Cécile2 bend my thoughts wandering among caverns whose walls 

blaze with ragged masses of virgin silver? What was it in the roar and 
turmoil of Broadway at six o’clock that flashed before my eyes the picture 
of a still Breton forest where sunlight filtered through spring foliage and 
Sylvia3 bent, half curiously, half tenderly, over a small green lizard, mur-
muring: “To think that this also is a little ward of God!”

When I first saw the watchman his back was toward me. I looked at 
him indifferently until he went into the church. I paid no more attention 
to him than I had to any other man who lounged through Washington 
Square4 that morning, and when I shut my window and turned back into 
my studio I had forgotten him. Late in the afternoon, the day being warm, 
I raised the window again and leaned out to get a sniff of air. A man was 
standing in the courtyard of the church, and I noticed him again with as 
little interest as I had that morning. I looked across the square to where 
the fountain was playing and then, with my mind filled with vague im-
pressions of trees, asphalt drives, and the moving groups of nursemaids and 
holiday-makers, I started to walk back to my easel. As I turned, my listless 
glance included the man below in the churchyard. His face was toward me 
now, and with a perfectly involuntary movement I bent to see it. At the 

“Let the red dawn surmise
	 What we shall do,
When this blue starlight dies
	 And all is through.” 1



the yellow sign54

2	 Mass of Sainte Cécile: Composed 
in 1851–1855 by Charles Gounod. 
See “The Mask,” note 12.

3	 Sylvia: The forest imagery in this 
line and others harmonizes with 
the name Sylvia, which means “of 
the forest.” Sylvia is also a stock 
lover’s name from the comme-
dia dell’arte.

This is the first Sylvia in this 
collection; the second, Sylvia 
Elven, appears in “The Street of 
the Four Winds” as the lost love of 
an artist named Severn; the third, 
Sylvia Trent, appears in “The Street 
of the First Shell.” Sylvia Elven, like 
this Sylvia of the Breton forest, 
is a native of (or associated with) 
Brittany; Sylvia Trent is married to 
an American artist named Jack, the 
theoretical first name of our narra-
tor here (see note 11, below).

Sylvia Trent is nineteen in 1870, 
making her an unlikely candidate 
for the Sylvia who our narrator 
apparently loved and lost in 1892 or 
so (“three years” before this story). 
Sylvia Elven as our Sylvia is easier 
to reconcile: Sylvia Elven chose our 
narrator over Severn, only to be 
deserted by him out of imagined 
nobility or baser motives.

4	 Washington Square: The Man-
hattan neighborhood from “The 
Repairer of Reputations” (see that 
story, note 35).

5	 coffin-worm: Technically, the 
“worms” that eat dead bodies are 
maggots, most often of blow-
flies (Calliphoridae) or flesh flies 
(Sarcophagidae). Particularly deep 
or inaccessible bodies may fall prey 
to the maggot of the coffin-fly 
(Conicera tibalis). Any roundworms 
slithering through a decomposing 
body eat the bacteria given off by 
decay, not the flesh itself.

Lovecraft’s story “The Festi-
val” (1923) also features revenant 
worm-figures, but he wrote 
it four years before he first 
read Chambers.

6	 grub in a chestnut: Chestnuts 
were common street food in 
1890s New York, occasionally and 
upsettingly hosting parasitical 
larvae. Chambers definitely knew 

same moment he raised his head and looked at me. Instantly I thought of 
a coffin-worm.5 Whatever it was about the man that repelled me I did not 
know, but the impression of a plump white grave-worm was so intense 
and nauseating that I must have shown it in my expression, for he turned 
his puffy face away with a movement which made me think of a disturbed 
grub in a chestnut.6

I went back to my easel and motioned the model to resume her pose. 
After working a while I was satisfied that I was spoiling what I had done 
as rapidly as possible, and I took up a palette knife and scraped the colour 
out again. The flesh tones were sallow7 and unhealthy, and I did not un-
derstand how I could have painted such sickly colour into a study which 
before that had glowed with healthy tones.

I looked at Tessie. She had not changed, and the clear flush of health 
dyed her neck and cheeks as I frowned.

“Is it something I’ve done?” she said.
“No,—I’ve made a mess of this arm, and for the life of me I can’t see 

how I came to paint such mud as that into the canvas,” I replied.
“Don’t I pose well?” she insisted.
“Of course, perfectly.”
“Then it’s not my fault?”
“No. It’s my own.”
“I am very sorry,” she said.
I told her she could rest while I applied rag and turpentine to the 

plague spot on my canvas, and she went off to smoke a cigarette and look 
over the illustrations in the Courrier Français.8

I did not know whether it was something in the turpentine or a defect 
in the canvas, but the more I scrubbed the more that gangrene seemed to 
spread. I worked like a beaver to get it out, and yet the disease appeared 
to creep9 from limb to limb of the study before me. Alarmed, I strove to 
arrest it, but now the colour on the breast changed and the whole figure 
seemed to absorb the infection as a sponge soaks up water. Vigorously I 
plied palette-knife, turpentine, and scraper, thinking all the time what a 
séance 10 I should hold with Duval who had sold me the canvas; but soon I 
noticed that it was not the canvas which was defective nor yet the colours 
of Edward. “It must be the turpentine,” I thought angrily, “or else my eyes 
have become so blurred and confused by the afternoon light that I can’t 
see straight.” I called Tessie, the model. She came and leaned over my chair 
blowing rings of smoke into the air.

“What have you been doing to it?” she exclaimed
“Nothing,” I growled, “it must be this turpentine!”
“What a horrible colour it is now,” she continued. “Do you think my 
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that chastaigne was old French 
for chestnut: does this sentence 
allude to a disturbed worm in 
a Castaigne? 

7	 sallow: Yellowish or pallid.

8	 Courrier Français: cigarette: In 
Chambers’ time, respectable 
women did not smoke cigarettes 
in public (New York even passed 
a law against it in 1908), but the 
female cigarette smoker had sym-
bolized bohemian life ever since 
the novel Carmen (1845) by Prosper 
Mérimée (1803–1870). Courrier 
Français: A French satirical weekly 
published from 1884 to 1914. 
Chambers’ spelling is correct.

9	 disease appeared to creep: 
See “The Repairer of Reputa-
tions,” note 31.

10	 séance: Meaning “session” or 
“discussion,” not communion 
with spirits.

flesh resembles green cheese?”
“No, I don’t,” I said angrily; “did you ever know me to paint like 

that before?”
“No, indeed!”
“Well, then!”
“It must be the turpentine, or something,” she admitted.
She slipped on a Japanese robe and walked to the window. I scraped 

and rubbed until I was tired, and finally picked up my brushes and hurled 
them through the canvas with a forcible expression, the tone alone of 
which reached Tessie’s ears.

Nevertheless she promptly began: “That’s it! Swear and act silly and 
ruin your brushes! You have been three weeks on that study, and now look! 
What’s the good of ripping the canvas? What creatures artists are!”

I felt about as much ashamed as I usually did after such an outbreak, 
and I turned the ruined canvas to the wall. Tessie helped me clean my 
brushes, and then danced away to dress. From the screen she regaled me 
with bits of advice concerning whole or partial loss of temper, until, think-
ing, perhaps, I had been tormented sufficiently, she came out to implore 
me to button her waist where she could not reach it on the shoulder.

“Everything went wrong from the time you came back from the win-
dow and talked about that horrid-looking man you saw in the churchyard,” 
she announced.

“Yes, he probably bewitched the picture,” I said, yawning. I 
looked at my watch.

“It’s after six, I know,” said Tessie, adjusting her hat before the mirror.
“Yes,” I replied, “I didn’t mean to keep you so long.” I leaned out of the 

window but recoiled with disgust, for the young man with the pasty face 
stood below in the churchyard. Tessie saw my gesture of disapproval and 
leaned from the window.

“Is that the man you don’t like?” she whispered.
I nodded.

“I can’t see his face, but he does look fat and soft. Someway or other,” 
she continued, turning to look at me, “he reminds me of a dream,—an aw-
ful dream I once had. Or,” she mused, looking down at her shapely shoes, 

“was it a dream after all?”
“How should I know?” I smiled.
Tessie smiled in reply.
“You were in it,” she said, “so perhaps you might know some-

thing about it.”
“Tessie! Tessie!” I protested, “don’t you dare flatter by saying that you 

dream about me!”
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11	 Marsala: A fortified wine produced 
near the city of Marsala in Sicily.

“But I did,” she insisted; “shall I tell you about it?”
“Go ahead,” I replied, lighting a cigarette.
Tessie leaned back on the open window-sill and began very seriously.
“One night last winter I was lying in bed thinking about nothing at all 

in particular. I had been posing for you and I was tired out, yet it seemed 
impossible for me to sleep. I heard the bells in the city ring ten, eleven, 
and midnight. I must have fallen asleep about midnight because I don’t 
remember hearing the bells after that. It seemed to me that I had scarcely 
closed my eyes when I dreamed that something impelled me to go to the 
window. I rose, and raising the sash leaned out. Twenty-fifth Street was de-
serted as far as I could see. I began to be afraid; everything outside seemed 
so—so black and uncomfortable. Then the sound of wheels in the distance 
came to my ears, and it seemed to me as though that was what I must 
wait for. Very slowly the wheels approached, and, finally, I could make out 
a vehicle moving along the street. It came nearer and nearer, and when it 
passed beneath my window I saw it was a hearse. Then, as I trembled with 
fear, the driver turned and looked straight at me. When I awoke I was 
standing by the open window shivering with cold, but the black-plumed 
hearse and the driver were gone. I dreamed this dream again in March 
last, and again awoke beside the open window. Last night the dream came 
again. You remember how it was raining; when I awoke, standing at the 
open window, my night-dress was soaked.”

“But where did I come into the dream?” I asked.
“You—you were in the coffin; but you were not dead.”
“In the coffin?”
“Yes.”
“How did you know? Could you see me?”
“No; I only knew you were there.”
“Had you been eating Welsh rarebits, or lobster salad?” I began, laugh-

ing, but the girl interrupted me with a frightened cry.
“Hello! What’s up?” I said, as she shrank into the embrasure 

by the window.
“The—the man below in the churchyard;—he drove the hearse.”
“Nonsense,” I said, but Tessie’s eyes were wide with terror. I went to the 

window and looked out. The man was gone. “Come, Tessie,” I urged, “don’t 
be foolish. You have posed too long; you are nervous.”

“Do you think I could forget that face?” she murmured. “Three times 
I saw the hearse pass below my window, and every time the driver turned 
and looked up at me. Oh, his face was so white and—and soft? It looked 
dead—it looked as if it had been dead a long time.”

I induced the girl to sit down and swallow a glass of Marsala.11 Then I 
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12	 Coney Island: Sulzer’s Park: Sulzer’s 
Harlem River Park opened on 
126th and Second Avenue in 1885, 
featuring a beer-garden, casino, 
carousel, and music-hall. It burned 
down in 1907. Eldorado: The Eldo-
rado Amusement Park operated in 
Weehawken, New Jersey from 1891–
1894, then its Casino continued as 
a sporting and music hall until it 
burned down in 1898. Coney Island: 
An island in southwest Brooklyn, 
and a major resort destination from 
1829 until 1964. In 1895, its attrac-
tions included Sea Lion Park, an 
amusement park founded that year; 
the Gravity Pleasure roller coaster; 
and the Elephantine Colossus, a sev-
en-story hotel, brothel, and music 
hall in the shape of an elephant.

13	 Mr. Scott: It seems quite likely that 
Mr. Scott in this story is the same 
character as Jack Scott in “The 
Mask”: both are painters who have 
spent considerable time in France. 
He would also have been sensitized 
to the King in Yellow there, thanks 
to his dream-association with Alec 
(who read the Play). Perhaps he 
came to New York to supervise the 
installation of Boris Yvain’s sculp-
ture of the Fates in Washington 
Square Park, and to forget Sylvia.

14	 the Herald: See “The Repairer of 
Reputations,” note 65.

15	 insisted on his r’s: Some classism 
shows here on Scott’s (or Cham-
bers’) part. The “rhotic” final “r” in 
English began to disappear in the 
late 18th century, especially among 
upper-class speakers in the south 
and east of England. Americans 
living in cities with regular contact 
with England aped this shift, until 
the drawled “mid-Atlantic accent” 
became a class marker for eastern 
elites. By the 1890s, Americans 
from other regions such as Califor-
nia and the Midwest had begun to 
swing the pendulum back toward 
the “rhotic r” in the U.S.; and of 
course most rural and lower-class 
white Americans had never 
stopped pronouncing their final 
r’s. Ironically, it seems likely that 
the massive Jewish immigration 
Chambers opposed finished off the 
rhotic r in New York City accents.

sat down beside her, and tried to give her some advice.
“Look here, Tessie,” I said, “you go to the country for a week or two, 

and you’ll have no more dreams about hearses. You pose all day, and when 
night comes your nerves are upset. You can’t keep this up. Then again, in-
stead of going to bed when your day’s work is done, you run off to picnics 
at Sulzer’s Park, or go to the Eldorado or Coney Island,12 and when you 
come down here next morning you are fagged out. There was no real hearse. 
There was a soft-shell crab dream.”

She smiled faintly.
“What about the man in the churchyard?”
“Oh, he’s only an ordinary unhealthy, everyday creature.”
“As true as my name is Tessie Reardon, I swear to you, Mr. Scott,13 that 

the face of the man below in the churchyard is the face of the man who 
drove the hearse!”

“What of it?” I said. “It’s an honest trade.”
“Then you think I did see the hearse?”
“Oh,” I said diplomatically, “if you really did, it might not be unlikely 

that the man below drove it. There is nothing in that.”
Tessie rose, unrolled her scented handkerchief, and taking a bit of gum 

from a knot in the hem, placed it in her mouth. Then drawing on her 
gloves she offered me her hand, with a frank, “Good-night, Mr. Scott,” 
and walked out.

II 

The next morning, Thomas, the bell-boy, brought me the Herald 14 and a 
bit of news. The church next door had been sold. I thanked Heaven for it, 
not that being a Catholic I had any repugnance for the congregation next 
door, but because my nerves were shattered by a blatant exhorter, whose 
every word echoed through the aisle of the church as if it had been my own 
rooms, and who insisted on his r’s15 with a nasal persistence which revolted 
my every instinct. Then, too, there was a fiend in human shape, an organ-
ist,16 who reeled off some of the grand old hymns with an interpretation 
of his own, and I longed for the blood of a creature who could play the 
doxology17 with an amendment of minor chords which one hears only in 
a quartet of very young undergraduates. I believe the minister was a good 
man, but when he bellowed: “And the Lorrrrd said unto Moses, the Lorrrd 
is a man of war; the Lorrrd is his name. My wrath shall wax hot and I will 
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16	 organist: Scott considers this 
organist a “fiend in human shape” 
for his wild, discordant play—prob-
ably not the same organist from 
“In the Court of the Dragon,” but 
almost certainly an intentional 
parallel. Discord remains a sign of 
the King’s approach.

17	 doxology: Any one of several 
brief hymns of praise to God sung 
after the scripture reading or 
after a psalm.

18	 with the sworrrrd: The minister 
combines texts from Exodus 15:3 
and Exodus 22:24.

19	 Tel-el-Kebir: 5th Lawncers: The 
5th Royal Irish Lancers, a British 
cavalry regiment, was organized 
in 1858. Many Irish workers lived 
their whole lives in London and 
developed Cockney accents like 
Thomas’. Tel-el-Kebir: On Septem-
ber 13, 1882 the British defeated 
the Egyptians at the Battle of 
Tel-el-Kebir in northern Egypt: 
another piece of evidence that 
this story takes place in the 1890s. 
That said, the 5th Lancers were not 
part of the British order of battle 
there. Thomas may have served 
there with the Royal Irish Fusiliers, 
a less prestigious infantry unit, and 
lied about being in the cavalry to 
impress Molly and Jen.

kill you with the sworrrrd!”18 I wondered how many centuries of purgatory 
it would take to atone for such a sin.

“Who bought the property?” I asked Thomas.
“Nobody that I knows, sir. They do say the gent wot owns this ’ere  

’Amilton flats was lookin’ at it. ’E might be a bildin’ more studios.”
I walked to the window. The young man with the unhealthy face stood 

by the churchyard gate, and at the mere sight of him the same overwhelm-
ing repugnance took possession of me.

“By the way, Thomas,” I said, “who is that fellow down there?”
Thomas sniffed. “That there worm, sir? ’Es night-watchman of the 

church, sir. ’E maikes me tired a-sittin’ out all night on them steps and 
lookin’ at you insultin’ like. I’d a punched ’is ’ed, sir—beg pardon, sir—”

“Go on, Thomas.”
“One night a comin’  ’ome with ’Arry, the other English boy, I sees 

’im a sittin’ there on them steps. We ’ad Molly and Jen with us, sir, the 
two girls on the tray service, an’  ’e looks so insultin’ at us that I up and 
sez: ‘Wat you looking hat, you fat slug?’—beg pardon, sir, but that’s ’ow I 
sez, sir. Then ’e don’t say nothin’ and I sez: ‘Come out and I’ll punch that 
puddin’  ’ed.’ Then I hopens the gate an’ goes in, but ’e don’t say nothin’, 
only looks insultin’ like. Then I ’its ’im one, but, ugh! ’is ’ed was that cold 
and mushy it ud sicken you to touch ’im.”

“What did he do then?” I asked curiously.
“ ’Im? Nawthin’.”
“And you, Thomas?”
The young fellow flushed with embarrassment and smiled uneasily.
“Mr. Scott, sir, I ain’t no coward, an’ I can’t make it out at all why I 

run. I was in the 5th Lawncers, sir, bugler at Tel-el-Kebir,19 an’ was shot 
by the wells.”

“You don’t mean to say you ran away?”
“Yes, sir; I run.”
“Why?”
“That’s just what I want to know, sir. I grabbed Molly an’ run, an’ the 

rest was as frightened as I.”
“But what were they frightened at?”
Thomas refused to answer for a while, but now my curiosity was 

aroused about the repulsive young man below and I pressed him. Three 
years’ sojourn in America had not only modified Thomas’ cockney dialect 
but had given him the American’s fear of ridicule.

“You won’t believe me, Mr. Scott, sir?”
“Yes, I will.”
“You will lawf at me, sir?”
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20	 fingers come off: In Maupassant’s 
story “La Main” (“The Hand,” 1883) 
a dead man’s hand strangles an 
Englishman, who bites off one of 
its fingers in the struggle.

21	 Tony Pastor’s: American impre-
sario and bandleader Tony Pastor 
(1837–1908) ran a theater special-
izing in vaudeville and ragtime 
in the Tammany Hall building 
on 14th Street.

22	 I made a mash: Kelly: Chicago com-
ic Irish monologist J.W. “Rolling 
Mill” Kelly (1857–1896) starred at 
Tony Pastor’s from 1892 until his 
untimely death. skirt-dancer: In 
vogue in the 1890s, skirt dancers 
performed in voluminous white 
gowns onto which colored lights 
were projected. “Miss Barnes of 
New York” toured the Midwest 
as a skirt dancer in 1895, likely 
Chambers’ “Baby Barnes.” made a 
mash: Tessie inspired affection (or 
something stronger) in Ed Burke.

“Nonsense!”
He hesitated. “Well, sir, it’s Gawd’s truth that when I ’it ’im ’e grabbed 

me wrists, sir, and when I twisted ’is soft, mushy fist one of ’is fingers come 
off20 in me ’and.”

The utter loathing and horror of Thomas’ face must have been reflected 
in my own, for he added:

“It’s orful, an’ now when I see ’im I just go away. ’E maikes me hill.”
When Thomas had gone I went to the window. The man stood beside 

the church-railing with both hands on the gate, but I hastily retreated to 
my easel again, sickened and horrified, for I saw that the middle finger of 
his right hand was missing.

At nine o’clock Tessie appeared and vanished behind the screen with 
a merry “Good morning, Mr. Scott.” When she had reappeared and taken 
her pose upon the model-stand I started a new canvas, much to her delight. 
She remained silent as long as I was on the drawing, but as soon as the 
scrape of the charcoal ceased and I took up my fixative she began to chatter.

“Oh, I had such a lovely time last night. We went to Tony Pastor’s.”21

“Who are ‘we’?” I demanded.
“Oh, Maggie, you know, Mr. Whyte’s model, and Pinkie McCormick—

we call her Pinkie because she’s got that beautiful red hair you artists like 
so much—and Lizzie Burke.”

I sent a shower of spray from the fixative over the canvas, and said: 
“Well, go on.”

“We saw Kelly and Baby Barnes the skirt-dancer and—and all the rest. 
I made a mash.”22

“Then you have gone back on me, Tessie?”
She laughed and shook her head.

“He’s Lizzie Burke’s brother, Ed. He’s a perfect gen’l’man.”
I felt constrained to give her some parental advice concerning mashing, 

which she took with a bright smile.
“Oh, I can take care of a strange mash,” she said, examining her chew-

ing gum, “but Ed is different. Lizzie is my best friend.”
Then she related how Ed had come back from the stocking mill in 

Lowell, Massachusetts, to find her and Lizzie grown up, and what an ac-
complished young man he was, and how he thought nothing of squander-
ing half-a-dollar for ice-cream and oysters to celebrate his entry as clerk 
into the woollen department of Macy’s. Before she finished I began to 
paint, and she resumed the pose, smiling and chattering like a sparrow. By 
noon I had the study fairly well rubbed in and Tessie came to look at it.

“That’s better,” she said.
I thought so too, and ate my lunch with a satisfied feeling that all was 



the yellow sign60

23	 and Jimmy McCormicks: S.T. Joshi 
suggests that Chambers took 
these names from two baseball 
players, New York Giants left 
fielder Eddie Burke (1866–1907) 
and former (retired 1887) Chicago 
White Stockings pitcher Jim Mc-
Cormick (1856–1918).

going well. Tessie spread her lunch on a drawing table opposite me and we 
drank our claret from the same bottle and lighted our cigarettes from the 
same match. I was very much attached to Tessie. I had watched her shoot 
up into a slender but exquisitely formed woman from a frail, awkward child. 
She had posed for me during the last three years, and among all my models 
she was my favourite. It would have troubled me very much indeed had she 
become “tough” or “fly,” as the phrase goes, but I never noticed any deterio-
ration of her manner, and felt at heart that she was all right. She and I never 
discussed morals at all, and I had no intention of doing so, partly because I 
had none myself, and partly because I knew she would do what she liked in 
spite of me. Still I did hope she would steer clear of complications, because I 
wished her well, and then also I had a selfish desire to retain the best model 
I had. I knew that mashing, as she termed it, had no significance with girls 
like Tessie, and that such things in America did not resemble in the least 
the same things in Paris. Yet, having lived with my eyes open, I also knew 
that somebody would take Tessie away some day, in one manner or another, 
and though I professed to myself that marriage was nonsense, I sincerely 
hoped that, in this case, there would be a priest at the end of the vista. I 
am a Catholic. When I listen to high mass, when I sign myself, I feel that 
everything, including myself, is more cheerful, and when I confess, it does 
me good. A man who lives as much alone as I do, must confess to somebody. 
Then, again, Sylvia was Catholic, and it was reason enough for me. But I 
was speaking of Tessie, which is very different. Tessie also was Catholic 
and much more devout than I, so, taking it all in all, I had little fear for my 
pretty model until she should fall in love. But then I knew that fate alone 
would decide her future for her, and I prayed inwardly that fate would keep 
her away from men like me and throw into her path nothing but Ed Burkes 
and Jimmy McCormicks,23 bless her sweet face!

Tessie sat blowing rings of smoke up to the ceiling and tinkling the 
ice in her tumbler.

“Do you know that I also had a dream last night?” I observed.
“Not about that man,” she laughed.
“Exactly. A dream similar to yours, only much worse.”
It was foolish and thoughtless of me to say this, but you know how 

little tact the average painter has. “I must have fallen asleep about ten 
o’clock,” I continued, “and after a while I dreamt that I awoke. So plainly 
did I hear the midnight bells, the wind in the tree-branches, and the whis-
tle of steamers from the bay, that even now I can scarcely believe I was not 
awake. I seemed to be lying in a box which had a glass cover. Dimly I saw 
the street lamps as I passed, for I must tell you, Tessie, the box in which I 
reclined appeared to lie in a cushioned wagon which jolted me over a stony 
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pavement. After a while I became impatient and tried to move, but the box 
was too narrow. My hands were crossed on my breast, so I could not raise 
them to help myself. I listened and then tried to call. My voice was gone. I 
could hear the trample of the horses attached to the wagon, and even the 
breathing of the driver. Then another sound broke upon my ears like the 
raising of a window sash. I managed to turn my head a little, and found I 
could look, not only through the glass cover of my box, but also through 
the glass panes in the side of the covered vehicle. I saw houses, empty and 
silent, with neither light nor life about any of them excepting one. In that 
house a window was open on the first floor, and a figure all in white stood 
looking down into the street. It was you.”

Tessie had turned her face away from me and leaned on the table 
with her elbow.

“I could see your face,” I resumed, “and it seemed to me to be very sor-
rowful. Then we passed on and turned into a narrow black lane. Presently 
the horses stopped. I waited and waited, closing my eyes with fear and 
impatience, but all was silent as the grave. After what seemed to me hours, 
I began to feel uncomfortable. A sense that somebody was close to me 
made me unclose my eyes. Then I saw the white face of the hearse-driver 
looking at me through the coffin-lid——”

A sob from Tessie interrupted me. She was trembling like a leaf. I saw 
I had made an ass of myself and attempted to repair the damage.

“Why, Tess,” I said, “I only told you this to show you what influence 
your story might have on another person’s dreams. You don’t suppose I re-
ally lay in a coffin, do you? What are you trembling for? Don’t you see that 
your dream and my unreasonable dislike for that inoffensive watchman of 
the church simply set my brain working as soon as I fell asleep?”

She laid her head between her arms, and sobbed as if her heart would 
break. What a precious triple donkey I had made of myself ! But I was 
about to break my record. I went over and put my arm about her.

“Tessie dear, forgive me,” I said; “I had no business to frighten you 
with such nonsense. You are too sensible a girl, too good a Catholic to 
believe in dreams.”

Her hand tightened on mine and her head fell back upon my shoulder, 
but she still trembled and I petted her and comforted her.

“Come, Tess, open your eyes and smile.”
Her eyes opened with a slow languid movement and met mine, but 

their expression was so queer that I hastened to reassure her again.
“It’s all humbug, Tessie; you surely are not afraid that any harm will 

come to you because of that.”
“No,” she said, but her scarlet lips quivered.
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24	 on the mouth: Emmert sees Scott’s 
kissing Tess as the moment of 
gothic crisis in this story, when 
his manly American self-restraint 
gives way under the strain of 
forbidden love and yields forbid-
den literature.

25	 Brittany: The westernmost prov-
ince of France, popular with artists 
and beloved by Chambers. See 
“The Demoiselle d’Ys,” note 5.

“Then, what’s the matter? Are you afraid?”
“Yes. Not for myself.”
“For me, then?” I demanded gaily.
“For you,” she murmured in a voice almost inaudible. “I—I care for you.”
At first I started to laugh, but when I understood her, a shock passed 

through me, and I sat like one turned to stone. This was the crowning bit 
of idiocy I had committed. During the moment which elapsed between 
her reply and my answer I thought of a thousand responses to that in-
nocent confession. I could pass it by with a laugh, I could misunderstand 
her and assure her as to my health, I could simply point out that it was 
impossible she could love me. But my reply was quicker than my thoughts, 
and I might think and think now when it was too late, for I had kissed her 
on the mouth.24

That evening I took my usual walk in Washington Park, pondering 
over the occurrences of the day. I was thoroughly committed. There was no 
back out now, and I stared the future straight in the face. I was not good, 
not even scrupulous, but I had no idea of deceiving either myself or Tessie. 
The one passion of my life lay buried in the sunlit forests of Brittany.25 Was 
it buried for ever? Hope cried “No!” For three years I had been listening to 
the voice of Hope, and for three years I had waited for a footstep on my 
threshold. Had Sylvia forgotten? “No!” cried Hope.

I said that I was no good. That is true, but still I was not exactly a comic 
opera villain. I had led an easy-going reckless life, taking what invited me 
of pleasure, deploring and sometimes bitterly regretting consequences. In 
one thing alone, except my painting, was I serious, and that was something 
which lay hidden if not lost in the Breton forests.

It was too late for me to regret what had occurred during the day. What-
ever it had been, pity, a sudden tenderness for sorrow, or the more brutal 
instinct of gratified vanity, it was all the same now, and unless I wished 
to bruise an innocent heart, my path lay marked before me. The fire and 
strength, the depth of passion of a love which I had never even suspected, 
with all my imagined experience in the world, left me no alternative but to 
respond or send her away. Whether because I am so cowardly about giving 
pain to others, or whether it was that I have little of the gloomy Puritan 
in me, I do not know, but I shrank from disclaiming responsibility for that 
thoughtless kiss, and in fact had no time to do so before the gates of her 
heart opened and the flood poured forth. Others who habitually do their 
duty and find a sullen satisfaction in making themselves and everybody 
else unhappy, might have withstood it. I did not. I dared not. After the 
storm had abated I did tell her that she might better have loved Ed Burke 
and worn a plain gold ring, but she would not hear of it, and I thought 
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26	 Metropolitan Theatre: Likely refers 
to the Metropolitan Opera House 
(the “Old Met”) on Broadway, 
which staged plays and even 
vaudeville during the off-season. 
No other theater in New York 
City was named the Metro-
politan in 1895.

27	 Solari’s: Fine restaurant at 11th 
Street and University Place in 
Greenwich Village, which closed 
in 1904 after forty years. It made 
private rooms available for ren-
dezvous, and counted Vanderbilts 
among its patrons.

28	 Memorial Church: The Judson 
Memorial Church in Washington 
Square. See “The Repairer of Repu-
tations,” note 67.

29	 the Brunswick: Architect Henry 
Hobson Richardson (1838–1886) 
designed the Brunswick Hotel, 
erected in 1871 on Fifth Avenue 
between 26th and 27th Streets. Its 
bartenders popularized the Bruns-
wick cocktail (see “The Repairer 
of Reputations,” note 69) but it 
closed in 1896.

30	 Garibaldi statue: In 1888, the Ital-
ian-American community erected 
this statue in Washington Square 
Park (see “The Repairer of Repu-
tations,” note 35). It still stands in 
this story, but has been torn down 
in the 1920 of “The Repairer of 
Reputations,” which precedes it. 
This provides evidence that this 
story does not take place in the 
Castaigne 1920-future, and indeed, 
that neither does “Repairer” (see 
“The Repairer of Reputations,” 
note 57 on the date question).

31	 Hamilton Apartment House: Ac-
cording to the 1894 city directory 
for New York, the only Hamilton 
Apartment Building in Manhattan 
was on West 129th Street. (The 
Hamilton apartment building now 
on East 9th Street in Greenwich 
Village was built in 1954.) This 
argues that Chambers chose the 
name deliberately. (See “The Re-
pairer of Reputations,” note 54.)

32	 Yellow Sign: See note 43 for the 
shape and nature of the Sign.

perhaps as long as she had decided to love somebody she could not marry, 
it had better be me. I, at least, could treat her with an intelligent affection, 
and whenever she became tired of her infatuation she could go none the 
worse for it. For I was decided on that point although I knew how hard 
it would be. I remembered the usual termination of Platonic liaisons, and 
thought how disgusted I had been whenever I heard of one. I knew I was 
undertaking a great deal for so unscrupulous a man as I was, and I dreamed 
the future, but never for one moment did I doubt that she was safe with 
me. Had it been anybody but Tessie I should not have bothered my head 
about scruples. For it did not occur to me to sacrifice Tessie as I would 
have sacrificed a woman of the world. I looked the future squarely in the 
face and saw the several probable endings to the affair. She would either 
tire of the whole thing, or become so unhappy that I should have either to 
marry her or go away. If I married her we would be unhappy. I with a wife 
unsuited to me, and she with a husband unsuitable for any woman. For my 
past life could scarcely entitle me to marry. If I went away she might either 
fall ill, recover, and marry some Eddie Burke, or she might recklessly or 
deliberately go and do something foolish. On the other hand, if she tired 
of me, then her whole life would be before her with beautiful vistas of 
Eddie Burkes and marriage rings and twins and Harlem flats and Heaven 
knows what. As I strolled along through the trees by the Washington Arch, 
I decided that she should find a substantial friend in me, anyway, and the 
future could take care of itself. Then I went into the house and put on 
my evening dress, for the little faintly-perfumed note on my dresser said, 

“Have a cab at the stage door at eleven,” and the note was signed “Edith 
Carmichel, Metropolitan Theatre.”26

I took supper that night, or rather we took supper, Miss Carmichel 
and I, at Solari’s,27 and the dawn was just beginning to gild the cross on the 
Memorial Church28 as I entered Washington Square after leaving Edith 
at the Brunswick.29 There was not a soul in the park as I passed along the 
trees and took the walk which leads from the Garibaldi statue30 to the 
Hamilton Apartment House,31 but as I passed the churchyard I saw a 
figure sitting on the stone steps. In spite of myself a chill crept over me 
at the sight of the white puffy face, and I hastened to pass. Then he said 
something which might have been addressed to me or might merely have 
been a mutter to himself, but a sudden furious anger flamed up within me 
that such a creature should address me. For an instant I felt like wheeling 
about and smashing my stick over his head, but I walked on, and entering 
the Hamilton went to my apartment. For some time I tossed about the bed 
trying to get the sound of his voice out of my ears, but could not. It filled 
my head, that muttering sound, like thick oily smoke from a fat-rendering 
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33	 Yellow Sign: In Renaissance Italy, 
the segno giallo (“yellow sign”) 
referred to the yellow veil that the 
law required prostitutes to wear in 
Florence, Venice, and other cities. 
The courtesan and poet Tullia 
d’Aragona (1510–1556) used that 
precise expression preparing her 
petition to Grand Duke Cosimo 
I (1519–1574) of Florence for an 
exemption. A student of the Old 
Masters like Chambers may well 
have known of this particular 
symbol, which appears in works 
by Bugiardini, Veneziano, and espe-
cially Titian.

The connection between the 
Yellow Sign and sexual immorality 
is clearest in this story.

34	 Yellow Sign: In the costumes, 
illustrations (by Aubrey Beardsley; 
see “Repairer of Reputations,” note 
29), and staging of his play Salome 
(1892), Oscar Wilde identified the 
dancer who inflames Herod’s lust 
with the color yellow. The Biblical 
Salome, of course, was Jewish, and 
Wilde cast a famous Jewish ac-
tress, Sarah Bernhardt (1844–1923), 
in the part. Thus Wilde combined 
the yellow veil of the prostitute 
(see previous note) with the stig-
matized yellow badge forced upon 
Jews by medieval dress codes. 
Although “yellow badge” laws 
ended in Europe by 1710, the color 
yellow still held strongly “Jewish” 
associations in symbolism and art.

Given Chambers’ casual 
anti-Semitism (see “Repairer of 
Reputations,” note 15), one cannot 
rule this element of the Sign’s 
symbolism out. For example, in his 
novel In the Quarter (1894), Cham-
bers describes his Jewish villain, 
Emmanuel Pick, as having “dirty 
yellow” skin.

Paralleling Chambers’ Play, the 
Lord Chamberlain banned Wilde’s 
Salome from the English stage 
in 1892 for its immorality. It first 
appeared in print in French (1893), 
and then in English translation 
(Wilde wrote the play in French) in 
1894. It finally debuted on stage at 
the Comédie-Parisienne in Paris in 
1896. Its first public performance in 
England waited until 1931.

vat or an odour of noisome decay. And as I lay and tossed about, the voice 
in my ears seemed more distinct, and I began to understand the words he 
had muttered. They came to me slowly as if I had forgotten them, and at 
last I could make some sense out of the sounds. It was this:

“Have you found the Yellow Sign?”32

“Have you found the Yellow Sign?”33

“Have you found the Yellow Sign?”34

I was furious. What did he mean by that? Then with a curse upon him 
and his I rolled over and went to sleep, but when I awoke later I looked 
pale and haggard, for I had dreamed the dream of the night before, and it 
troubled me more than I cared to think.

I dressed and went down into my studio. Tessie sat by the window, but 
as I came in she rose and put both arms around my neck for an innocent 
kiss. She looked so sweet and dainty that I kissed her again and then sat 
down before the easel.

“Hello! Where’s the study I began yesterday?” I asked.
Tessie looked conscious, but did not answer. I began to hunt among 

the piles of canvases, saying, “Hurry up, Tess, and get ready; we must take 
advantage of the morning light.”

When at last I gave up the search among the other canvases and turned 
to look around the room for the missing study I noticed Tessie standing by 
the screen with her clothes still on.

“What’s the matter,” I asked, “don’t you feel well?”
“Yes.”
“Then hurry.”
“Do you want me to pose as—as I have always posed?”
Then I understood. Here was a new complication. I had lost, of course, 

the best nude model I had ever seen. I looked at Tessie. Her face was 
scarlet. Alas! Alas! We had eaten of the tree of knowledge, and Eden and 
native innocence were dreams of the past—I mean for her.

I suppose she noticed the disappointment on my face, for she said: “I 
will pose if you wish. The study is behind the screen here where I put it.”

“No,” I said, “we will begin something new;” and I went into my ward-
robe and picked out a Moorish costume which fairly blazed with tinsel. It 
was a genuine costume, and Tessie retired to the screen with it enchanted. 
When she came forth again I was astonished. Her long black hair was 
bound above her forehead with a circlet of turquoises, and the ends, curled 
about her glittering girdle. Her feet were encased in the embroidered 
pointed slippers and the skirt of her costume, curiously wrought with ar-
abesques in silver, fell to her ankles. The deep metallic blue vest embroi-
dered with silver and the short Mauresque35 jacket spangled and sewn with 
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35	 Mauresque: Variant form of “Moor-
ish,” in this period meaning Moroc-
can or North African in general.

36	 onyx: A form of the mineral 
chalcedony featuring bands of 
color. Onyx comes in several colors 
(except blue or violet) but most 
famously appears as a polished 
black stone. Kellermeyer notes 
that Scott has given Tessie a 
golden cross, the symbol of her 
Catholic faith; she has given him 
an onyx Yellow Sign, the symbol of 
his decadence.

37	 Aquarium in the Battery: Aquarium: 
The New York Aquarium officially 
opened at Castle Garden (formerly 
Castle Clinton) in the Battery in 
1896, but postcards and city direc-
tories indicate that the Aquarium 
was welcoming visitors as early as 
1894. Battery: the southernmost 
point of Manhattan, named after 
its colonial-era fortifications.

turquoises became her wonderfully. She came up to me and held up her 
face smiling. I slipped my hand into my pocket, and drawing out a gold 
chain with a cross attached, dropped it over her head.

“It’s yours, Tessie.”
“Mine?” she faltered.
“Yours. Now go and pose,” Then with a radiant smile she ran be-

hind the screen and presently reappeared with a little box on which was 
written my name.

“I had intended to give it to you when I went home to-night,” she said, 
“but I can’t wait now.”

I opened the box. On the pink cotton inside lay a clasp of black onyx,36 
on which was inlaid a curious symbol or letter in gold. It was neither Arabic 
nor Chinese, nor, as I found afterwards, did it belong to any human script.

“It’s all I had to give you for a keepsake,” she said timidly.
I was annoyed, but I told her how much I should prize it, and prom-

ised to wear it always. She fastened it on my coat beneath the lapel.
“How foolish, Tess, to go and buy me such a beautiful thing as 

this,” I said.
“I did not buy it,” she laughed.
“Where did you get it?”
Then she told me how she had found it one day while coming from 

the Aquarium in the Battery,37 how she had advertised it and watched the 
papers, but at last gave up all hopes of finding the owner.

“That was last winter,” she said, “the very day I had the first horrid 
dream about the hearse.”

I remembered my dream of the previous night but said nothing, and 
presently my charcoal was flying over a new canvas, and Tessie stood mo-
tionless on the model-stand.

III 

The day following was a disastrous one for me. While moving a framed 
canvas from one easel to another my foot slipped on the polished floor, 
and I fell heavily on both wrists. They were so badly sprained that it was 
useless to attempt to hold a brush, and I was obliged to wander about the 
studio, glaring at unfinished drawings and sketches, until despair seized 
me and I sat down to smoke and twiddle my thumbs with rage. The rain 
blew against the windows and rattled on the roof of the church, driving me 
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38	 serpent-skin: The serpent in 
Scott and Tessie’s Eden has re-
vealed itself.

39	 in book-stores: The Play was 
apparently for sale, at least 
briefly, in New York despite being 
banned in Paris.

40	 young Castaigne: Clearly Hildred 
Castaigne from “The Repairer of 
Reputations.” This allows us to link 
three of these stories together in 
one direct cycle. Hildred Castaigne 
knows that Boris Yvain died at 
age 23, and Mr. Scott knows of 
Hildred’s fate. 

Thus, “The Mask” is the first 
story. If Jack Scott and Mr. Scott 
are the same person, and he meets 
and loves Sylvia during the two 
years he and Alec remain apart, 
that story occurs from roughly 
1890 to 1892 (see note 3, above).

“The Repairer of Reputations” 
is the second, clearly set in April–
May 1895 now, not 1920; see note 
30, above, and “The Repairer of 
Reputations,” note 57.

Finally “The Yellow Sign,” which 
seems to be set in the autumn of 
1895 given the weather, which goes 
from warm to cold and rainy.

41	 half-an-hour later: Tessie has read 
over half of the Play (into the 
second act) in not much more than 
30 minutes, which argues that the 
Play is indeed quite short. See “The 
Repairer of Reputations,” note 78. 

42	 of the Medicis: Catherine de 
Medici (1519–1589) reputedly 
poisoned her enemies with ground 
diamond dust.

43	 Yellow Sign: Apparently the Play 
either contains an illustration of 
the Yellow Sign, or reading the Play 
reveals its form to you. Chambers 
never describes either the shape or 
the nature of the Yellow Sign. The 
closest he comes are these lines 
from earlier in this story: “a curious 
symbol or letter in gold. It was 
neither Arabic nor Chinese, nor, as 
I found afterwards, did it belong to 
any human script.” 

In 1989, Kevin A. Ross (1962– ) 
designed a triskelion version of 
the Sign for the Call of Cthulhu 

into a nervous fit with its interminable patter. Tessie sat sewing by the win-
dow, and every now and then raised her head and looked at me with such 
innocent compassion that I began to feel ashamed of my irritation and 
looked about for something to occupy me. I had read all the papers and all 
the books in the library, but for the sake of something to do I went to the 
bookcases and shoved them open with my elbow. I knew every volume by 
its colour and examined them all, passing slowly around the library and 
whistling to keep up my spirits. I was turning to go into the dining-room 
when my eye fell upon a book bound in serpent-skin,38 standing in a cor-
ner of the top shelf of the last bookcase. I did not remember it, and from 
the floor could not decipher the pale lettering on the back, so I went to the 
smoking-room and called Tessie. She came in from the studio and climbed 
up to reach the book.

“What is it?” I asked.
“The King in Yellow.”
I was dumfounded. Who had placed it there? How came it in my 

rooms? I had long ago decided that I should never open that book, and 
nothing on earth could have persuaded me to buy it. Fearful lest curi-
osity might tempt me to open it, I had never even looked at it in book-
stores.39 If I ever had had any curiosity to read it, the awful tragedy of 
young Castaigne,40 whom I knew, prevented me from exploring its wicked 
pages. I had always refused to listen to any description of it, and indeed, 
nobody ever ventured to discuss the second part aloud, so I had absolutely 
no knowledge of what those leaves might reveal. I stared at the poisonous 
mottled binding as I would at a snake.

“Don’t touch it, Tessie,” I said; “come down.”
Of course my admonition was enough to arouse her curiosity, and be-

fore I could prevent it she took the book and, laughing, danced off into the 
studio with it. I called to her, but she slipped away with a tormenting smile 
at my helpless hands, and I followed her with some impatience.

“Tessie!” I cried, entering the library, “listen, I am serious. Put that book 
away. I do not wish you to open it!” The library was empty. I went into both 
drawing-rooms, then into the bedrooms, laundry, kitchen, and finally re-
turned to the library and began a systematic search. She had hidden herself 
so well that it was half-an-hour later41 when I discovered her crouching 
white and silent by the latticed window in the store-room above. At the 
first glance I saw she had been punished for her foolishness. The King in 
Yellow lay at her feet, but the book was open at the second part. I looked 
at Tessie and saw it was too late. She had opened The King in Yellow. Then 
I took her by the hand and led her into the studio. She seemed dazed, and 
when I told her to lie down on the sofa she obeyed me without a word. 
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roleplaying game; other possible 
versions include the flattened 
spiral from True Detective (Season 
1, 2014), a circular glyph by Chris-
tian Knutsson for the Yellow King 
RPG (2018), the scarabaeus in Sam 
Araya’s illustrations here, and the 
upside-down torch of Thanatos (or 
its spiraling smoke) by Chambers 
himself on the cover of the fourth 
edition of The King in Yellow (see 
“The Mask,” note 18).

It seems to function variously 
as a cult symbol, recognition sign, 
magical sigil, beacon, mark (such 
as the Mark of Cain or the Mark 
of the Beast), graffiti tag, owner’s 
brand, and heraldic attribute.

44	 fog-wrapped city: Chambers 
implies that New York has become, 
or overlays, Carcosa, at least for 
Scott and Tessie. This passage, and 
Tessie’s nightmare in part I, recall 
Maupassant’s quintessential urban 
nightmare “La Nuit” (“Night,” 
1887) in which the narrator moves 
through a night-time Paris grown 
preternaturally still and dark. 
Maupassant’s line in that story, 
“Anything you love too violently 
always ends up killing you,” could 
be the credo of the King in Yellow.

45	 Phantom of Truth: It seems likely 
that Poe’s poem “The Conqueror 
Worm” (1843) influenced Cham-
bers, especially in this story. Like 
the Yellow cycle, it concerns a 
cosmically significant play that 
is also a “motley drama” with 
“much of Madness, and more of 
Sin, and Horror the soul of the 
plot.” A crowd chases a Phantom 
without capturing it until a “crawl-
ing shape” in a symbolic color 
(“blood-red” in this case) enters. 
The night-watchman in this story 
certainly qualifies as a “Conqueror 
Worm,” if not as its hero.

Poe used the poem as the 
epigraph for his 1845 revision of 
“Ligeia” (1838), like this story the 
tale of a revenant.

was laid: to lay a phantom or 
ghost is to resolve it, by exorcism 
or understanding.

After a while she closed her eyes and her breathing became regular and 
deep, but I could not determine whether or not she slept. For a long while 
I sat silently beside her, but she neither stirred nor spoke, and at last I rose, 
and, entering the unused store-room, took the book in my least injured 
hand. It seemed heavy as lead, but I carried it into the studio again, and 
sitting down on the rug beside the sofa, opened it and read it through from 
beginning to end.

When, faint with excess of my emotions, I dropped the volume 
and leaned wearily back against the sofa, Tessie opened her eyes and 
looked at me….

We had been speaking for some time in a dull monotonous strain before I 
realized that we were discussing The King in Yellow. Oh the sin of writing 
such words,—words which are clear as crystal, limpid and musical as bub-
bling springs, words which sparkle and glow like the poisoned diamonds of 
the Medicis!42 Oh the wickedness, the hopeless damnation of a soul who 
could fascinate and paralyze human creatures with such words,—words 
understood by the ignorant and wise alike, words which are more precious 
than jewels, more soothing than music, more awful than death!

We talked on, unmindful of the gathering shadows, and she was beg-
ging me to throw away the clasp of black onyx quaintly inlaid with what 
we now knew to be the Yellow Sign.43 I never shall know why I refused, 
though even at this hour, here in my bedroom as I write this confession, I 
should be glad to know what it was that prevented me from tearing the 
Yellow Sign from my breast and casting it into the fire. I am sure I wished 
to do so, and yet Tessie pleaded with me in vain. Night fell and the hours 
dragged on, but still we murmured to each other of the King and the Pallid 
Mask, and midnight sounded from the misty spires in the fog-wrapped 
city.44 We spoke of Hastur and of Cassilda, while outside the fog rolled 
against the blank window-panes as the cloud waves roll and break on the 
shores of Hali.

The house was very silent now, and not a sound came up from the 
misty streets. Tessie lay among the cushions, her face a grey blot in the 
gloom, but her hands were clasped in mine, and I knew that she knew 
and read my thoughts as I read hers, for we had understood the mystery 
of the Hyades and the Phantom of Truth45 was laid. Then as we answered 
each other, swiftly, silently, thought on thought, the shadows stirred in the 
gloom about us, and far in the distant streets we heard a sound. Nearer and 
nearer it came, the dull crunching of wheels, nearer and yet nearer, and 
now, outside before the door it ceased, and I dragged myself to the window 
and saw a black-plumed hearse. The gate below opened and shut, and I 
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46	 and bolted it: In Maupassant’s tale 
“L’Auberge” (“The Inn,” 1886) a man 
goes mad hearing what may be a 
corpse outside trying to get in.

47	 his tattered mantle: In addition to 
Lear (see “Cassilda’s Song,” note 
7) and Baudelaire’s old man (see 
“The Mask,” note 32), Chambers 
may have drawn on another source 
for the King’s garment: the Breton 
legend that he refers to elsewhere 
(in “The Silent Land” from Maker 
of Moons (1896)) as “the Man in 
Purple Tatters.”

The French novelist Émile 
Souvestre (1806–1854) wrote Le 
Foyer Breton (1844), a collection of 
tales inspired by Breton folklore, 
which included “La Souris de terre 
et le corbeau gris” (“The Field-
Mouse and the Gray Raven”). In 
that story, the heroine Tinah’s 
fiancé Alann returns from the 
dead: by day, he appears as a 
handsome youth wearing velvet, 
but by night, he takes on his true 
form of a skeleton wearing a 
“shroud in tatters.” Le Foyer Breton 
was hugely popular, going into 
numerous printings and editions in 
France and inspiring a whole shoal 
of Breton-inflected stories.

Chambers doubtless drew on 
Le Foyer Breton not only for “The 
Demoiselle d’Ys” (p. 73) but for his 
later collection of Breton-inflected 
and Brittany-set weird stories, The 
Mystery of Choice (1897). He again 
refers to the tale of “the Man in 
Purple Tatters” in his story “The 
Messenger” in that collection.

Another tale in Le Foyer Breton, 
“Perronik l’idiot” features “la 
dame jaune,” a “yellow woman” 
in black silks named “la Peste,” 
or “the Plague.” A yellow figure 
bringing death, in other words. 
See also “The Repairer of Rep-
utations,” note 31, for more on 
yellow and disease.

48	 only God to cry to now: In the first 
edition, this passage reads:

“Then, as I fell, I heard Tessie’s soft 
cry and her spirit fled to God, and 
even while falling I longed to fol-
low her, for I knew that the King 
in Yellow had opened his tattered 

crept shaking to my door and bolted it,46 but I knew no bolts, no locks, 
could keep that creature out who was coming for the Yellow Sign. And 
now I heard him moving very softly along the hall. Now he was at the door, 
and the bolts rotted at his touch. Now he had entered. With eyes starting 
from my head I peered into the darkness, but when he came into the room 
I did not see him. It was only when I felt him envelope me in his cold soft 
grasp that I cried out and struggled with deadly fury, but my hands were 
useless and he tore the onyx clasp from my coat and struck me full in the 
face. Then, as I fell, I heard Tessie’s soft cry and her spirit fled: and even 
while falling I longed to follow her, for I knew that the King in Yellow had 
opened his tattered mantle47 and there was only God to cry to now.48

I could tell more, but I cannot see what help it will be to the world. 
As for me, I am past human help or hope. As I lie here, writing, careless 
even whether or not I die before I finish, I can see the doctor gathering up 
his powders and phials with a vague gesture to the good priest beside me, 
which I understand.

They will be very curious to know the tragedy—they of the outside 
world who write books and print millions of newspapers, but I shall write 
no more, and the father confessor will seal my last words with the seal of 
sanctity when his holy office is done. They of the outside world may send 
their creatures into wrecked homes and death-smitten firesides, and their 
newspapers will batten on blood and tears, but with me their spies must 
halt before the confessional. They know that Tessie is dead and that I am 
dying. They know how the people in the house, aroused by an infernal 
scream, rushed into my room and found one living and two dead, but they 
do not know what I shall tell them now; they do not know that the doctor 
said as he pointed to a horrible decomposed heap on the floor—the livid 
corpse of the watchman from the church: “I have no theory, no explana-
tion. That man must have been dead for months!”49

I think I am dying. I wish the priest would—50
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mantle and there was only Christ 
to cry to now.”

Subsequent editions alter it, 
removing “to God” and changing 
“Christ” to “God”:

“Then, as I fell, I heard Tessie’s soft 
cry and her spirit fled, and even 
while falling I longed to follow 
her, for I knew that the King in 
Yellow had opened his tattered 
mantle and there was only God 
to cry to now.”

49	 dead for months: Similarly long-
dead assailants feature in “The 
Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar” 
(1845) by Poe and “Thrawn Janet” 
(1881) by Robert Louis Stevenson 
(1850–1894). By the time Lovecraft 
re-uses this motif in “The Thing on 
the Doorstep” (1933), he has read 
Chambers and described this story 
as “the most powerful” in the col-
lection. In 1929, Lovecraft ranked 
it as one of the seven best weird 
tales ever written, a judgment he 
repeated in 1934. Clark Ashton 
Smith (1893–1961) ranked it as his 
favorite weird tale that same year.

More generally, this tale follows 
not only the Biblical Eden story 
but the artistic motif known as 
“Death and the Maiden,” in which 
a personified Death seizes a young 
woman and dooms her lover. In 
literature, the motif manifests 
in the stories of Orpheus and 
Eurydice, Pyramus and Thisbe, 
Tristan and Yseult, Romeo and 
Juliet, and in a more forgiving key, 
“The Mask.” Chambers likely knew 
the Symbolist painter Pierre Puvis 
de Chavannes (1824–1898), who 
painted a famous treatment of the 
topic in 1872, and hung a variation, 
Death and the Maidens, in his New 
York exhibition in 1894.

50	 the priest would —: Scott dies 
without making his confession or 
receiving extreme unction, unshriv-
en and damned.









1	 Heraclytus: More usually 
Heraclitus (fl. 500 BCE), 
a Greek philosopher who 
taught the primacy of change 
(“No man can step into the 
same river twice.”) and the 
inherent unity of opposites: 
“The path up and down 
are one and the same.” The 
second thought seems par-
ticularly appropriate to both 
the King in Yellow and to this 
tale of love and death in a 
collection of such tales.

2	 Vereté cachée: The first 
epigraph is a passage from 

THE DEMOISELLE D’ YS

i   i   i 

“ There be three things which are too wonderful for me, yea, 
four which I know not:

“ The way of an eagle in the air; the way of a serpent upon a 
rock; the way of a ship in the midst of the sea; and the way of a 
man with a maid.” 3

I

he utter desolation of the scene began to have its effect; I sat down 
to face the situation and, if possible, recall to mind some landmark 
which might aid me in extricating myself from my present position. 
If I could only find the ocean again all would be clear, for I knew 

one could see the island of Groix from the cliffs.
I laid down my gun, and kneeling behind a rock lighted a pipe. Then I 

looked at my watch. It was nearly four o’clock. I might have wandered far 
from Kerselec4 since daybreak.

Standing the day before on the cliffs below Kerselec with Goulven, 
looking out over the sombre moors among which I had now lost my way, 
these downs had appeared to me level as a meadow, stretching to the hori-
zon, and although I knew how deceptive is distance, I could not realize that 
what from Kerselec seemed to be mere grassy hollows were great valleys 

“Mais je croy que je
Suis descendu on puiz
Ténébreux onquel disoit
Heraclytus 1 estre Vereté cachée.” 2
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chapter 36 of The Third Book of 
Pantagruel (1546) by François 
Rabelais (1490?–1553). Spoken by 
the libertine scoundrel Panurge, it 
translates to: “But I believe that I 
have descended into the well of 
shadows where Heraclitus said the 
Truth is hidden.” 

Among other things, Rabelais’ 
novels famously include whole 
libraries of fictional books.

3	 with a maid: Chambers quotes 
Proverbs 30:18–19. All four things 
leave no trace behind. In French, 
“maid” would be translat-
ed demoiselle.

4	 Kerselec: Groix: island off the 
southern coast of Brittany; 
Kerselec: Kerselec, or Kersulec, 
was a manor farm approximately 
five kilometers from the town of 
Quimperlé in Brittany. There is 
another Kerselec, almost as small, 
about three kilometers north of 
Auray, but it is not in Finistère (see 
note 6, below) but Morbihan, the 
next department to the east.

covered with gorse and heather, and what looked like scattered boulders 
were in reality enormous cliffs of granite.

“It’s a bad place for a stranger,” old Goulven had said: “you’d better take 
a guide;” and I had replied, “I shall not lose myself.” Now I knew that I 
had lost myself, as I sat there smoking, with the sea-wind blowing in my 
face. On every side stretched the moorland, covered with flowering gorse 
and heath and granite boulders. There was not a tree in sight, much less a 
house. After a while, I picked up the gun, and turning my back on the sun 
tramped on again.

There was little use in following any of the brawling streams which 
every now and then crossed my path, for, instead of flowing into the sea, 
they ran inland to reedy pools in the hollows of the moors. I had followed 
several, but they all led me to swamps or silent little ponds from which the 
snipe rose peeping and wheeled away in an ecstasy of fright. I began to 
feel fatigued, and the gun galled my shoulder in spite of the double pads. 
The sun sank lower and lower, shining level across yellow gorse and the 
moorland pools.

As I walked my own gigantic shadow led me on, seeming to lengthen 
at every step. The gorse scraped against my leggings, crackled beneath my 
feet, showering the brown earth with blossoms, and the brake bowed and 
billowed along my path. From tufts of heath rabbits scurried away through 
the bracken, and among the swamp grass I heard the wild duck’s drowsy 
quack. Once a fox stole across my path, and again, as I stooped to drink at 
a hurrying rill, a heron flapped heavily from the reeds beside me. I turned 
to look at the sun. It seemed to touch the edges of the plain. When at last 
I decided that it was useless to go on, and that I must make up my mind 
to spend at least one night on the moors, I threw myself down thoroughly 
fagged out. The evening sunlight slanted warm across my body, but the 
sea-winds began to rise, and I felt a chill strike through me from my wet 
shooting-boots. High overhead gulls were wheeling and tossing like bits 
of white paper; from some distant marsh a solitary curlew called. Little 
by little the sun sank into the plain, and the zenith flushed with the af-
ter-glow. I watched the sky change from palest gold to pink and then to 
smouldering fire. Clouds of midges danced above me, and high in the calm 
air a bat dipped and soared. My eyelids began to droop. Then as I shook off 
the drowsiness a sudden crash among the bracken roused me. I raised my 
eyes. A great bird hung quivering in the air above my face. For an instant 
I stared, incapable of motion; then something leaped past me in the ferns 
and the bird rose, wheeled, and pitched headlong into the brake.

I was on my feet in an instant peering through the gorse. There came 
the sound of a struggle from a bunch of heather close by, and then all was 
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5	 Breton accent: The Breton 
language is a Celtic one, similar 
to Cornish and Welsh. As Roman 
Britain faced waves of invasions 
and plagues from 400 to 650 (see 
“The Repairer of Reputations,” 
note 31) many Britons migrated 
south to the western tip of Gaul, 
which came to be known as 
Brittany. After Brittany became 
part of France in 1532, the Breton 
language diminished although the 
accent remained. Even in Cham-
bers’ time, almost a million people 
spoke only Breton.

The warm, detailed descriptions 
of the natural landscape in this 
story indicate that Chambers very 
likely painted (or at least hunted 
and rambled) in the thriving 
summer artists’ colony in Brittany 
(see note 6, below). Chambers set 
his third collection of weird stories 
The Mystery of Choice (1897) in Brit-
tany, and dedicated it in verse to a 
girl named Eileen.

6	 Finistère: The westernmost 
department of Brittany, and of 
France. In 1895 its population was 
727,000, the port of Brest com-
prising about ten percent of it; it 
remains largely rural today.

In 1862, rail service reached 
western Brittany from Paris, 
and the affordable and exotic 
province became a destination for 
art students after 1866. William 
Bouguereau (see “The Street of 
Our Lady of the Fields,” note 18) 
painted there in 1868 and 1869. 
Paul Gauguin (1848–1903) stayed in 
Pont-Aven in Finistère repeatedly 
between 1886 and 1894; others fol-
lowed his lead. The Orientalist ac-
ademic painter Jean-Léon Gérome 
(1824–1904), an influential teacher 
at the École des Beaux-Arts from 
1864 to 1904, encouraged all his 
students (especially the Americans) 
to paint in Brittany.

quiet. I stepped forward, my gun poised, but when I came to the heather 
the gun fell under my arm again, and I stood motionless in silent astonish-
ment. A dead hare lay on the ground, and on the hare stood a magnificent 
falcon, one talon buried in the creature’s neck, the other planted firmly on 
its limp flank. But what astonished me, was not the mere sight of a falcon 
sitting upon its prey. I had seen that more than once. It was that the falcon 
was fitted with a sort of leash about both talons, and from the leash hung 
a round bit of metal like a sleigh-bell. The bird turned its fierce yellow eyes 
on me, and then stooped and struck its curved beak into the quarry. At the 
same instant hurried steps sounded among the heather, and a girl sprang 
into the covert in front. Without a glance at me she walked up to the fal-
con, and passing her gloved hand under its breast, raised it from the quarry. 
Then she deftly slipped a small hood over the bird’s head, and holding it 
out on her gauntlet, stooped and picked up the hare.

She passed a cord about the animal’s legs and fastened the end of the 
thong to her girdle. Then she started to retrace her steps through the covert. 
As she passed me I raised my cap and she acknowledged my presence with 
a scarcely perceptible inclination. I had been so astonished, so lost in admi-
ration of the scene before my eyes, that it had not occurred to me that here 
was my salvation. But as she moved away I recollected that unless I wanted 
to sleep on a windy moor that night I had better recover my speech without 
delay. At my first word she hesitated, and as I stepped before her I thought 
a look of fear came into her beautiful eyes. But as I humbly explained my 
unpleasant plight, her face flushed and she looked at me in wonder.

“Surely you did not come from Kerselec!” she repeated.
Her sweet voice had no trace of the Breton accent5 nor of any accent 

which I knew, and yet there was something in it I seemed to have heard 
before, something quaint and indefinable, like the theme of an old song.

I explained that I was an American, unacquainted with Finistère,6 
shooting there for my own amusement.

“An American,” she repeated in the same quaint musical tones. “I have 
never before seen an American.”

For a moment she stood silent, then looking at me she said. “If you 
should walk all night you could not reach Kerselec now, even if you 
had a guide.”

This was pleasant news.
“But,” I began, “if I could only find a peasant’s hut where I might get 

something to eat, and shelter.”
The falcon on her wrist fluttered and shook its head. The girl smoothed 

its glossy back and glanced at me.
“Look around,” she said gently. “Can you see the end of these moors? 
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7	 beautiful and cruel: An almost 
literal reference to “La Belle Dame 
Sans Merci” (1819) by John Keats 
(1795–1821). In that poem, a knight 
left alone and dying in the winter 
gorse recalls his encounter with a 
beautiful fairy maiden who takes 
him to her home, where she seduc-
es and vampirizes him.

8	 Hastur: If Hastur was a god of 
shepherds as Bierce described him 
(see “The Repairer of Reputations,” 
note 56), perhaps he (or one of his 
namesakes) became a Catholic 
saint as did St. Bacchus or St. 
Brigid. Thus a medieval attendant 
could be named Hastur in good 
conscience. See Appendix III for 
more on the name Hastur. 

Look, north, south, east, west. Can you see anything but moorland 
and bracken?”

“No,” I said.
“The moor is wild and desolate. It is easy to enter, but sometimes they 

who enter never leave it. There are no peasants’ huts here.”
“Well,” I said, “if you will tell me in which direction Kerselec lies, 

to-morrow it will take me no longer to go back than it has to come.”
She looked at me again with an expression almost like pity.

“Ah,” she said, “to come is easy and takes hours; to go is different—and 
may take centuries.”

I stared at her in amazement but decided that I had misunderstood 
her. Then before I had time to speak she drew a whistle from her belt 
and sounded it.

“Sit down and rest,” she said to me; “you have come a long distance 
and are tired.”

She gathered up her pleated skirts and motioning me to follow picked 
her dainty way through the gorse to a flat rock among the ferns.

“They will be here directly,” she said, and taking a seat at one end of 
the rock invited me to sit down on the other edge. The after-glow was 
beginning to fade in the sky and a single star twinkled faintly through the 
rosy haze. A long wavering triangle of water-fowl drifted southward over 
our heads, and from the swamps around plover were calling.

“They are very beautiful—these moors,” she said quietly.
“Beautiful, but cruel to strangers,” I answered.
“Beautiful and cruel,” she repeated dreamily, “beautiful and cruel.”7

“Like a woman,” I said stupidly.
“Oh,” she cried with a little catch in her breath, and looked at me. Her 

dark eyes met mine, and I thought she seemed angry or frightened.
“Like a woman,” she repeated under her breath, “How cruel to say so!” 

Then after a pause, as though speaking aloud to herself, “How cruel for 
him to say that!”

I don’t know what sort of an apology I offered for my inane, though 
harmless speech, but I know that she seemed so troubled about it that I 
began to think I had said something very dreadful without knowing it, and 
remembered with horror the pitfalls and snares which the French language 
sets for foreigners. While I was trying to imagine what I might have said, a 
sound of voices came across the moor, and the girl rose to her feet.

“No,” she said, with a trace of a smile on her pale face, “I will not accept 
your apologies, monsieur, but I must prove you wrong, and that shall be my 
revenge. Look. Here come Hastur8 and Raoul.”

Two men loomed up in the twilight. One had a sack across his 
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9	 grand veneur: piqueurs: attendants 
who whip or drive the hounds 
during a hunt; fauconnier: falconer, 
the servant responsible for keeping 
and training hunting falcons; grand 
veneur: master huntsman.

shoulders and the other carried a hoop before him as a waiter carries a tray. 
The hoop was fastened with straps to his shoulders, and around the edge 
of the circlet sat three hooded falcons fitted with tinkling bells. The girl 
stepped up to the falconer, and with a quick turn of her wrist transferred 
her falcon to the hoop, where it quickly sidled off and nestled among its 
mates, who shook their hooded heads and ruffled their feathers till the 
belled jesses tinkled again. The other man stepped forward and bowing 
respectfully took up the hare and dropped it into the game-sack.

“These are my piqueurs,” said the girl, turning to me with a gentle 
dignity. “Raoul is a good fauconnier, and I shall some day make him grand 
veneur.9 Hastur is incomparable.”

The two silent men saluted me respectfully.
“Did I not tell you, monsieur, that I should prove you wrong?” she con-

tinued. “This, then, is my revenge, that you do me the courtesy of accepting 
food and shelter at my own house.”

Before I could answer she spoke to the falconers, who started instantly 
across the heath, and with a gracious gesture to me she followed. I don’t 
know whether I made her understand how profoundly grateful I felt, but 
she seemed pleased to listen, as we walked over the dewy heather.

“Are you not very tired?” she asked.
I had clean forgotten my fatigue in her presence, and I told her so.

“Don’t you think your gallantry is a little old-fashioned?” she said; and 
when I looked confused and humbled, she added quietly, “Oh, I like it, I 
like everything old-fashioned, and it is delightful to hear you say such 
pretty things.”

The moorland around us was very still now under its ghostly sheet of 
mist. The plovers had ceased their calling; the crickets and all the little 
creatures of the fields were silent as we passed, yet it seemed to me as if I 
could hear them beginning again far behind us. Well in advance, the two 
tall falconers strode across the heather, and the faint jingling of the hawks’ 
bells came to our ears in distant murmuring chimes.

Suddenly a splendid hound dashed out of the mist in front, followed 
by another and another until half-a-dozen or more were bounding and 
leaping around the girl beside me. She caressed and quieted them with her 
gloved hand, speaking to them in quaint terms which I remembered to 
have seen in old French manuscripts.

Then the falcons on the circlet borne by the falconer ahead began to 
beat their wings and scream, and from somewhere out of sight the notes of 
a hunting-horn floated across the moor. The hounds sprang away before us 
and vanished in the twilight, the falcons flapped and squealed upon their 
perch, and the girl, taking up the song of the horn, began to hum. Clear 
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10	 tontaine, tonton: This is “The 
Hunt,” a song composed in 1821 by 
the prolific songwriter Pierre-Jean 
de Béranger (1780–1857) while in 
the Sainte-Pélagie prison in Paris. 
He may have modified a traditional 
hunting song. “Tonton” means 
“uncle” in French but serves here 
as the equivalent of “tra-la.” Cham-
bers has changed the first line, 
substituting a decorous second 
“chasseur” for Béranger’s earthier 
oath, “morbleu!”

The result, translated:

Hunt, and hunt, and hunt again,
Quit Rosette and Jeanneton,
Tra-la, tra-la, tra-lee, tra-la
Or drive back the game at dawn,
And let love be the order
Tra-la, tra-la, tra-lee, tra-la

11	 In His name: In combination with 
the Demoiselle crossing herself, 
the name in question is probably 
Christ, not the Yellow King or Has-
tur…but it’s still kind of a weirdly 
religious response to a toast. Per-
haps Chambers hints here that the 
sharing of wine from the same cup 
served as a sort of wedding ritual 
similar to the French tradition of 
the coup de mariage.

12	 Chateau d’Ys: One of the best 
known of Breton legends, the City 
of Ys (or Kêr-Is in Breton) flour-
ished on land reclaimed from the 
sea in Finistère under King Gradlon 
(or Graelent), protected from the 
waves by a great dike. Gradlon’s 
wicked daughter Dahut took lover 
after lover only to murder them 
the next day until she met the Red 
Knight, who urged her to steal the 
key to the dike. She did so, and 
then opened the dike at high tide, 
drowning the city. Gradlon rode 
for safety with Dahut on the back 
of his horse until a voice called 
to him: “Throw the demon thou 
carriest into the sea, if thou dost 
not desire to perish.” Dahut fell 
(or Gradlon threw her) into the 
water and became a mermaid. She 
rules drowned Ys forever beneath 
the Baie de Douarnenez in the 
tip of Brittany, luring sailors to 
their deaths.

The story first appeared in 
Lives of the Saints of Brittany and 

and mellow her voice sounded in the night air.

	 Chasseur, chasseur, chassez encore,
	 Quittez Rosette et Jeanneton,
	 Tonton, tonton, tontaine, tonton,10

	 Ou, pour, rabattre, dès l ’aurore,
	 Que les Amours soient de planton,
	 Tonton, tontaine, tonton.

As I listened to her lovely voice a grey mass which rapidly grew more distinct 
loomed up in front, and the horn rang out joyously through the tumult of the 
hounds and falcons. A torch glimmered at a gate, a light streamed through 
an opening door, and we stepped upon a wooden bridge which trembled 
under our feet and rose creaking and straining behind us as we passed over 
the moat and into a small stone court, walled on every side. From an open 
doorway a man came and, bending in salutation, presented a cup to the girl 
beside me. She took the cup and touched it with her lips, then lowering it 
turned to me and said in a low voice, “I bid you welcome.”

At that moment one of the falconers came with another cup, but before 
handing it to me, presented it to the girl, who tasted it. The falconer made a 
gesture to receive it, but she hesitated a moment, and then, stepping forward, 
offered me the cup with her own hands. I felt this to be an act of extraordinary 
graciousness, but hardly knew what was expected of me, and did not raise 
it to my lips at once. The girl flushed crimson. I saw that I must act quickly.

“Mademoiselle,” I faltered, “a stranger whom you have saved from dan-
gers he may never realize empties this cup to the gentlest and loveliest 
hostess of France.”

“In His name,”11 she murmured, crossing herself as I drained the cup. 
Then stepping into the doorway she turned to me with a pretty gesture 
and, taking my hand in hers, led me into the house, saying again and again: 

“You are very welcome, indeed you are welcome to the Château d’Ys.”12

II 

I awoke next morning with the music of the horn in my ears, and leaping out 
of the ancient bed, went to a curtained window where the sunlight filtered 
through little deep-set panes. The horn ceased as I looked into the court below.

A man who might have been brother to the two falconers of the night 
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Armorica (1637) by Albert Le Grand 
(1599–1641), although Albert used 
older manuscripts now lost to 
assemble his book. In Chambers’ 
time it was best known through 
the popular opera Le Roi d’Ys (1888) 
by Édouard Lalo (1823–1892).

13	 Autourserie: Chambers defines 
many of these falconry terms later 
on in the story; we annotate the 
remainder here. Piriou: a Breton 
surname; epervier: sparrow-hawk; 
Jardiner un oiseau: the bird in 
the garden; au vif: “to the life,” 
intensely; beccade: treat, although 
in this context, it more likely refers 
to the quarry; Paître un hagard n’est 
pas si facile: “to feed a wild bird 
is not so easy”; longe: meter-long 
tether; Essimer abaisser: fatten and 
starve; Ça lui donnera des reins: “It 
will give him kidneys”; à la filière: 
with the training strings; d’escap: 
“of escape,” free flight; Autourserie: 
hunting with goshawks rather 
than falcons.

before stood in the midst of a pack of hounds. A curved horn was strapped 
over his back, and in his hand he held a long-lashed whip. The dogs whined 
and yelped, dancing around him in anticipation; there was the stamp of 
horses, too, in the walled yard.

“Mount!” cried a voice in Breton, and with a clatter of hoofs the two 
falconers, with falcons upon their wrists, rode into the courtyard among 
the hounds. Then I heard another voice which sent the blood throbbing 
through my heart: “Piriou Louis, hunt the hounds well and spare neither 
spur nor whip. Thou Raoul and thou Gaston, see that the epervier does 
not prove himself niais, and if it be best in your judgment, faites courtoisie 
à l ’oiseau. Jardiner un oiseau, like the mué there on Hastur’s wrist, is not dif-
ficult, but thou, Raoul, mayest not find it so simple to govern that hagard. 
Twice last week he foamed au vif and lost the beccade although he is used 
to the leurre. The bird acts like a stupid branchier. Paître un hagard n’est 
pas si facile.”

Was I dreaming? The old language of falconry which I had read in 
yellow manuscripts—the old forgotten French of the middle ages was 
sounding in my ears while the hounds bayed and the hawks’ bells tinkled 
accompaniment to the stamping horses. She spoke again in the sweet for-
gotten language:

“If you would rather attach the longe and leave thy hagard au bloc, Raoul, 
I shall say nothing; for it were a pity to spoil so fair a day’s sport with an 
ill-trained sors. Essimer abaisser,—it is possibly the best way. Ça lui donnera 
des reins. I was perhaps hasty with the bird. It takes time to pass à la filière 
and the exercises d’escap.”

Then the falconer Raoul bowed in his stirrups and replied: “If it be the 
pleasure of Mademoiselle, I shall keep the hawk.”

“It is my wish,” she answered. “Falconry I know, but you have yet to 
give me many a lesson in Autourserie,13 my poor Raoul. Sieur Piriou 
Louis mount!”

The huntsman sprang into an archway and in an instant returned, 
mounted upon a strong black horse, followed by a piqueur also mounted.

“Ah!” she cried joyously, “speed Glemarec René! speed! speed all! Sound 
thy horn, Sieur Piriou!”

The silvery music of the hunting-horn filled the courtyard, the hounds 
sprang through the gateway and galloping hoof-beats plunged out of the 
paved court; loud on the drawbridge, suddenly muffled, then lost in the 
heather and bracken of the moors. Distant and more distant sounded 
the horn, until it became so faint that the sudden carol of a soaring lark 
drowned it in my ears. I heard the voice below responding to some call 
from within the house.
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14	 Courtoisie: Literally, “courtesy.” 
But in light of Chambers’ capture 
metaphor, recall the falconry term 
faites courtoisie à l’oiseau: “give the 
bird the courtesy,” allow him to eat 
some of the kill. Philip has been 
hooded and trapped, but should 
still get “the courtesy.”

15	 distaff: A stick used to hold unspun 
fibers without tangling. Chambers 
implies that the household is so 
old-fashioned or so rural that they 
do not even use a spinning wheel. 
The spinning wheel appeared 
in Europe around 1280 but did 
not entirely replace the distaff 
and spindle method in France 
until c. 1750.

“I do not regret the chase, I will go another time. Courtesy to the 
stranger, Pelagie, remember!”

And a feeble voice came quavering from within the house, “Courtoisie” 14

I stripped, and rubbed myself from head to foot in the huge earthen 
basin of icy water which stood upon the stone floor at the foot of my bed. 
Then I looked about for my clothes. They were gone, but on a settle near 
the door lay a heap of garments which I inspected with astonishment. 
As my clothes had vanished, I was compelled to attire myself in the cos-
tume which had evidently been placed there for me to wear while my own 
clothes dried. Everything was there, cap, shoes, and hunting doublet of 
silvery grey homespun; but the close-fitting costume and seamless shoes 
belonged to another century, and I remembered the strange costumes of 
the three falconers in the courtyard. I was sure that it was not the modern 
dress of any portion of France or Brittany; but not until I was dressed and 
stood before a mirror between the windows did I realize that I was clothed 
much more like a young huntsman of the middle ages than like a Breton of 
that day. I hesitated and picked up the cap. Should I go down and present 
myself in that strange guise? There seemed to be no help for it, my own 
clothes were gone and there was no bell in the ancient chamber to call a 
servant; so I contented myself with removing a short hawk’s feather from 
the cap, and, opening the door, went downstairs.

By the fireplace in the large room at the foot of the stairs an old Breton 
woman sat spinning with a distaff.15 She looked up at me when I appeared, 
and, smiling frankly, wished me health in the Breton language, to which 
I laughingly replied in French. At the same moment my hostess appeared 
and returned my salutation with a grace and dignity that sent a thrill to 
my heart. Her lovely head with its dark curly hair was crowned with a 
head-dress which set all doubts as to the epoch of my own costume at rest. 
Her slender figure was exquisitely set off in the homespun hunting-gown 
edged with silver, and on her gauntlet-covered wrist she bore one of her 
petted hawks. With perfect simplicity she took my hand and led me into 
the garden in the court, and seating herself before a table invited me very 
sweetly to sit beside her. Then she asked me in her soft quaint accent how 
I had passed the night, and whether I was very much inconvenienced by 
wearing the clothes which old Pelagie had put there for me while I slept. I 
looked at my own clothes and shoes, drying in the sun by the garden-wall, 
and hated them. What horrors they were compared with the graceful cos-
tume which I now wore! I told her this laughing, but she agreed with me 
very seriously.

“We will throw them away,” she said in a quiet voice. In my astonish-
ment I attempted to explain that I not only could not think of accepting 
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16	 Jeanne d’Ys: “Jeanne d’Ys” is a 
homophone for “jaundice,” the 
yellowing of the skin in response 
to a disease. See “The Repairer of 
Reputations,” note 31.

clothes from anybody, although for all I knew it might be the custom of 
hospitality in that part of the country, but that I should cut an impossible 
figure if I returned to France clothed as I was then.

She laughed and tossed her pretty head, saying something in old 
French which I did not understand, and then Pelagie trotted out with a 
tray on which stood two bowls of milk, a loaf of white bread, fruit, a platter 
of honey-comb, and a flagon of deep red wine. “You see I have not yet 
broken my fast because I wished you to eat with me. But I am very hun-
gry,” she smiled.

“I would rather die than forget one word of what you have said!” I 
blurted out, while my cheeks burned. “She will think me mad,” I added to 
myself, but she turned to me with sparkling eyes.

“Ah!” she murmured. “Then Monsieur knows all that there is 
of chivalry—”

She crossed herself and broke bread. I sat and watched her white 
hands, not daring to raise my eyes to hers.

“Will you not eat?” she asked. “Why do you look so troubled?”
Ah, why? I knew it now. I knew I would give my life to touch with my 

lips those rosy palms—I understood now that from the moment when I 
looked into her dark eyes there on the moor last night I had loved her. My 
great and sudden passion held me speechless.

“Are you ill at ease?” she asked again.
Then, like a man who pronounces his own doom, I answered in a low 

voice: “Yes, I am ill at ease for love of you.” And as she did not stir nor 
answer, the same power moved my lips in spite of me and I said, “I, who 
am unworthy of the lightest of your thoughts, I who abuse hospitality and 
repay your gentle courtesy with bold presumption, I love you.”

She leaned her head upon her hands, and answered softly, “I love you. 
Your words are very dear to me. I love you.”

“Then I shall win you.”
“Win me,” she replied.
But all the time I had been sitting silent, my face turned toward her. 

She, also silent, her sweet face resting on her upturned palm, sat facing me, 
and as her eyes looked into mine I knew that neither she nor I had spoken 
human speech; but I knew that her soul had answered mine, and I drew 
myself up feeling youth and joyous love coursing through every vein. She, 
with a bright colour in her lovely face, seemed as one awakened from a 
dream, and her eyes sought mine with a questioning glance which made 
me tremble with delight. We broke our fast, speaking of ourselves. I told 
her my name and she told me hers, the Demoiselle Jeanne d’Ys.16

She spoke of her father and mother’s death, and how the nineteen of 
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17	 Jeanne la Flamme: Loup-Garou: the 
werewolf; Jeanne la Flamme: “Fiery 
Jeanne,” the popular nickname of 
Joanna of Flanders (1295?–1374) 
who led the Montfort forces 
against the French-backed Blois 
faction in the War of the Breton 
Succession from 1341 to 1347.

her years had been passed in the little fortified farm alone with her nurse 
Pelagie, Glemarec René the piqueur, and the four falconers, Raoul, Gaston, 
Hastur, and the Sieur Piriou Louis, who had served her father. She had 
never been outside the moorland—never even had seen a human soul be-
fore, except the falconers and Pelagie. She did not know how she had heard 
of Kerselec; perhaps the falconers had spoken of it. She knew the legends 
of Loup Garou and Jeanne la Flamme17 from her nurse Pelagie. She em-
broidered and spun flax. Her hawks and hounds were her only distraction. 
When she had met me there on the moor she had been so frightened that 
she almost dropped at the sound of my voice. She had, it was true, seen 
ships at sea from the cliffs, but as far as the eye could reach the moors over 
which she galloped were destitute of any sign of human life. There was a 
legend which old Pelagie told, how anybody once lost in the unexplored 
moorland might never return, because the moors were enchanted. She did 
not know whether it was true, she never had thought about it until she 
met me. She did not know whether the falconers had even been outside, or 
whether they could go if they would. The books in the house which Pelagie, 
the nurse, had taught her to read were hundreds of years old.

All this she told me with a sweet seriousness seldom seen in any one 
but children. My own name she found easy to pronounce, and insisted, 
because my first name was Philip, I must have French blood in me. She did 
not seem curious to learn anything about the outside world, and I thought 
perhaps she considered it had forfeited her interest and respect from the 
stories of her nurse.

We were still sitting at the table, and she was throwing grapes to the 
small field birds which came fearlessly to our very feet.

I began to speak in a vague way of going, but she would not hear of it, 
and before I knew it I had promised to stay a week and hunt with hawk 
and hound in their company. I also obtained permission to come again 
from Kerselec and visit her after my return.

“Why,” she said innocently, “I do not know what I should do if you 
never came back;” and I, knowing that I had no right to awaken her with 
the sudden shock which the avowal of my own love would bring to her, sat 
silent, hardly daring to breathe.

“You will come very often?” she asked.
“Very often,” I said.
“Every day?”
“Every day.”
“Oh,” she sighed, “I am very happy. Come and see my hawks.”
She rose and took my hand again with a childlike innocence of pos-

session, and we walked through the garden and fruit trees to a grassy lawn 
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18	 falcon-heroner: jesses: leather 
straps attached to the bird’s leg; 
merlin: Falco columbarius, a species 
of small falcon; tiercelet: or “terce-
let,” a male falcon; falcon-heroner: 
a falcon trained to hunt herons.

which was bordered by a brook. Over the lawn were scattered fifteen or 
twenty stumps of trees—partially imbedded in the grass—and upon all of 
these except two sat falcons. They were attached to the stumps by thongs 
which were in turn fastened with steel rivets to their legs just above the 
talons. A little stream of pure spring water flowed in a winding course 
within easy distance of each perch.

The birds set up a clamour when the girl appeared, but she went from 
one to another, caressing some, taking others for an instant upon her wrist, 
or stooping to adjust their jesses.

“Are they not pretty?” she said. “See, here is a falcon-gentil. We call it 
‘ignoble,’ because it takes the quarry in direct chase. This is a blue falcon. 
In falconry we call it ‘noble’ because it rises over the quarry, and wheeling, 
drops upon it from above. This white bird is a gerfalcon from the north. 
It is also ‘noble!’ Here is a merlin, and this tiercelet is a falcon-heroner.”18

I asked her how she had learned the old language of falconry. She did 
not remember, but thought her father must have taught it to her when she 
was very young.

Then she led me away and showed me the young falcons still in the 
nest. “They are termed niais in falconry,” she explained. “A branchier is the 
young bird which is just able to leave the nest and hop from branch to 
branch. A young bird which has not yet moulted is called a sors, and a mué 
is a hawk which has moulted in captivity. When we catch a wild falcon 
which has changed its plumage we term it a hagard. Raoul first taught me 
to dress a falcon. Shall I teach you how it is done?”

She seated herself on the bank of the stream among the falcons and I 
threw myself at her feet to listen.

Then the Demoiselle d’Ys held up one rosy-tipped finger and began 
very gravely.

“First one must catch the falcon.”
“I am caught,” I answered.
She laughed very prettily and told me my dressage would perhaps be 

difficult, as I was noble.
“I am already tamed,” I replied; “jessed and belled.”
She laughed, delighted. “Oh, my brave falcon; then you will re-

turn at my call?”
“I am yours,” I answered gravely.
She sat silent for a moment. Then the colour heightened in her cheeks 

and she held up her finger again, saying, “Listen; I wish to speak of falconry—”
“I listen, Countess Jeanne d’Ys.”
But again she fell into the reverie, and her eyes seemed fixed on some-

thing beyond the summer clouds.
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19	 chaperon à cornette: Falcon 
hood with leash-rings and oth-
er attachments.

20	 couleuvre: In archaic French, any 
serpent; in modern French, refers 
only to the grass-snake.

21	 viper: Probably the European 
asp (Vipera aspis), the only viper 
native to France. 

As in “The Yellow Sign,” (see 
that story, note 38) Chambers 
has introduced a snake into Eden. 
Chambers reverses the usual 
pattern in myth of the snake 
biting the woman, as in Orpheus 
and Eurydice, instead obliquely 
alluding to the lamia or serpentine 
female vampire.

“Philip,” she said at last.
“Jeanne,” I whispered.
“That is all,—that is what I wished,” she sighed,—“Philip and Jeanne.”
She held her hand toward me and I touched it with my lips.

“Win me,” she said, but this time it was the body and soul which 
spoke in unison.

After a while she began again: “Let us speak of falconry.”
“Begin,” I replied; “we have caught the falcon.”
Then Jeanne d’Ys took my hand in both of hers and told me how with 

infinite patience the young falcon was taught to perch upon the wrist, how 
little by little it became used to the belled jesses and the chaperon à cornette.19

“They must first have a good appetite,” she said; “then little by little I 
reduce their nourishment; which in falconry we call pât. When, after many 
nights passed au bloc as these birds are now, I prevail upon the hagard to 
stay quietly on the wrist, then the bird is ready to be taught to come for 
its food. I fix the pât to the end of a thong, or leurre, and teach the bird to 
come to me as soon as I begin to whirl the cord in circles about my head. 
At first I drop the pât when the falcon comes, and he eats the food on the 
ground. After a little he will learn to seize the leurre in motion as I whirl it 
around my head or drag it over the ground. After this it is easy to teach the 
falcon to strike at game, always remembering to ‘faire courtoisie á l ’oiseau’, 
that is, to allow the bird to taste the quarry.”

A squeal from one of the falcons interrupted her, and she arose to ad-
just the longe which had become whipped about the bloc, but the bird still 
flapped its wings and screamed.

“What is the matter?” she said. “Philip, can you see?”
I looked around and at first saw nothing to cause the commotion, 

which was now heightened by the screams and flapping of all the birds. 
Then my eye fell upon the flat rock beside the stream from which the 
girl had risen. A grey serpent was moving slowly across the surface of the 
boulder, and the eyes in its flat triangular head sparkled like jet.

“A couleuvre,”20 she said quietly.
“It is harmless, is it not?” I asked.
She pointed to the black V-shaped figure on the neck.

“It is certain death,” she said; “it is a viper.”21

We watched the reptile moving slowly over the smooth rock to where 
the sunlight fell in a broad warm patch.

I started forward to examine it, but she clung to my arm crying, “Don’t, 
Philip, I am afraid.”

“For me?”
“For you, Philip,—I love you.”
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22	 pushed their way: An almost exact 
reproduction of the moment of 
revelation in Bierce’s “An Inhabi-
tant of Carcosa.”

Chambers may have taken 
the theme of lovers divided by 
a time-slip from the stories of 
Théophile Gautier (1811–1872), such 
as “The Mummy’s Foot” (1840) and 
“Aria Marcella” (1852). Gautier’s 
“Clarimonde” (1836), a story of love 
between a priest and a vampire 
woman, also touches on the 
ambiguous femme fatale theme 
of this tale.

23	 my numbed foot: Philip has still 
been fatally bitten. He will, indeed, 
come back to Jeanne very soon.

24	 who died: Emmert notes the 
recurring Chambers theme here 
(most prominent in “The Yellow 
Sign,” but also in “The Street of the 
Four Winds” and “Rue Barrée”) of 
the helplessness of love to over-
come death, fate, or time.

25	 warm and fragrant: In the story 
“Apparition” (1883) by Maupas-
sant, a man visits the chamber of 
a friend’s dead wife and sees her 
sitting there. When she asks him 
to comb her hair, he does so, and 
then flees. The next morning he 
believes it to have been a dream, 
but finds her long black hairs 
on his clothes.

Modern readers likely recall the 
urban legend “the Phantom Hitch-
hiker” in this context. A man picks 
up a beautiful hitchhiker, and after 
an interlude drops her off at her 
home or some other location, later 
to discover that she died long ago. 
In some versions of the story, she 
borrows his jacket and he finds it 
neatly folded on her grave. Folklor-
ist Jan Harold Brunvand traces the 
story back to the 1870s, so Cham-
bers might have taken the element 
of the glove from an urban legend 
about a strange girl who rides on 
the back of a man’s horse, just like 
Dahut did on the escape from Ys. 
The other possibility is that tellers 
of that legend in the early 20th 
century sweetened it with this 
detail from Chambers’ very popular 
(at the time) short story.

Then I took her in my arms and kissed her on the lips, but all I could 
say was: “Jeanne, Jeanne, Jeanne.” And as she lay trembling on my breast, 
something struck my foot in the grass below, but I did not heed it. Then 
again something struck my ankle, and a sharp pain shot through me. I 
looked into the sweet face of Jeanne d’Ys and kissed her, and with all my 
strength lifted her in my arms and flung her from me. Then bending, I tore 
the viper from my ankle and set my heel upon its head. I remember feeling 
weak and numb,—I remember falling to the ground. Through my slowly 
glazing eyes I saw Jeanne’s white face bending close to mine, and when the 
light in my eyes went out I still felt her arms about my neck, and her soft 
cheek against my drawn lips.

When I opened my eyes, I looked around in terror. Jeanne was gone. I saw 
the stream and the flat rock; I saw the crushed viper in the grass beside me, 
but the hawks and blocs had disappeared. I sprang to my feet. The garden, 
the fruit trees, the drawbridge and the walled court were gone. I stared 
stupidly at a heap of crumbling ruins, ivy-covered and grey, through which 
great trees had pushed their way.22 I crept forward, dragging my numbed 
foot,23 and as I moved, a falcon sailed from the tree-tops among the ruins, 
and soaring, mounting in narrowing circles, faded and vanished in the 
clouds above.

“Jeanne, Jeanne,” I cried, but my voice died on my lips, and I fell on my 
knees among the weeds. And as God willed it, I, not knowing, had fallen 
kneeling before a crumbling shrine carved in stone for our Mother of Sor-
rows. I saw the sad face of the Virgin wrought in the cold stone. I saw the 
cross and thorns at her feet, and beneath it I read:

Pray for the soul of the 
Demoiselle Jeanne d’Ys, 

who died24

in her youth for love of 
Philip, A Stranger. 

a.d. 1573.

But upon the icy slab lay a woman’s glove still warm and fragrant.25





1	 Abjuring: Rejecting, abstain-
ing from.

2	 Prophets’ Paradise: The 
Prophet meant here, on the 
surface at least, is Muham-
mad, but the Paradise offered 
seems fairly ambivalent to 
say the least. Given Cham-
bers’ concerns throughout 
with masked figures and in-
evitable fates, he may allude 
here to the “Veiled Prophet 
of Khorassan” al-Muqanna 
(d. 783), or “Mokanna” as 
he appears in the incredibly 
popular and influential ro-
mance Lalla-Rookh (1817) by 
the Irish poet Thomas Moore 
(1779–1852). For example, 
in 1878 a group of St. Louis 
businessmen established the 
annual Veiled Prophet Ball, a 
masquerade ball. Even closer 
to Chambers’ home turf, 
Masonic Lodge No. 120 in 
Hamilton, New York founded 
the Mystic Order of Veiled 
Prophets of the Enchanted 
Realm in 1890, just four years 
before Chambers wrote 
these stories. 

THE PROPHETS’ PARADISE

THE STUDIO5

He smiled, saying, “Seek her throughout the world.”
I said, “Why tell me of the world? My world is here, between these 

walls and the sheet of glass above; here among gilded flagons and dull jew-
elled arms, tarnished frames and canvasses, black chests and high-backed 
chairs, quaintly carved and stained in blue and gold.”

“For whom do you wait?” he said, and I answered, “When she comes I 
shall know her.”

On my hearth a tongue of flame whispered secrets6 to the whitening 
ashes. In the street below I heard footsteps, a voice, and a song.

“For whom then do you wait?” he said, and I answered, “I shall know her.”
Footsteps, a voice, and a song in the street below, and I knew the song 

but neither the steps nor the voice.
“Fool!” he cried, “the song is the same, the voice and steps have but 

changed with years!”
On the hearth a tongue of flame whispered above the whitening ashes: 

“Wait no more; they have passed, the steps and the voice in the street below.”
Then he smiled, saying, “For whom do you wait? Seek her through-

out the world!”
I answered, “My world is here, between these walls and the sheet of 

glass above; here among gilded flagons and dull jewelled arms, tarnished 
frames and canvasses, black chests and high-backed chairs, quaintly carved 
and stained in blue and gold.”

“If but the Vine and Love Abjuring 1 Band
Are in the Prophets’ Paradise 2 to stand,
Alack, I doubt 3 the Prophets’ Paradise,
Were empty as the hollow of one’s hand.” 4
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Gaston Leroux drew on the 
hideous, masked Mokanna men-
acing a heroine for his own titular 
Phantom of the Opera (1910); he 
even connects the Phantom to 
Persia, the land Mokanna seeks 
to liberate. Robert E. Howard 
(1906–1936) used Mokanna as 
the model for Natohk, the Veiled 
One in “Black Colossus” (1933), 
although Natohk wears green 
instead of white. In addition, 
Moore’s Veiled Prophet of Kho-
rassan clearly inspired Lovecraft’s 
High Priest of Leng. Khorassan 
and Leng are both countries in 
“Inner Asia,” and Lovecraft’s High 
Priest always wears a mask of 
yellow silk. This latter detail has 
excited many Chambers-mind-
ed critics, but the High Priest 
first appears in Lovecraft’s story 
“Celephaïs” (1920), seven years 
before Lovecraft read Chambers. 
For good measure, Lovecraft also 
mentions the “Veiled King” of 
Inganok in his novel The Dream-
Quest of Unknown Kadath (1927), 
albeit without describing his 
color scheme.

3	 I doubt: “Doubt” appears here 
in the archaic sense of “fear” 
or “suspect.” 

4	 hollow of one’s hand: In plain lan-
guage: If only those who abstain 
from love or wine go to Para-
dise, the poet suspects that this 
Paradise is as empty as the hollow 
of your hand. This exemplifies 
Chambers’ ongoing themes of love 
balanced against the emptiness, 
the hollowness, of human hopes.

This quatrain is Stanza 65 in the 
second (1868) edition of Edward 
Fitzgerald’s free translation of the 
Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám (see “In 
the Court of the Dragon,” note 2).

“The Prophets’ Paradise” as a 
whole can be read as Chambers’ 
homage to the Rubáiyát, with 
prose poems after the style of 
Baudelaire’s Little Poems in Prose 
(1869) replacing the quatrains.

5	 THE STUDIO: Chambers may 
also allude to a group of Prophets, 
especially in this vignette: the 
Symbolist artistic movement 
known as Les Nabis, meaning “the 

THE PHANTOM7

The Phantom of the Past would go no further.8

“If it is true,” she sighed, “that you find in me a friend, let us turn back 
together. You will forget, here, under the summer sky.”

I held her close, pleading, caressing; I seized her, white with anger, but 
she resisted.

“If it is true,” she sighed, “that you find in me a friend, let us turn 
back together.”

The Phantom of the Past would go no further.

THE SACRIFICE
I went into a field of flowers, whose petals are whiter than snow and whose 
hearts are pure gold.

Far afield a woman cried, “I have killed him I loved!” and from a jar 
she poured blood upon the flowers whose petals are whiter than snow and 
whose hearts are pure gold.

Far afield I followed, and on the jar I read a thousand names, while 
from within the fresh blood bubbled to the brim.

“I have killed him I loved!” she cried. “The world’s athirst; now let it 
drink!” She passed, and far afield I watched her pouring blood upon the 
flowers whose petals are whiter than snow and whose hearts are pure gold.

DESTINY
I came to the bridge which few may pass.

“Pass!” cried the keeper, but I laughed, saying, “There is time;” and he 
smiled and shut the gates.

To the bridge which few may pass came young and old. All were re-
fused. Idly I stood and counted them, until, wearied of their noise and 
lamentations, I came again to the bridge which few may pass.

Those in the throng about the gates shrieked out, “He comes too late!” 
But I laughed, saying, “There is time.”

“Pass!” cried the keeper as I entered; then smiled and shut the gates.

THE THRONG
There, where the throng was thickest in the street, I stood with Pierrot.9 
All eyes were turned on me.

“What are they laughing at?” I asked, but he grinned, dusting the chalk 
from my black cloak. “I cannot see; it must be something droll, perhaps an 



the prophets’ paradise 89

Prophets” in Arabic and Hebrew. 
In 1888, Paul Serusier (1864–1927) 
founded and named the group, 
which consisted of himself and 
like-minded young “prophets of 
modern art” such as Pierre Bon-
nard (1867–1947), Maurice Denis 
(1870–1943), Paul Ranson (1864–
1909), Félix Vallotton (1865–1925), 
and Édouard Vuillard (1868–1940). 
All the aforementioned were di-
rect contemporaries of Chambers 
at the Académie Julian (see “Rue 
Barrée,” note 3). 

The artist in this vignette 
remains in his studio rather than 
seek love in the real world, a 
possible Chambers jab at Les 
Nabis’ emphasis on personal 
symbolism, mysticism, subjectivity, 
and introspection—and perhaps 
at their pretense to being a secret 
society complete with code words, 
initiatory names, and so on. The 
props listed all have a sort of 
Symbolist, even Rosicrucian quality 
to them: gilded flagons or chalices, 
jeweled weapons, “black chests, 
high-backed chairs quaintly carved 
and stained in blue and gold.” No 
fruit, dishes, draperies, or even 
skulls, for example.

6	 whispered secrets: Note that the 
fire destroys the wood by telling it 
the truth, just as the Play destroys 
its readers by revealing the Truth.

7	 THE PHANTOM: A possible 
reference to the Phantom of Truth 
(see “The Yellow Sign,” note 45); 
note the woman’s first words in 
the poem: “If it is true.”

8	 no further: If the Phantom of the 
Past is the poet’s memory, it’s 
slightly disturbing that it “would 
go no further” after his violent 
argument with a lover.

9	 Pierrot: Clad in white, Pierrot 
began as the sad clown in the 17th 
century commedia dell’arte, pining 
for his lover Columbine. In the 
1890s, Pierrot embodied tragedy 
itself; he was ubiquitous in French 
pantomime, English circuses, and 
popular paintings by Georges 
Seurat (1859–1891), Henri Rousseau 
(1844–1910), Édouard Vuillard, and 
Paul Cézanne (1839–1906).

honest thief !”
All eyes were turned on me.
“He has robbed you of your purse!” they laughed.
“My purse!” I cried; “Pierrot—help! it is a thief !”
They laughed: “He has robbed you of your purse!”
Then Truth stepped out, holding a mirror. “If he is an honest thief,” 

cried Truth, “Pierrot shall find him with this mirror!” but he only grinned, 
dusting the chalk from my black cloak.

“You see,” he said, “Truth is an honest thief, she brings you back 
your mirror.”

All eyes were turned on me.
“Arrest Truth!” I cried, forgetting it was not a mirror but a purse I lost, 

standing with Pierrot, there, where the throng was thickest in the street.

THE JESTER
“Was she fair?” I asked, but he only chuckled, listening to the bells jingling 
on his cap.10

“Stabbed,” he tittered. “Think of the long journey, the days of peril, 
the dreadful nights! Think how he wandered, for her sake, year after year, 
through hostile lands, yearning for kith and kin, yearning for her!”

“Stabbed,” he tittered, listening to the bells jingling on his cap.
“Was she fair?” I asked, but he only snarled, muttering to the bells 

jingling on his cap.
“She kissed him at the gate,” he tittered, “but in the hall his brother’s 

welcome touched his heart.”
“Was she fair?” I asked.
“Stabbed,” he chuckled. “Think of the long journey, the days of peril, 

the dreadful nights! Think how he wandered, for her sake, year after year 
through hostile lands, yearning for kith and kin, yearning for her!”

“She kissed him at the gate, but in the hall his brother’s welcome 
touched his heart.”

“Was she fair?” I asked; but he only snarled, listening to the bells jin-
gling in his cap.

THE GREEN ROOM11

The Clown turned his powdered face to the mirror.
“If to be fair is to be beautiful,” he said, “who can compare with me in 

my white mask?”12

“Who can compare with him in his white mask?” I asked of 
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10	 jingling in his cap: This poem, 
as with many of the others in 
this cycle, repeats concepts 
and even lines at the beginning 
and end. Kellermeyer describes 
them as “thematic palindromes, 
representing the grim circle of 
life” and considers the cycle as a 
whole the story of the Play retold 
in symbolism.

11	 THE GREEN ROOM: In show 
business slang, actors or other 
performers wait or rest in the 
“green room” when not on stage, 
especially if they have no dressing 
room of their own.

12	 in my white mask: A white mask 
is, of course, pallid. (See “The 
Mask,” note 25.)

In Lalla-Rookh (see note 2, 
above), Mokanna wears white, 
including a Silver Veil masking 
his face, to more clearly oppose 
the Abbasid Caliph whose armies 
marched under black banners. He 
works magic to inspire his follow-
ers, and notably creates a second 
moon using the light reflected in 
a well (see “The Street of the Four 
Winds,” note 10). Following a me-
teoric rebellion, the Caliph’s armies 
besiege the Veiled Prophet in 
Neksheb (the modern Qarshi, now 
in Uzbekistan). Rather than surren-
der, he unmasks at a banquet while 
poisoning his own men and jumps 
into a cauldron of burning elixir 
that consumes him utterly.

Jorge Luis Borges (1899–1986) 
used Mokanna (and the historical 
al-Muqanna) as the basis of his 
own story “The Masked Dyer, 
Hakim of Merv” (1934). Beneath 
Hakim’s veil, Borges posits the pal-
lid face of a leper: “so bloated and 
unbelievable that to the mass of 
onlookers it seemed a mask.” The 
parallel to Marcel Schwob’s “King 
in the Golden Mask” is striking 
(see “The Repairer of Reputa-
tions,” note 66).

Borges briefly mentions to the 
“prophet from Khorasan” in “The 
Zahir” (1949), saying he wore “a veil 
studded with precious stones or a 
mask of gold.” The Zahir in Borges’ 
story resembles the Yellow Sign, 
becoming an obsessive focus for 
those who accidentally or inciden-

Death beside me.
“Who can compare with me?” said Death, “for I am paler still.”
“You are very beautiful,” sighed the Clown, turning his powdered face 

from the mirror.13

THE LOVE TEST
“If it is true that you love,” said Love, “then wait no longer. Give her these 
jewels which would dishonour her and so dishonour you in loving one 
dishonoured. If it is true that you love,” said Love, “then wait no longer.”

I took the jewels and went to her, but she trod upon them, sobbing: 
“Teach me to wait—I love you!”

“Then wait, if it is true,” said Love.
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tally behold it. The narrator resem-
bles Castaigne, as well: “Others 
will dream that I am mad,” Borges 
writes, “while I dream of the Zahir.”

13	 from the mirror: In a lovely act 
of pawkish meta-humor, Simon 
Bucher-Jones makes this sequence 
the epigraph to his version of the 
Play (see “The Repairer of Reputa-
tions,” note 50).





1	 tout dessein: These first four 
lines are the third quatrain 
from “En Sourdine” (“Mut-
ed”), an 1869 poem by Paul 
Verlaine (1844–1896), whom 
Chambers knew and liked 
in Paris. Claude Débussy 
(1862–1918) set the poem 
to music twice, in 1888 and 
1891. A 1912 English transla-
tion by John Alden Carpenter 
(1876–1951) reads:

Close then thine 
eyes, my beloved.

On thy soft breast 
hands recline,

And from thy heart submissive
Drive forth all plan, all design.

THE STREET OF THE FOUR WINDS

 i   i   i 

I

he animal paused on the threshold, interrogative alert, ready for 
flight if necessary. Severn laid down his palette, and held out a 
hand of welcome. The cat remained motionless, her yellow eyes 
fastened upon Severn.

“Puss,” he said, in his low, pleasant voice, “come in.”
The tip of her thin tail twitched uncertainly.
“Come in,” he said again.
Apparently she found his voice reassuring, for she slowly settled 

upon all fours, her eyes still fastened upon him, her tail tucked under her 
gaunt flanks.

He rose from his easel smiling. She eyed him quietly, and when he 
walked toward her she watched him bend above her without a wince; 
her eyes followed his hand until it touched her head. Then she uttered 
a ragged mew.

“Ferme tes yeux à demi,
Croise tes bras sur ton sein,
Et de ton cœur endormi
Chasse à jamais tout dessein.” 1

“ Je chante la nature,
Les étoiles du soir, les larmes du matin,
Les couchers de soleil à l ’horizon lointain,
Le ciel qui parle au cœur d ’existence future!” 2
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2	 d’existence future: This second 
quatrain appears to be an original 
composition by Chambers. Rough-
ly translated, it reads:

I sing of nature,
The evening stars, the morning tears,
The sunsets on the distant horizon,
The sky that speaks to the heart of 

future existence!

3	 turning her back to him: Chambers 
gives the cat a modesty of behav-
ior appropriate to an artist’s model, 
turning her back even though 
Severn has seen her. In 1900–1901, 
Chambers owned a tuxedo cat 
named Ladysmith (see “The Re-
pairer of Reputations,” note 51).

The cat’s eyes are yellow, but 
then most cats’ eyes are yellow 
or yellowish-green. White cats, 
however, are the most likely to 
have blue eyes.

4	 into the Street of the Four Winds: 
The Rue des Quatre Vents is a real, 
albeit short and narrow, 15th-cen-
tury street in the 6e arrondisse-
ment in the Latin Quarter. Colette 
Vivier (1898–1979) and Trevanian 
(1931–2005) have both written 
novels named for this street.

5	 a Latin Quarter cat: The Latin 
Quarter of Paris lies on the left 
bank of the River Seine, in the 5e 
and 6e arrondissements. Centered 
roughly on the Sorbonne, it takes 
its name from the Latin-speaking 
students who congregated at the 
University in the Middle Ages. It 
remains famous for its street life, 
student gaiety, and artistic pop-
ulation, all of which were at their 
height in the Belle Époque of the 
1880s and 1890s. The Académie 
Julian and the École des Beaux-Arts 
both lie in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, 
the neighborhood on its western 
edge. Chambers’ first novel, In 
the Quarter (1894) takes its name 
from the area.

6	 I notice most things: Compare 
Severn’s observational powers 
with those of the narrator of “In 
the Court of the Dragon,” who 
possesses “a mind benumbed and 
yet acutely sensitive” as a result 
of reading the Play. On the other 

It had long been Severn’s custom to converse with animals, probably 
because he lived so much alone; and now he said, “What’s the matter, puss?”

Her timid eyes sought his.
“I understand,” he said gently, “you shall have it at once.”
Then moving quietly about he busied himself with the duties of a host, 

rinsed a saucer, filled it with the rest of the milk from the bottle on the win-
dow-sill, and kneeling down, crumbled a roll into the hollow of his hand.

The creature rose and crept toward the saucer.
With the handle of a palette-knife he stirred the crumbs and milk to-

gether and stepped back as she thrust her nose into the mess. He watched 
her in silence. From time to time the saucer clinked upon the tiled floor as 
she reached for a morsel on the rim; and at last the bread was all gone, and 
her purple tongue travelled over every unlicked spot until the saucer shone 
like polished marble. Then she sat up, and coolly turning her back to him,3 
began her ablutions.

“Keep it up,” said Severn, much interested, “you need it.”
She flattened one ear, but neither turned nor interrupted her toilet. As 

the grime was slowly removed Severn observed that nature had intended 
her for a white cat. Her fur had disappeared in patches, from disease or the 
chances of war, her tail was bony and her spine sharp. But what charms she 
had were becoming apparent under vigorous licking, and he waited until 
she had finished before re-opening the conversation. When at last she 
closed her eyes and folded her forepaws under her breast, he began again 
very gently: “Puss, tell me your troubles.”

At the sound of his voice she broke into a harsh rumbling which he 
recognized as an attempt to purr. He bent over to rub her cheek and she 
mewed again, an amiable inquiring little mew, to which he replied, “Cer-
tainly, you are greatly improved, and when you recover your plumage you 
will be a gorgeous bird.” Much flattered, she stood up and marched around 
and around his legs, pushing her head between them and making pleased 
remarks, to which he responded with grave politeness.

“Now, what sent you here,” he said—”here into the Street of the Four 
Winds,4 and up five flights to the very door where you would be welcome? 
What was it that prevented your meditated flight when I turned from my 
canvas to encounter your yellow eyes? Are you a Latin Quarter cat5 as I 
am a Latin Quarter man? And why do you wear a rose-coloured flowered 
garter buckled about your neck?” The cat had climbed into his lap, and now 
sat purring as he passed his hand over her thin coat.

“Excuse me,” he continued in lazy soothing tones, harmonizing with 
her purring, “if I seem indelicate, but I cannot help musing on this rose-co-
loured garter, flowered so quaintly and fastened with a silver clasp. For the 
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hand, he has failed to notice the 
owner of the cat before despite 
her clear proximity to his flat.

7	 in dreams alone can such colours 
as I need be found: While this may 
simply be a literary commonplace, 
it’s possible that Chambers also 
refers here to the Symbolist art 
movement, a cousin to the Deca-
dents (see Appendix II). Symbolism 
valued the interior meaning over 
the attempt to model nature (as 
with the Salon painters) or light 
and color in themselves (as with 
the Impressionists); they believed 
in taking subjective, personal ideas 
and feelings and expressing them 
within the plane of the painting. 
Often, Symbolists used intense 
colors as emblems of intense emo-
tions or interior experiences.

Paul Verlaine (whose quatrain 
Chambers uses as the first epi-
graph to this story) embodied the 
Symbolist movement in poetry. 
Symbolist painters who explicitly 
used dreams in their process or 
as their ideal include Puvis de 
Chavannes, Gustave Moreau 
(1826–1898), Odilon Redon (1840–
1916), Paul Gauguin, and many of 
Les Nabis (see “The Prophets’ Par-
adise,” note 5) including Maurice 
Denis (1870–1943).

8	 mountains which tower in fan-
tastic pinnacles: The notion of a 
mountain reaching to Heaven or to 
the Moon appears in different cul-
tures (e.g., the Hindu Mount Meru, 
the Chinese Kunlun Shan) as an 
expression of the axis mundi: the 
unmoving point at the center of 
the universe. If Chambers intends 
the allusion with doomed Sylvia, 
this is a very dark joke indeed, one 
worthy of his inspiration Bierce.

9	 to the moons: Note the plural 
moons, as in Cassilda’s Song (see 
“Cassilda’s Song,” note 5).

The famous “Mountains of 
the Moon” in classical geography 
refer to Mounts Kilimanjaro and 
Kenya, or to the Ruwenzori range 
in general. Their name comes not 
from mythical height but from 
their dizzying snowy caps, which 
resemble the moon when seen 
from a distance.

clasp is silver; I can see the mint mark on the edge, as is prescribed by the 
law of the French Republic. Now, why is this garter woven of rose silk 
and delicately embroidered,—why is this silken garter with its silver clasp 
about your famished throat? Am I indiscreet when I inquire if its owner is 
your owner? Is she some aged dame living in memory of youthful vanities, 
fond, doting on you, decorating you with her intimate personal attire? The 
circumference of the garter would suggest this, for your neck is thin, and 
the garter fits you. But then again I notice—I notice most things6—that 
the garter is capable of being much enlarged. These small silver-rimmed 
eyelets, of which I count five, are proof of that. And now I observe that the 
fifth eyelet is worn out, as though the tongue of the clasp were accustomed 
to lie there. That seems to argue a well-rounded form.”

The cat curled her toes in contentment. The street was very still outside.
He murmured on: “Why should your mistress decorate you with an 

article most necessary to her at all times? Anyway, at most times. How 
did she come to slip this bit of silk and silver about your neck? Was it 
the caprice of a moment,—when you, before you had lost your pristine 
plumpness, marched singing into her bedroom to bid her good-morning? 
Of course, and she sat up among the pillows, her coiled hair tumbling to 
her shoulders, as you sprang upon the bed purring: ‘Good-day, my lady.’ 
Oh, it is very easy to understand,” he yawned, resting his head on the back 
of the chair. The cat still purred, tightening and relaxing her padded claws 
over his knee.

“Shall I tell you all about her, cat? She is very beautiful—your mistress,” 
he murmured drowsily, “and her hair is heavy as burnished gold. I could 
paint her,—not on canvas—for I should need shades and tones and hues 
and dyes more splendid than the iris of a splendid rainbow. I could only 
paint her with closed eyes, for in dreams alone can such colours as I need be 
found.7 For her eyes, I must have azure from skies untroubled by a cloud—
the skies of dreamland. For her lips, roses from the palaces of slumberland, 
and for her brow, snow-drifts from mountains which tower in fantastic 
pinnacles8 to the moons;9—oh, much higher than our moon here,—the 
crystal moons10 of dreamland. She is—very—beautiful, your mistress.”

The words died on his lips and his eyelids drooped.
The cat, too, was asleep, her cheek turned up upon her wasted flank, her 

paws relaxed and limp.
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10	 the crystal moons: Crystal moons 
might be naturally formed or di-
vinely created, assuming Chambers 
(or Chambers’ poetic expression) 
considers those meaningfully 
different. In his story “The Maker 
of Moons” (1896), the title refers to 
the Chinese god of love and mar-
riage Yue Lao who joins predes-
tined couples with a cord, or rather 
to an evil sorcerer borrowing 
the god’s name.

Speaking of sorcerous moons, 
the Veiled Prophet al-Muqanna 
(see “The Prophets’ Paradise,” 
note 2) supposedly created a 
second moon above Nakhshab by 
using magic on the reflection of 
the moon in a lake. In a foot-
note, Moore calls Mokanna the 
“moon-maker,” another possible 
ingredient not only in the “strange 
moons” of Carcosa but of Cham-
bers’ later story.

11	 one silver franc: The French one-
franc silver coin dates back to 1795, 
when it replaced the livre. The 
franc Severn has is most likely the 
coinage of 1871, 0.835 silver con-
tent. In 1895, one U.S. dollar was 
worth approximately five francs. 
One could buy a liter of average 
wine for about two francs.

II 

It is fortunate,” said Severn, sitting up and stretching, “that we have tided 
over the dinner hour, for I have nothing to offer you for supper but what 
may be purchased with one silver franc.”11

The cat on his knee rose, arched her back, yawned, and looked up at him.
“What shall it be? A roast chicken with salad? No? Possibly you prefer 

beef? Of course,—and I shall try an egg and some white bread. Now for 
the wines. Milk for you? Good. I shall take a little water, fresh from the 
wood,” with a motion toward the bucket in the sink.

He put on his hat and left the room. The cat followed to the door, and 
after he had closed it behind him, she settled down, smelling at the cracks, 
and cocking one ear at every creak from the crazy old building.

The door below opened and shut. The cat looked serious, for a moment 
doubtful, and her ears flattened in nervous expectation. Presently she rose 
with a jerk of her tail and started on a noiseless tour of the studio. She 
sneezed at a pot of turpentine, hastily retreating to the table, which she 
presently mounted, and having satisfied her curiosity concerning a roll of 
red modelling wax, returned to the door and sat down with her eyes on the 
crack over the threshold. Then she lifted her voice in a thin plaint.

When Severn returned he looked grave, but the cat, joyous and de-
monstrative, marched around him, rubbing her gaunt body against his legs, 
driving her head enthusiastically into his hand, and purring until her voice 
mounted to a squeal.

He placed a bit of meat, wrapped in brown paper, upon the table, and 
with a penknife cut it into shreds. The milk he took from a bottle which 
had served for medicine, and poured it into the saucer on the hearth.

The cat crouched before it, purring and lapping at the same time.
He cooked his egg and ate it with a slice of bread, watching her busy 

with the shredded meat, and when he had finished, and had filled and 
emptied a cup of water from the bucket in the sink, he sat down, taking her 
into his lap, where she at once curled up and began her toilet. He began to 
speak again, touching her caressingly at times by way of emphasis.

“Cat, I have found out where your mistress lives. It is not very far 
away;—it is here, under this same leaky roof, but in the north wing which 
I had supposed was uninhabited. My janitor tells me this. By chance, he 
is almost sober this evening. The butcher on the rue de Seine, where I 
bought your meat, knows you, and old Cabane the baker identified you 
with needless sarcasm. They tell me hard tales of your mistress which I 
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12	 Sylvia is a woman’s name: It is, for 
example, the name of Trent’s wife 
in “The Street of the First Shell,” 
but this seems like a coincidence, 
or possibly Chambers playing with 
names in his repertory theater 
fashion. Trent’s wife was nineteen 
in 1871, which most likely would 
make her too old to be Severn’s 
Sylvia, even if the other contradic-
tions between the two could be 
reconciled. There are also Colettes 
in both “The Street of the First 
Shell” and “The Street of Our Lady 
of the Fields,” but Colette is almost 
the archetypical name for a work-
ing-class French girl, and Sylvia is 
not much less common.

More eerily, Scott in “The Yellow 
Sign” loved and betrayed a girl 
named Sylvia in Brittany (see “The 
Yellow Sign,” note 3).

13	 Elven is the name of a town: Elven 
lies in Brittany, in the department 
of Morbihan. Its population in 
the 1890s was somewhat under 
4,000. It boasts an impressive 
14th-century castle, the Tours 
d’Elven or Château de Largoët. Its 
name does not come from elves, 
but from the possibly mythical St. 
Elwen of Cornwall.

14	 something moved behind the 
door: What? A rat, raiding the 
room while the cat was away? Did 
Severn’s long knocking dislodge a 
latch? Or something else?

shall not believe. They say she is idle and vain and pleasure-loving; they 
say she is hare-brained and reckless. The little sculptor on the ground floor, 
who was buying rolls from old Cabane, spoke to me to-night for the first 
time, although we have always bowed to each other. He said she was very 
good and very beautiful. He has only seen her once, and does not know 
her name. I thanked him;—I don’t know why I thanked him so warmly. 
Cabane said, ‘Into this cursed Street of the Four Winds, the four winds 
blow all things evil.’ The sculptor looked confused, but when he went out 
with his rolls, he said to me, ‘I am sure, Monsieur, that she is as good as 
she is beautiful.’”

The cat had finished her toilet, and now, springing softly to the floor, 
went to the door and sniffed. He knelt beside her, and unclasping the 
garter held it for a moment in his hands. After a while he said: “There is 
a name engraved upon the silver clasp beneath the buckle. It is a pretty 
name, Sylvia Elven. Sylvia is a woman’s name,12 Elven is the name of a 
town.13 In Paris, in this quarter, above all, in this Street of the Four Winds, 
names are worn and put away as the fashions change with the seasons. I 
know the little town of Elven, for there I met Fate face to face and Fate 
was unkind. But do you know that in Elven Fate had another name, and 
that name was Sylvia?”

He replaced the garter and stood up looking down at the cat crouched 
before the closed door.

“The name of Elven has a charm for me. It tells me of meadows and 
clear rivers. The name of Sylvia troubles me like perfume from dead flowers.”

The cat mewed.
“Yes, yes,” he said soothingly, “I will take you back. Your Sylvia is not 

my Sylvia; the world is wide and Elven is not unknown. Yet in the dark-
ness and filth of poorer Paris, in the sad shadows of this ancient house, 
these names are very pleasant to me.”

He lifted her in his arms and strode through the silent corridors to 
the stairs. Down five flights and into the moonlit court, past the little 
sculptor’s den, and then again in at the gate of the north wing and up the 
worm-eaten stairs he passed, until he came to a closed door. When he had 
stood knocking for a long time, something moved behind the door;14 it 
opened and he went in. The room was dark. As he crossed the threshold, 
the cat sprang from his arms into the shadows. He listened but heard 
nothing. The silence was oppressive and he struck a match. At his elbow 
stood a table and on the table a candle in a gilded candlestick. This he 
lighted, then looked around. The chamber was vast, the hangings heavy 
with embroidery. Over the fireplace towered a carved mantel, grey with the 
ashes of dead fires. In a recess by the deep-set windows stood a bed, from 
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15	 was a canapé: A sofa that seats 
three people, not an appetizer 
served at parties. The appetizer 
takes its name from the sofa, since 
the delicacies sit on bread just like 
people on a sofa. Note that this 
story has only three characters.

16	 but not as white as he: Cham-
bers reverses, to good effect, the 
situation in “The Green Room” in 
“The Prophets’ Paradise.” Severn is 
a Fool, if not a Clown.

A similar reunion at death occurs 
in the play Don Álvaro, or, the Force 
of Fate (1835) by Ángel de Saavedra, 
Duque du Rivas (1791–1865), which 
became the basis of the Giuseppe 
Verdi (1813–1901) opera La Forza 
del Destino (1862). Marion Zimmer 
Bradley believes that Spanish 
drama powerfully influenced 
Chambers’ style during his 
time in France.

17	 kissed her on the mouth: Besides 
Verlaine, the Symbolists hailed 
another poet, Charles Baudelaire 
(see “The Mask,” note 32), as their 
model and precursor. Baudelaire 
himself championed Edgar Allan 
Poe as his own precursor, saying in 
Poe he read stories he had as yet 
only dreamed. Between 1847 and 
1865, Baudelaire translated Poe’s 
fiction and poetry into French, 
along with much of Poe’s literary 
critical work, including his “Phi-
losophy of Composition” (1846). 
It is there that Poe famously 
decreed the death of a beautiful 
woman “unquestionably the most 
poetical topic in the world.” Here, 
Chambers carries out Poe’s dictum 
with a Poe-esque attention to 
unity of effect.

18	 the cat purred: Weinstein points 
out that Chambers connects cats 
and death, not just here but also in 
“The Repairer of Reputations” and 
in his weird comic story “The Man 
at the Next Table” (1896) in which 
the spirit of the hero’s aunt passes 
into her cat upon her demise. 

which the bedclothes, soft and fine as lace, trailed to the polished floor. 
He lifted the candle above his head. A handkerchief lay at his feet. It was 
faintly perfumed. He turned toward the windows. In front of them was a 
canapé 15 and over it were flung, pell-mell, a gown of silk, a heap of lace-like 
garments, white and delicate as spiders’ meshes, long, crumpled gloves, and, 
on the floor beneath, the stockings, the little pointed shoes, and one garter 
of rosy silk, quaintly flowered and fitted with a silver clasp. Wondering, he 
stepped forward and drew the heavy curtains from the bed. For a moment 
the candle flared in his hand; then his eyes met two other eyes, wide open, 
smiling, and the candle-flame flashed over hair heavy as gold.

She was pale, but not as white as he;16 her eyes were untroubled as a 
child’s; but he stared, trembling from head to foot, while the candle flick-
ered in his hand.

At last he whispered: “Sylvia, it is I.”
Again he said, “It is I.”
Then, knowing that she was dead, he kissed her on the mouth.17 And 

through the long watches of the night the cat purred18 on his knee, tight-
ening and relaxing her padded claws, until the sky paled above the Street 
of the Four Winds.
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1	 Sullen Month will die: The 
“Sullen Month” in this poem 
is Ramadan, when devout 
Muslims fast during daylight 
hours. Even comparatively 
lax Muslims such as the poet 
may refrain from wine-drink-
ing during the month, lend-
ing it a sullen complexion.

2	 a young Moon requite us: 
Ramadan ends on the first 
night when the new moon 
(“a young Moon”) appears 
as a crescent in the sky. 
This line echoes Chambers’ 
lunar leitmotif.

3	 from the sky: This quatrain 
also comes from Fitzgerald’s 
translation of the Rubái-
yát (see “The Court of the 
Dragon,” note 2). Fitzgerald 
included it in the Notes to 
the main work.

4	 from her corsage: Corsage 
refers here not to a bunch 
of flowers (originally the 
bouquet de corsage) but to 
the seamstress’ bodice (cor-
sage in French).

THE STREET OF THE FIRST SHELL

I

he room was already dark. The high roofs opposite cut off what little 
remained of the December daylight. The girl drew her chair near-
er the window, and choosing a large needle, threaded it, knotting 
the thread over her fingers. Then she smoothed the baby garment 

across her knees, and bending, bit off the thread and drew the smaller nee-
dle from where it rested in the hem. When she had brushed away the stray 
threads and bits of lace, she laid it again over her knees caressingly. Then 
she slipped the threaded needle from her corsage4 and passed it through 
a button, but as the button spun down the thread, her hand faltered, the 
thread snapped, and the button rolled across the floor. She raised her head. 
Her eyes were fixed on a strip of waning light above the chimneys. From 
somewhere in the city came sounds like the distant beating of drums, and 
beyond, far beyond, a vague muttering, now growing, swelling, rumbling 
in the distance like the pounding of surf upon the rocks, now like the surf 
again, receding, growling, menacing. The cold had become intense, a bitter 
piercing cold which strained and snapped at joist and beam and turned the 
slush of yesterday to flint. From the street below every sound broke sharp 
and metallic—the clatter of sabots,5 the rattle of shutters or the rare sound 
of a human voice. The air was heavy, weighted with the black cold as with 
a pall. To breathe was painful, to move an effort.

In the desolate sky there was something that wearied, in the brooding 
clouds, something that saddened. It penetrated the freezing city cut by the 

“Be of Good Cheer, the Sullen Month will die,1

And a young Moon requite us 2 by and by:
Look how the Old one, meagre, bent, and wan
With age and Fast, is fainting f rom the sky.” 3
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5	 clatter of sabots: Sabots are 
wooden shoes.

6	 Latin Quarter: See “The Street of 
the Four Winds,” note 5.

7	 École des Beaux Arts: Literally 
“School of the Fine Arts,” referring 
to a prestigious art school in 
Paris entered only by examination. 
Chambers attended L’École des 
Beaux-Arts during his time in the 
city. See “The Mask,” note 10.

8	 scream of a shell: Artillery shells 
passing overhead, along with the 
date 1870 on Jack’s paint box, set 
the time of the story as during the 
Siege of Paris of 1870–1871. The 
culmination of the Franco-Prus-
sian War, the Siege lasted from 
September 19 to January 28, and 
ended with the capitulation of the 
city. Chambers later wrote four 
novels about the Franco-Prussian 
War, The Red Republic (1895), Lor-
raine (1898), Ashes of Empire (1898), 
and The Maids of Paradise (1903). 
None of them share characters 
with this story.

This story specifically establishes 
a December setting, but histori-
cally the Prussians did not begin 
artillery bombardment of the city 
proper until January 5, 1871. De-
cember 1870 was extremely cold; 
on the night of the 21st, French 
soldiers in the trenches reported 
900 cases of frostbite.

freezing river, the splendid city with its towers and domes, its quays and 
bridges and its thousand spires. It entered the squares, it seized the avenues 
and the palaces, stole across bridges and crept among the narrow streets 
of the Latin Quarter,6 grey under the grey of the December sky. Sadness, 
utter sadness. A fine icy sleet was falling, powdering the pavement with 
a tiny crystalline dust. It sifted against the window-panes and drifted in 
heaps along the sill. The light at the window had nearly failed, and the girl 
bent low over her work. Presently she raised her head, brushing the curls 
from her eyes.

“Jack?”
“Dearest?”
“Don’t forget to clean your palette.”
He said, “All right,” and picking up the palette, sat down upon the 

floor in front of the stove. His head and shoulders were in the shadow, but 
the firelight fell across his knees and glimmered red on the blade of the 
palette-knife. Full in the firelight beside him stood a colour-box. On the 
lid was carved,

J. TRENT. 
École des Beaux Arts.7

1870.

This inscription was ornamented with an American and a French flag.
The sleet blew against the window-panes, covering them with stars 

and diamonds, then, melting from the warmer air within, ran down and 
froze again in fern-like traceries.

A dog whined and the patter of small paws sounded on the zinc be-
hind the stove.

“Jack, dear, do you think Hercules is hungry?”
The patter of paws was redoubled behind the stove.
“He’s whining,” she continued nervously, “and if it isn’t because he’s 

hungry it is because—”
Her voice faltered. A loud humming filled the air, the windows vibrated.

“Oh, Jack,” she cried, “another—” but her voice was drowned in the 
scream of a shell8 tearing through the clouds overhead.

“That is the nearest yet,” she murmured.
“Oh, no,” he answered cheerfully, “it probably fell way over by 
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9	 way over by Montmartre: A hill 
on the outskirts of Paris known as 
Mons Martis (“Mountain of Mars”) 
in Roman times gave its name to 
the surrounding district, which 
became Paris’ 18e arrondisement in 
1860. With low rents and a thriving 
nightlife (the famous Moulin 
Rouge nightclub was founded in 
Montmartre in 1889), artists moved 
in and made Montmartre a bohe-
mian colony. Chambers, a partisan 
of the older, more “established” 
bohemian scene in the Latin 
Quarter, may be expressing a little 
district rivalry here.

10	 the Quai d’Orsay: A street along 
the Left Bank of the Seine, in the 
7e arrondisement, much clos-
er to the Latin Quarter than is 
Montmartre. In addition to being 
the home of the French foreign 
ministry, it was popular with artists 
for its views of the Seine.

Montmartre,”9 and as she did not answer, he said again with exaggerated 
unconcern, “They wouldn’t take the trouble to fire at the Latin Quarter; 
anyway they haven’t a battery that can hurt it.”

After a while she spoke up brightly: “Jack, dear, when are you going to 
take me to see Monsieur West’s statues?”

“I will bet,” he said, throwing down his palette and walking over to the 
window beside her, “that Colette has been here to-day.”

“Why?” she asked, opening her eyes very wide. Then, “Oh, it’s too bad!—
really, men are tiresome when they think they know everything! And I 
warn you that if Monsieur West is vain enough to imagine that Colette—”

From the north another shell came whistling and quavering through 
the sky, passing above them with long-drawn screech which left the 
windows singing.

“That,” he blurted out, “was too near for comfort.”
They were silent for a while, then he spoke again gaily: “Go on, Sylvia, 

and wither poor West;” but she only sighed, “Oh, dear, I can never seem to 
get used to the shells.”

He sat down on the arm of the chair beside her.
Her scissors fell jingling to the floor; she tossed the unfinished 

frock after them, and putting both arms about his neck drew him down 
into her lap.

“Don’t go out to-night, Jack.”
He kissed her uplifted face; “You know I must; don’t make it 

hard for me.”
“But when I hear the shells and—and know you are out in the city—”
“But they all fall in Montmartre—”
“They may all fall in the Beaux Arts; you said yourself that two struck 

the Quai d’Orsay—”10

“Mere accident—”
“Jack, have pity on me! Take me with you!”
“And who will there be to get dinner?”
She rose and flung herself on the bed.

“Oh, I can’t get used to it, and I know you must go, but I beg you not to 
be late to dinner. If you knew what I suffer! I—I—cannot help it, and you 
must be patient with me, dear.”

He said, “It is as safe there as it is in our own house.”
She watched him fill for her the alcohol lamp, and when he had light-

ed it and had taken his hat to go, she jumped up and clung to him in 
silence. After a moment he said: “Now, Sylvia, remember my courage is 
sustained by yours. Come, I must go!” She did not move, and he repeated: 

“I must go.” Then she stepped back and he thought she was going to speak 
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11	 I believe Braith: Braith is one of 
the main characters in Chambers’ 
first novel, In the Quarter (1894). In 
that work, Chambers depicts him 
as a more seasoned artist with a 
flourishing career by 1889–1890. In 
the Quarter is dedicated to Cham-
bers’ friend, the Anglo-American 
illustrator Reginald Bathurst Birch 
(1856–1943), who was a more sea-
soned artist with a flourishing ca-
reer when Chambers and he met.

Birch lived in San Francisco 
between 1870 and 1873, studying 
in Munich and Paris from 1874 to 
1881, before Chambers got there. 
After 1881, he lived in New York. 
He may have met Chambers while 
the latter attended the Art Stu-
dents’ League (circa 1884–1886), 
or after Chambers’ return to 
America in 1893.

12	 to the concierge: Manager of the 
apartment building. See “The 
Court of the Dragon,” note 19.

13	 the sortie: A besieged force 
launches a sortie (“exit” in French) 
to attempt to harass or dislodge 
the besiegers from a given point, 
destroy siege weapons, or join a 
relieving force.

14	 General Trochu: Napoleon III 
appointed Louis-Jules Trochu 
(1815–1896) governor of Paris and 
commander-in-chief of all French 
forces in the city on August 17, 
1870. Following the Prussian 
capture of Napoleon, the National 
Assembly formed a Government of 
National Defense with Trochu as 
its president. He considered sorties 
a waste of men and supplies, but 
ordered them under pressure 
from the Assembly and from the 
Parisian populace.

A sortie on November 30, for 
example, resulted in 9,500 French 
casualties and no ground taken. 
On December 21, the French 
sortied again toward the village of 
Le Bourget, but fell back after stiff 
German resistance. This story likely 
takes place during this sortie.

and waited, but she only looked at him, and, a little impatiently, he kissed 
her again, saying: “Don’t worry, dearest.”

When he had reached the last flight of stairs on his way to the street a 
woman hobbled out of the house-keeper’s lodge waving a letter and call-
ing: “Monsieur Jack! Monsieur Jack! this was left by Monsieur Fallowby!”

He took the letter, and leaning on the threshold of the lodge, read it:

Dear Jack,
I believe Braith11 is dead broke and I’m sure Fallowby is. 
Braith swears he isn’t, and Fallowby swears he is, so you 
can draw your own conclusions. I’ve got a scheme for a 
dinner, and if it works, I will let you fellows in.

Yours faithfully,
WEST.

P.S.—Fallowby has shaken Hartman and his gang, thank 
the Lord! There is something rotten there,—or it may be 
he’s only a miser.

P.P.S.—I’m more desperately in love than ever, but I’m 
sure she does not care a straw for me.

“All right,” said Trent, with a smile, to the concierge;12 “but tell me, how 
is Papa Cottard?”

The old woman shook her head and pointed to the curtained bed 
in the lodge.

“Père Cottard!” he cried cheerily, “how goes the wound to-day?”
He walked over to the bed and drew the curtains. An old man was 

lying among the tumbled sheets.
“Better?” smiled Trent.
“Better,” repeated the man wearily; and, after a pause, “Have you any 

news, Monsieur Jack?”
“I haven’t been out to-day. I will bring you any rumour I may hear, 

though goodness knows I’ve got enough of rumours,” he muttered to him-
self. Then aloud: “Cheer up; you’re looking better.”

“And the sortie?”13

“Oh, the sortie, that’s for this week. General Trochu14 sent or-
ders last night.”

“It will be terrible.”
“It will be sickening,” thought Trent as he went out into the street and 

turned the corner toward the rue de Seine; “slaughter, slaughter, phew! I’m 
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15	 wretchedly clad gamin: A young 
boy, in this context a street urchin.

glad I’m not going.”
The street was almost deserted. A few women muffled in tattered 

military capes crept along the frozen pavement, and a wretchedly clad 
gamin15 hovered over the sewer-hole on the corner of the Boulevard. A 
rope around his waist held his rags together. From the rope hung a rat, still 
warm and bleeding.

“There’s another in there,” he yelled at Trent; “I hit him but he got away.”
Trent crossed the street and asked: “How much?”
“Two francs for a quarter of a fat one; that’s what they give at the St. 

Germain Market.”
A violent fit of coughing interrupted him, but he wiped his face with 

the palm of his hand and looked cunningly at Trent.
“Last week you could buy a rat for six francs, but,” and here he swore 

vilely, “the rats have quit the rue de Seine and they kill them now over by 
the new hospital. I’ll let you have this for seven francs; I can sell it for ten 
in the Isle St. Louis.”

“You lie,” said Trent, “and let me tell you that if you try to swindle any-
body in this quarter the people will make short work of you and your rats.”

He stood a moment eyeing the gamin, who pretended to snivel. Then 
he tossed him a franc, laughing. The child caught it, and thrusting it into 
his mouth wheeled about to the sewer-hole. For a second he crouched, 
motionless, alert, his eyes on the bars of the drain, then leaping forward he 
hurled a stone into the gutter, and Trent left him to finish a fierce grey rat 
that writhed squealing at the mouth of the sewer.

“Suppose Braith should come to that,” he thought; “poor little chap;” 
and hurrying, he turned in the dirty passage des Beaux Arts and entered 
the third house to the left.

“Monsieur is at home,” quavered the old concierge.
Home? A garret absolutely bare, save for the iron bedstead in the cor-

ner and the iron basin and pitcher on the floor.
West appeared at the door, winking with much mystery, and motioned 

Trent to enter. Braith, who was painting in bed to keep warm, looked up, 
laughed, and shook hands.

“Any news?”
The perfunctory question was answered as usual by: “Nothing 

but the cannon.”
Trent sat down on the bed.
“Where on earth did you get that?” he demanded, pointing to a half-fin-

ished chicken nestling in a wash-basin.
West grinned.
“Are you millionaires, you two? Out with it.”
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16	 The Buttons: A page-boy. 

17	 orphan after Sedan: The Battle of 
Sedan, fought on September 1–2, 
1870, destroyed the French army 
in the field and opened the way to 
the siege of Paris. The French lost 
3,220 killed and 14,811 wounded, 
as well as suffering the capture 
of four whole army corps, 558 
artillery pieces, and the Emperor 
Napoleon III.

Braith, looking a little ashamed, began, “Oh, it’s one of West’s exploits,” 
but was cut short by West, who said he would tell the story himself.

“You see, before the siege, I had a letter of introduction to a ‘type’ here, 
a fat banker, German-American variety. You know the species, I see. Well, 
of course I forgot to present the letter, but this morning, judging it to be a 
favourable opportunity, I called on him.

“The villain lives in comfort;—fires, my boy!—fires in the ante-rooms! 
The Buttons16 finally condescends to carry my letter and card up, leaving 
me standing in the hallway, which I did not like, so I entered the first room 
I saw and nearly fainted at the sight of a banquet on a table by the fire. 
Down comes Buttons, very insolent. No, oh, no, his master, ’is not at home, 
and in fact is too busy to receive letters of introduction just now; the siege, 
and many business difficulties—’

“I deliver a kick to Buttons, pick up this chicken from the table, toss my 
card on to the empty plate, and addressing Buttons as a species of Prussian 
pig, march out with the honours of war.”

Trent shook his head.
“I forgot to say that Hartman often dines there, and I draw my own 

conclusions,” continued West. “Now about this chicken, half of it is for 
Braith and myself, and half for Colette, but of course you will help me eat 
my part because I’m not hungry.”

“Neither am I,” began Braith, but Trent, with a smile at the pinched 
faces before him, shook his head saying, “What nonsense! You know I’m 
never hungry!”

West hesitated, reddened, and then slicing off Braith’s portion, but not 
eating any himself, said good-night, and hurried away to number 470 rue 
Serpente, where lived a pretty girl named Colette, orphan after Sedan,17 
and Heaven alone knew where she got the roses in her cheeks, for the siege 
came hard on the poor.

“That chicken will delight her, but I really believe she’s in love with 
West,” said Trent. Then walking over to the bed: “See here, old man, no 
dodging, you know, how much have you left?”

The other hesitated and flushed.
“Come, old chap,” insisted Trent.
Braith drew a purse from beneath his bolster, and handed it to his 

friend with a simplicity that touched him.
“Seven sons,” he counted; “you make me tired! Why on earth don’t you 

come to me? I take it d——d ill, Braith! How many times must I go over 
the same thing and explain to you that because I have money it is my duty 
to share it, and your duty and the duty of every American to share it with 
me? You can’t get a cent, the city’s blockaded, and the American Minister 
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18	 the American Minister has his 
hands full with all the German 
riff-raff: Elihu B. Washburne 
(1816–1887), the American Minister 
(ambassador) to France, was the 
only diplomat from a major power 
who remained in Paris during 
the Siege. As a trusted neutral, 
the United States acted as the 
“protecting power” for German 
interests in France during the war, 
and Washburne provided food 
and consular services for the 3,000 
Germans remaining in the city.

19	 How long, O Lord, how long: A 
reference to Psalm 13.

20	 American Ambulance: A group 
of Americans in Paris headed by 
Dr. Thomas Evans established the 
American International Sanitary 
Committee in July of 1870 to 
provide medical assistance to 
the wounded “of all nations,” 
although in practice most of the 
American aid went to the French. 
The Committee recruited Dr. John 
Swinburne (1820–1889), who had 
extensive medical and surgical 
experience with the Union Army 
during the Civil War, to organize 
and head the American Ambulance 
(“ambulance” in this context mean-
ing “field hospital”) constructed on 
the Avenue de l’Imperatrice. In ad-
dition to Swinburne, the American 
Ambulance comprised one other 
surgeon, eight assistant surgeons, 
23 corpsmen, 17 female nurses, and 
many others, all volunteers. The 
Ambulance’s rate of recovery and 
survival was three or four times 
that of the French hospitals, thanks 
to Swinburne’s use of modern tech-
niques and open-air tents instead 
of unventilated hospital rooms.

21	 the Public Assistance: In 1849, 
France created the Public Assis-
tance, a single governing body to 
consolidate hospitals, poor relief, 
and invalid care in Paris.

22	 the Public Defence: Refers to the 
Government of National Defense, 
referred to in some contempo-
rary American newspapers as the 
Government of Public Defense. 
Hartman works for the national 
government, apparently.

has his hands full with all the German riff-raff18 and deuce knows what! 
Why don’t you act sensibly?”

“I—I will, Trent, but it’s an obligation that perhaps I can never even in 
part repay, I’m poor and—”

“Of course you’ll pay me! If I were a usurer I would take your talent for 
security. When you are rich and famous—”

“Don’t, Trent—”
“All right, only no more monkey business.”
He slipped a dozen gold pieces into the purse, and tucking it again 

under the mattress smiled at Braith.
“How old are you?” he demanded.
“Sixteen.”
Trent laid his hand lightly on his friend’s shoulder. “I’m twenty-two, 

and I have the rights of a grandfather as far as you are concerned. You’ll do 
as I say until you’re twenty-one.”

“The siège will be over then, I hope,” said Braith, trying to laugh, but 
the prayer in their hearts: “How long, O Lord, how long!”19 was answered 
by the swift scream of a shell soaring among the storm-clouds of that 
December night.

II 

West, standing in the doorway of a house in the rue Serpentine, was speak-
ing angrily. He said he didn’t care whether Hartman liked it or not; he was 
telling him, not arguing with him.

“You call yourself an American!” he sneered; “Berlin and hell are full of 
that kind of American. You come loafing about Colette with your pockets 
stuffed with white bread and beef, and a bottle of wine at thirty francs and 
you can’t really afford to give a dollar to the American Ambulance20 and 
the Public Assistance,21 which Braith does, and he’s half starved!”

Hartman retreated to the curbstone, but West followed him, his face 
like a thunder-cloud. “Don’t you dare to call yourself a countryman of 
mine,” he growled,—”no,—nor an artist either! Artists don’t worm them-
selves into the service of the Public Defence22 where they do nothing but 
feed like rats on the people’s food! And I’ll tell you now,” he continued 
dropping his voice, for Hartman had started as though stung, “you might 
better keep away from that Alsatian Brasserie23 and the smug-faced thieves 
who haunt it. You know what they do with suspects!”
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23	 Alsatian Brasserie: Brasserie means 
“brewery” in French; the word 
refers then as now to an infor-
mal restaurant with an attached 
brewery, such as a beer-garden 
or brewpub. Natives of the 
Franco-German border province 
of Alsace brought German-style 
beer culture and fried potatoes to 
Paris during the 19th century; the 
Brasserie Bofinger, for example, 
opened in 1864.

After Germany annexed Alsace 
in 1871, Alsatians unwilling to live 
under German rule flooded into 
Paris and opened many more 
brasseries until “Alsatian” and 
“brasserie” became almost syn-
onymous. Even Belgian and other 
breweries redecorated themselves 
in the “Alsatian” style. Chambers 
might have been a habitué of the 
Brasserie Balzar in the Latin Quar-
ter, established in 1886, the year he 
came to Paris.

24	 you blew it in: Just like it sounds, 
to “blow it in” is to waste money.

“You lie, you hound!” screamed Hartman, and flung the bottle in his 
hand straight at West’s face. West had him by the throat in a second, and 
forcing him against the dead wall shook him wickedly.

“Now you listen to me,” he muttered, through his clenched teeth. “You 
are already a suspect and—I swear—I believe you are a paid spy! It isn’t 
my business to detect such vermin, and I don’t intend to denounce you, 
but understand this! Colette don’t like you and I can’t stand you, and if I 
catch you in this street again I’ll make it somewhat unpleasant. Get out, 
you sleek Prussian!”

Hartman had managed to drag a knife from his pocket, but West tore 
it from him and hurled him into the gutter. A gamin who had seen this 
burst into a peal of laughter, which rattled harshly in the silent street. Then 
everywhere windows were raised and rows of haggard faces appeared de-
manding to know why people should laugh in the starving city.

“Is it a victory?” murmured one.
“Look at that,” cried West as Hartman picked himself up from the 

pavement, “look! you miser! look at those faces!” But Hartman gave him a 
look which he never forgot, and walked away without a word. Trent, who 
suddenly appeared at the corner, glanced curiously at West, who merely 
nodded toward his door saying, “Come in; Fallowby’s upstairs.”

“What are you doing with that knife?” demanded Fallowby, as he and 
Trent entered the studio.

West looked at his wounded hand, which still clutched the knife, but 
saying, “Cut myself by accident,” tossed it into a corner and washed the 
blood from his fingers.

Fallowby, fat and lazy, watched him without comment, but Trent, half 
divining how things had turned, walked over to Fallowby smiling.

“I’ve a bone to pick with you!” he said.
“Where is it? I’m hungry,” replied Fallowby with affected eagerness, but 

Trent, frowning, told him to listen.
“How much did I advance you a week ago?”
“Three hundred and eighty francs,” replied the other, with a squirm 

of contrition.
“Where is it?”
Fallowby began a series of intricate explanations, which were soon cut 

short by Trent.
“I know; you blew it in;24—you always blow it in. I don’t care a rap what 

you did before the siege: I know you are rich and have a right to dispose 
of your money as you wish to, and I also know that, generally speaking, it 
is none of my business. But now it is my business, as I have to supply the 
funds until you get some more, which you won’t until the siege is ended 
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one way or another. I wish to share what I have, but I won’t see it thrown 
out of the window. Oh, yes, of course I know you will reimburse me, but 
that isn’t the question; and, anyway, it’s the opinion of your friends, old 
man, that you will not be worse off for a little abstinence from fleshly 
pleasures. You are positively a freak in this famine-cursed city of skeletons!”

“I am rather stout,” he admitted.
“Is it true you are out of money?” demanded Trent.
“Yes, I am,” sighed the other.
“That roast sucking pig on the rue St. Honoré,—is it there yet?” 

continued Trent.
“Wh—at?” stammered the feeble one.
“Ah—I thought so! I caught you in ecstasy before that sucking pig at 

least a dozen times!”
Then laughing, he presented Fallowby with a roll of twenty franc piec-

es saying: “If these go for luxuries you must live on your own flesh,” and 
went over to aid West, who sat beside the wash-basin binding up his hand.

West suffered him to tie the knot, and then said: “You remember, yes-
terday, when I left you and Braith to take the chicken to Colette.”

“Chicken! Good heavens!” moaned Fallowby.
“Chicken,” repeated West, enjoying Fallowby’s grief;—”I—that is, I 

must explain that things are changed. Colette and I—are to be married—”
“What—what about the chicken?” groaned Fallowby.
“Shut up!” laughed Trent, and slipping his arm through West’s, walked 

to the stairway.
“The poor little thing,” said West, “just think, not a splinter of firewood 

for a week and wouldn’t tell me because she thought I needed it for my 
clay figure. Whew! When I heard it I smashed that smirking clay nymph 
to pieces, and the rest can freeze and be hanged!” After a moment he added 
timidly: “Won’t you call on your way down and say bon soir? It’s No. 17.”

“Yes,” said Trent, and he went out softly closing the door behind.
He stopped on the third landing, lighted a match, scanned the num-

bers over the row of dingy doors, and knocked at No. 17.
“C’est toi Georges?” The door opened.
“Oh, pardon, Monsieur Jack, I thought it was Monsieur West,” then 

blushing furiously, “Oh, I see you have heard! Oh, thank you so much for 
your wishes, and I’m sure we love each other very much,—and I’m dying 
to see Sylvia and tell her and—”

“And what?” laughed Trent.
“I am very happy,” she sighed.
“He’s pure gold,” returned Trent, and then gaily: “I want you and 

George to come and dine with us to-night. It’s a little treat,—you see 
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25	 from Mont Valérien: The fortress 
of Mont-Valérien on the west 
side of Paris anchored the French 
defenses. Trent hears the fort’s 
counter-battery fire.

26	 The Army of the Loire: Optimistic 
Parisians expected the Army of 
the Loire, the primary remaining 
French force in being, to break 
the siege. Hastily organized, 
under-gunned, and under-strength, 
it suffered numerous defeats at 
Prussian hands and spent most 
of the war near Tours, 200 km or 
farther from Paris.

27	 the Pont Neuf: The Pont Neuf 
crosses the Seine on the west side 
of the Ile de la Cité. Henri III and 
IV built this “New Bridge” between 
1578 and 1606.

28	 a Mobile: The Garde Mobile 
served as the reserve forces of 
the French military, composed 
of older veterans and conscripts 
who had escaped previous military 
service. Mobiles only trained 
fourteen non-consecutive days in 
a year, and used obsolete weapons 
bought in job lots.

29	 a Franctireur: Francs-tireurs, 
or “free shooters,” originated 
as members of rifle and target 
shooting clubs. At the outbreak of 
war, the French Army attempted 
to organize the francs-tireurs into 
regular regiments, but even before 
the collapse at Sedan, the riflemen 
preferred to operate as irregu-
lar partisans.

30	 Montparnasse: Montparnasse is 
a hilly neighborhood in the 14e 
arrondissement on the Left Bank. 
Its long association (since at least 
the 16th century) with intellectu-
als, students, and poets provided 
its name, a reference to Mount 
Parnassus in Greece, the home of 
the Muses.  It only became a haunt 
of artists and writers after about 
1910, although its dance-halls, 
cabarets, and theaters date back to 
the 18th century.

Mount Parnassus was also the 
sacred mountain of Dionysos, the 
god of wine, madness, and the the-
ater—especially masked theater. 

to-morrow is Sylvia’s fête. She will be nineteen. I have written to Thorne, 
and the Guernalecs will come with their cousin Odile. Fallowby has en-
gaged not to bring anybody but himself.”

The girl accepted shyly, charging him with loads of loving messages to 
Sylvia, and he said good-night.

He started up the street, walking swiftly, for it was bitter cold, and 
cutting across the rue de la Lune he entered the rue de Seine. The early 
winter night had fallen, almost without warning, but the sky was clear and 
myriads of stars glittered in the heavens. The bombardment had become 
furious—a steady rolling thunder from the Prussian cannon punctuated by 
the heavy shocks from Mont Valérien.25

The shells streamed across the sky leaving trails like shooting stars, 
and now, as he turned to look back, rockets blue and red flared above 
the horizon from the Fort of Issy, and the Fortress of the North flamed 
like a bonfire.

“Good news!” a man shouted over by the Boulevard St. Germain. As if 
by magic the streets were filled with people,—shivering, chattering people 
with shrunken eyes.

“Jacques!” cried one. “The Army of the Loire!”26

“Eh! mon vieux, it has come then at last! I told thee! I told thee! 
To-morrow—to-night—who knows?”

“Is it true? Is it a sortie?”
Some one said: “Oh, God—a sortie—and my son?” Another cried: “To 

the Seine? They say one can see the signals of the Army of the Loire from 
the Pont Neuf.”27

There was a child standing near Trent who kept repeating: “Mamma, 
Mamma, then to-morrow we may eat white bread?” and beside him, an 
old man swaying, stumbling, his shrivelled hands crushed to his breast, 
muttering as if insane.

“Could it be true? Who has heard the news? The shoemaker on the rue 
de Buci had it from a Mobile28 who had heard a Franctireur29 repeat it to 
a captain of the National Guard.”

Trent followed the throng surging through the rue de Seine to the river.
Rocket after rocket clove the sky, and now, from Montmartre, the can-

non clanged, and the batteries on Montparnasse30 joined in with a crash. 
The bridge was packed with people.

Trent asked: “Who has seen the signals of the Army of the Loire?”
“We are waiting for them,” was the reply.
He looked toward the north. Suddenly the huge silhouette of the Arc 

de Triomphe sprang into black relief against the flash of a cannon. The 
boom of the gun rolled along the quay and the old bridge vibrated.
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Chambers doesn’t mention the 
god in this book, so the parallels 
may be accidental. But they are 
interesting: Attic pottery depicts a 
shrine to Dionysos as a mask and 
cloak hung on a column. Dionysos 
was nursed by the Hyades (see 
“Cassilda’s Song,” note 6) and 
Euripides describes him as wearing 
bulls’ horns (recalling the constel-
lation Taurus; see “The Repairer 
of Reputations,” note 89) in The 
Bacchae (405 BCE). In that play the 
disguised “stranger” Dionysos visits 
a doomed city to bring madness 
(including the hallucination of twin 
suns; see “Cassilda’s Song,” note 2) 
and destroy a king.

Again over by the Point du Jour a flash and heavy explosion shook the 
bridge, and then the whole eastern bastion of the fortifications blazed and 
crackled, sending a red flame into the sky.

“Has any one seen the signals yet?” he asked again.
“We are waiting,” was the reply.
“Yes, waiting,” murmured a man behind him, “waiting, sick, starved, 

freezing, but waiting. Is it a sortie? They go gladly. Is it to starve? They 
starve. They have no time to think of surrender. Are they heroes,—these 
Parisians? Answer me, Trent!”

The American Ambulance surgeon turned about and scanned the par-
apets of the bridge.

“Any news, Doctor,” asked Trent mechanically.
“News?” said the doctor; “I don’t know any;—I haven’t time to know 

any. What are these people after?”
“They say that the Army of the Loire has signalled Mont Valérien.”
“Poor devils.” The doctor glanced about him for an instant, and then: 

“I’m so harried and worried that I don’t know what to do. After the last sor-
tie we had the work of fifty ambulances on our poor little corps. To-mor-
row there’s another sortie, and I wish you fellows could come over to head-
quarters. We may need volunteers. How is madame?” he added abruptly.

“Well,” replied Trent, “but she seems to grow more nervous every day. I 
ought to be with her now.”

“Take care of her,” said the doctor, then with a sharp look at the 
people: “I can’t stop now—good-night!” and he hurried away muttering, 

“Poor devils!”
Trent leaned over the parapet and blinked at the black river surging 

through the arches. Dark objects, carried swiftly on the breast of the current, 
struck with a grinding tearing noise against the stone piers, spun around 
for an instant, and hurried away into the darkness. The ice from the Marne.

As he stood staring into the water, a hand was laid on his shoulder. 
“Hello, Southwark!” he cried, turning around; “this is a queer place for you!”

“Trent, I have something to tell you. Don’t stay here,—don’t believe in 
the Army of the Loire:” and the attaché of the American Legation slipped 
his arm through Trent’s and drew him toward the Louvre.

“Then it’s another lie!” said Trent bitterly.
“Worse—we know at the Legation—I can’t speak of it. But that’s not 

what I have to say. Something happened this afternoon. The Alsatian Bras-
serie was visited and an American named Hartman has been arrested. Do 
you know him?”

“I know a German who calls himself an American;—his 
name is Hartman.”
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“Well, he was arrested about two hours ago. They mean to shoot him.”
“What!”
“Of course we at the Legation can’t allow them to shoot him off-hand, 

but the evidence seems conclusive.”
“Is he a spy?”
“Well, the papers seized in his rooms are pretty damning proofs, and 

besides he was caught, they say, swindling the Public Food Committee. 
He drew rations for fifty, how, I don’t know. He claims to be an American 
artist here, and we have been obliged to take notice of it at the Legation. 
It’s a nasty affair.”

“To cheat the people at such a time is worse than robbing the poor-
box,” cried Trent angrily. “Let them shoot him!”

“He’s an American citizen.”
“Yes, oh yes,” said the other with bitterness. “American citizenship 

is a precious privilege when every goggle-eyed German—” His an-
ger choked him.

Southwark shook hands with him warmly. “It can’t be helped, we must 
own the carrion. I am afraid you may be called upon to identify him as an 
American artist,” he said with a ghost of a smile on his deep-lined face; and 
walked away through the Cours la Reine.

Trent swore silently for a moment and then drew out his watch. Seven 
o’clock. “Sylvia will be anxious,” he thought, and hurried back to the river. 
The crowd still huddled shivering on the bridge, a sombre pitiful congre-
gation, peering out into the night for the signals of the Army of the Loire: 
and their hearts beat time to the pounding of the guns, their eyes lighted 
with each flash from the bastions, and hope rose with the drifting rockets.

A black cloud hung over the fortifications. From horizon to horizon 
the cannon smoke stretched in wavering bands, now capping the spires 
and domes with cloud, now blowing in streamers and shreds along the 
streets, now descending from the housetops, enveloping quays, bridges, 
and river, in a sulphurous mist. And through the smoke pall the lightning 
of the cannon played, while from time to time a rift above showed a fath-
omless black vault set with stars.

He turned again into the rue de Seine, that sad abandoned street, with 
its rows of closed shutters and desolate ranks of unlighted lamps. He was 
a little nervous and wished once or twice for a revolver, but the slinking 
forms which passed him in the darkness were too weak with hunger to be 
dangerous, he thought, and he passed on unmolested to his doorway. But 
there somebody sprang at his throat. Over and over the icy pavement he 
rolled with his assailant, tearing at the noose about his neck, and then with 
a wrench sprang to his feet.
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31	 Tiens, c’est toi: The French expres-
sion tiens can mean many things, 
from “Look here” to “hold on” to 
“there you are.” The gamin re-
sponds to Trent’s recognition with 
a sarcastic “Hold on, is it you?”

“Get up,” he cried to the other.
Slowly and with great deliberation, a small gamin picked himself out 

of the gutter and surveyed Trent with disgust.
“That’s a nice clean trick,” said Trent; “a whelp of your age! You’ll finish 

against a dead wall! Give me that cord!”
The urchin handed him the noose without a word.
Trent struck a match and looked at his assailant. It was the rat-killer 

of the day before.
“H’m! I thought so,” he muttered.
“Tiens, c’est toi?”31 said the gamin tranquilly.
The impudence, the overpowering audacity of the ragamuffin took 

Trent’s breath away.
“Do you know, you young strangler,” he gasped, “that they shoot thieves 

of your age?”
The child turned a passionless face to Trent. “Shoot, then.”
That was too much, and he turned on his heel and entered his hotel.
Groping up the unlighted stairway, he at last reached his own landing 

and felt about in the darkness for the door. From his studio came the 
sound of voices, West’s hearty laugh and Fallowby’s chuckle, and at last 
he found the knob and, pushing back the door, stood a moment confused 
by the light.

“Hello, Jack!” cried West, “you’re a pleasant creature, inviting people to 
dine and letting them wait. Here’s Fallowby weeping with hunger—”

“Shut up,” observed the latter, “perhaps he’s been out to buy a turkey.”
“He’s been out garroting, look at his noose!” laughed Guernalec.
“So now we know where you get your cash!” added West; “vive le coup 

du Père François!”
Trent shook hands with everybody and laughed at Sylvia’s pale face.
“I didn’t mean to be late; I stopped on the bridge a moment to watch 

the bombardment. Were you anxious, Sylvia?”
She smiled and murmured, “Oh, no!” but her hand dropped into his 

and tightened convulsively.
“To the table!” shouted Fallowby, and uttered a joyous whoop.
“Take it easy,” observed Thorne, with a remnant of manners; “you are 

not the host, you know.”
Marie Guernalec, who had been chattering with Colette, jumped up and 

took Thorne’s arm and Monsieur Guernalec drew Odile’s arm through his.
Trent, bowing gravely, offered his own arm to Colette, West took in 

Sylvia, and Fallowby hovered anxiously in the rear.
“You march around the table three times singing the Marseillaise,” ex-

plained Sylvia, “and Monsieur Fallowby pounds on the table and beats time.”
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32	 read the menu: The menu of the 
meal rattles off several dark or top-
ical jokes. Pere Lachaise: Paris’ first 
municipal cemetery, established 
in 1804. Rôti: Roast. Chasse-pot: 
a pun on chasse, meaning “hunt,” 
implying the beans have been 
scrounged up somehow, and 
Chassepot, the informal name for 
the primary French rifle during the 
war. Gravelotte: Marshal Bazaine 
lost the Battle of Gravelotte to the 
Prussians on August 18, 1870 at 
the outset of the war; as a result, 
the Germans penned his army up 
in Metz like canned peas. Thiers: 
In 1870 the former prime minister 
Adolphe Thiers (1797–1877) served 
as minister plenipotentiary, failing 
to bring other nations into the 
war on the side of France and 
reduced to negotiating with Bis-
marck for surrender terms. “Cold 
corned beef” may refer to Thiers’ 
advanced age or his conservative 
views. Garibaldi: Or Chambers 
might just be enjoying the pairing 
of the staid Thiers with the fiery 
Italian revolutionary Giuseppe 
Garibaldi, who commanded 10,000 
francs-tireurs and foreign volun-
teers for France during the war in 
the Army of the Vosges.

Fallowby suggested that they could sing after dinner, but his protest 
was drowned in the ringing chorus—

Aux armes!
Formez vos bataillons!

Around the room they marched singing,

Marchons! Marchons!

with all their might, while Fallowby with very bad grace, hammered on 
the table, consoling himself a little with the hope that the exercise would 
increase his appetite. Hercules, the black and tan, fled under the bed, from 
which retreat he yapped and whined until dragged out by Guernalec and 
placed in Odile’s lap.

“And now,” said Trent gravely, when everybody was seated, “listen!” and 
he read the menu.32

Beef Soup à la Siège de Paris.

—

Fish. 
Sardines à la père Lachaise. 

(White Wine).

—

Rôti (Red Wine). 
Fresh Beef à la sortie.

—

Vegetables. 
Canned Beans à la chasse-pot, 

Canned Peas Gravelotte, 
Potatoes Irlandaises, 

Miscellaneous.

—
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Cold Corned Beef à la Thiers, 
Stewed Prunes à la Garibaldi.

—

Dessert. 
Dried prunes—White bread, 

Currant Jelly, 
Tea—Café, 
Liqueurs, 

Pipes and Cigarettes.

Fallowby applauded frantically, and Sylvia served the soup.
“Isn’t it delicious?” sighed Odile.
Marie Guernalec sipped her soup in rapture.

“Not at all like horse, and I don’t care what they say, horse doesn’t taste 
like beef,” whispered Colette to West. Fallowby, who had finished, began 
to caress his chin and eye the tureen.

“Have some more, old chap?” inquired Trent.
“Monsieur Fallowby cannot have any more,” announced Sylvia; “I am 

saving this for the concierge.” Fallowby transferred his eyes to the fish.
The sardines, hot from the grille, were a great success. While the oth-

ers were eating Sylvia ran downstairs with the soup for the old concierge 
and her husband, and when she hurried back, flushed and breathless, and 
had slipped into her chair with a happy smile at Trent, that young man 
arose, and silence fell over the table. For an instant he looked at Sylvia and 
thought he had never seen her so beautiful.

“You all know,” he began, “that to-day is my wife’s nineteenth birthday—”
Fallowby, bubbling with enthusiasm, waved his glass in circles about 

his head to the terror of Odile and Colette, his neighbours, and Thorne, 
West and Guernalec refilled their glasses three times before the storm of 
applause which the toast of Sylvia had provoked, subsided.

Three times the glasses were filled and emptied to Sylvia, and again to 
Trent, who protested.

“This is irregular,” he cried, “the next toast is to the twin Republics, 
France and America?”

“To the Republics! To the Republics!” they cried, and the toast was 
drunk amid shouts of “Vive la France! Vive l’Amérique! Vive la Nation!”

Then Trent, with a smile at West, offered the toast, “To a Happy Pair!” 
and everybody understood, and Sylvia leaned over and kissed Colette, 
while Trent bowed to West.
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The beef was eaten in comparative calm, but when it was finished and a 
portion of it set aside for the old people below, Trent cried: “Drink to Paris! 
May she rise from her ruins and crush the invader!” and the cheers rang out, 
drowning for a moment the monotonous thunder of the Prussian guns.

Pipes and cigarettes were lighted, and Trent listened an instant to the 
animated chatter around him, broken by ripples of laughter from the girls 
or the mellow chuckle of Fallowby. Then he turned to West.

“There is going to be a sortie to-night,” he said. “I saw the American 
Ambulance surgeon just before I came in and he asked me to speak to you 
fellows. Any aid we can give him will not come amiss.”

Then dropping his voice and speaking in English, “As for me, I shall go 
out with the ambulance to-morrow morning. There is of course no danger, 
but it’s just as well to keep it from Sylvia.”

West nodded. Thorne and Guernalec, who had heard, broke in and 
offered assistance, and Fallowby volunteered with a groan.

“All right,” said Trent rapidly,—” no more now, but meet me at Ambu-
lance headquarters to-morrow morning at eight.”

Sylvia and Colette, who were becoming uneasy at the conversation in 
English, now demanded to know what they were talking about.

“What does a sculptor usually talk about?” cried West, with a laugh.
Odile glanced reproachfully at Thorne, her fiancé.

“You are not French, you know, and it is none of your business, this war,” 
said Odile with much dignity.

Thorne looked meek, but West assumed an air of outraged virtue.
“It seems,” he said to Fallowby, “that a fellow cannot discuss the beauties 

of Greek sculpture in his mother tongue, without being openly suspected.”
Colette placed her hand over his mouth and turning to Sylvia, mur-

mured, “They are horridly untruthful, these men.”
“I believe the word for ambulance is the same in both languages,” said 

Marie Guernalec saucily; “Sylvia, don’t trust Monsieur Trent.”
“Jack,” whispered Sylvia, “promise me—”
A knock at the studio door interrupted her.
“Come in!” cried Fallowby, but Trent sprang up, and opening the door, 

looked out. Then with a hasty excuse to the rest, he stepped into the hall-
way and closed the door.

When he returned he was grumbling.
“What is it, Jack?” cried West.
“What is it?” repeated Trent savagely; “I’ll tell you what it is. I have 

received a dispatch from the American Minister to go at once and identify 
and claim, as a fellow-countryman and a brother artist, a rascally thief and 
a German spy!”
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33	 the Luxembourg: Refers to the 
Luxembourg Gardens, on the 
southwestern boundary of the 
Latin Quarter. See “The Street of 
Our Lady of the Fields,” note 5.

“Don’t go,” suggested Fallowby.
“If I don’t they’ll shoot him at once.”
“Let them,” growled Thorne.
“Do you fellows know who it is?”
“Hartman!” shouted West, inspired.
Sylvia sprang up deathly white, but Odile slipped her arm around her 

and supported her to a chair, saying calmly, “Sylvia has fainted,—it’s the 
hot room,—bring some water.”

Trent brought it at once.
Sylvia opened her eyes, and after a moment rose, and supported by 

Marie Guernalec and Trent, passed into the bedroom.
It was the signal for breaking up, and everybody came and shook 

hands with Trent, saying they hoped Sylvia would sleep it off and that it 
would be nothing.

When Marie Guernalec took leave of him, she avoided his eyes, but he 
spoke to her cordially and thanked her for her aid.

“Anything I can do, Jack?” inquired West, lingering, and then hurried 
downstairs to catch up with the rest.

Trent leaned over the banisters, listening to their footsteps and chatter, 
and then the lower door banged and the house was silent. He lingered, 
staring down into the blackness, biting his lips; then with an impatient 
movement, “I am crazy!” he muttered, and lighting a candle, went into the 
bedroom. Sylvia was lying on the bed. He bent over her, smoothing the 
curly hair on her forehead.

“Are you better, dear Sylvia?”
She did not answer, but raised her eyes to his. For an instant he met 

her gaze, but what he read there sent a chill to his heart and he sat down 
covering his face with his hands.

At last she spoke in a voice, changed and strained,—a voice which 
he had never heard, and he dropped his hands and listened, bolt upright 
in his chair.

“Jack, it has come at last. I have feared it and trembled,—ah! how often 
have I lain awake at night with this on my heart and prayed that I might die 
before you should ever know of it! For I love you, Jack, and if you go away 
I cannot live. I have deceived you;—it happened before I knew you, but 
since that first day when you found me weeping in the Luxembourg33 and 
spoke to me, Jack, I have been faithful to you in every thought and deed. I 
loved you from the first, and did not dare to tell you this—fearing that you 
would go away; and since then my love has grown—grown—and oh! I suf-
fered!—but I dared not tell you. And now you know, but you do not know 
the worst. For him—now—what do I care? He was cruel—oh, so cruel!”
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34	 bells of St. Sulpice: The second 
largest church in Paris, the du-
al-towered Church of St. Sulpice 
anchors the Latin Quarter on the 
northwest. It dates from 1646, 
although construction continued 
until 1780. Joris-Karl Huysmans 
(1848–1907) set part of his novel 
of Satanism Là-Bas (1891) there; it 
has since featured in a number of 
conspiracy theories.

She hid her face in her arms.
“Must I go on? Must I tell you—can you not imagine, oh! Jack—”
He did not stir; his eyes seemed dead.

“I—I was so young, I knew nothing, and he said—said that he loved me—”
Trent rose and struck the candle with his clenched fist, and the 

room was dark.
The bells of St. Sulpice34 tolled the hour, and she started up, speaking 

with feverish haste,—”I must finish! When you told me you loved me—
you—you asked me nothing; but then, even then, it was too late, and that 
other life which binds me to him, must stand for ever between you and me! 
For there is another whom he has claimed, and is good to. He must not 
die,—they cannot shoot him, for that other’s sake!”

Trent sat motionless, but his thoughts ran on in an interminable whirl.
Sylvia, little Sylvia, who shared with him his student life,—who bore 

with him the dreary desolation of the siege without complaint,—this slen-
der blue-eyed girl whom he was so quietly fond of, whom he teased or 
caressed as the whim suited, who sometimes made him the least bit impa-
tient with her passionate devotion to him,—could this be the same Sylvia 
who lay weeping there in the darkness?

Then he clinched his teeth. “Let him die! Let him die!”—but then,—
for Sylvia’s sake, and,—for that other’s sake,—Yes, he would go,—he must 
go,—his duty was plain before him. But Sylvia,—he could not be what 
he had been to her, and yet a vague terror seized him, now all was said. 
Trembling, he struck a light.

She lay there, her curly hair tumbled about her face, her small white 
hands pressed to her breast.

He could not leave her, and he could not stay. He never knew before 
that he loved her. She had been a mere comrade, this girl wife of his. Ah! 
he loved her now with all his heart and soul, and he knew it, only when it 
was too late. Too late? Why? Then he thought of that other one, binding 
her, linking her forever to the creature, who stood in danger of his life. 
With an oath he sprang to the door, but the door would not open,—or 
was it that he pressed it back,—locked it,—and flung himself on his knees 
beside the bed, knowing that he dared not for his life’s sake leave what was 
his all in life.
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III 

It was four in the morning when he came out of the Prison of the Con-
demned with the Secretary of the American Legation. A knot of peo-
ple had gathered around the American Minister’s carriage, which stood 
in front of the prison, the horses stamping and pawing in the icy street, 
the coachman huddled on the box, wrapped in furs. Southwark helped 
the Secretary into the carriage, and shook hands with Trent, thanking 
him for coming.

“How the scoundrel did stare,” he said; “your evidence was worse than 
a kick, but it saved his skin for the moment at least,—and prevented 
complications.”

The Secretary sighed. “We have done our part. Now let them prove him 
a spy and we wash our hands of him. Jump in, Captain! Come along, Trent!”

“I have a word to say to Captain Southwark, I won’t detain him,” said 
Trent hastily, and dropping his voice, “Southwark, help me now. You know 
the story from the blackguard. You know the—the child is at his rooms. 
Get it, and take it to my own apartment, and if he is shot, I will provide a 
home for it.”

“I understand,” said the Captain gravely.
“Will you do this at once?”
“At once,” he replied.
Their hands met in a warm clasp, and then Captain Southwark climbed 

into the carriage, motioning Trent to follow; but he shook his head saying, 
“Good-bye!” and the carriage rolled away.

He watched the carriage to the end of the street, then started toward 
his own quarter, but after a step or two hesitated, stopped, and finally 
turned away in the opposite direction. Something—perhaps it was the 
sight of the prisoner he had so recently confronted nauseated him. He felt 
the need of solitude and quiet to collect his thoughts. The events of the 
evening had shaken him terribly, but he would walk it off, forget, bury ev-
erything, and then go back to Sylvia. He started on swiftly, and for a time 
the bitter thoughts seemed to fade, but when he paused at last, breathless, 
under the Arc de Triomphe, the bitterness and the wretchedness of the 
whole thing—yes, of his whole misspent life came back with a pang. 
Then the face of the prisoner, stamped with the horrible grimace of fear, 
grew in the shadows before his eyes.

Sick at heart he wandered up and down under the great Arc, striv-
ing to occupy his mind, peering up at the sculptured cornices to read the 
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35	 miserable bohemian existence: Be-
cause many Roma migrants came 
to France from Bohemia, hostile 
Parisians called them bohémiens, 
as well as more traditional ethnic 
slurs such as tziganes, gitanes, 
etc. By 1845, when Henri Murger 
(1822–1861) wrote Scenes de la Vie 
de Bohéme (the basis for Puccini’s 
opera La Bohéme [1896], and likely 
another of Chambers’ inspirations 
for the last quartet of stories here) 
the term “bohemian” also con-
noted artistic vagrants and similar 
deliberate outsiders.

names of the heroes and battles which he knew were engraved there, but 
always the ashen face of Hartman followed him, grinning with terror!—or 
was it terror?—was it not triumph?—At the thought he leaped like a man 
who feels a knife at his throat, but after a savage tramp around the square, 
came back again and sat down to battle with his misery.

The air was cold, but his cheeks were burning with angry shame. 
Shame? Why? Was it because he had married a girl whom chance had 
made a mother? Did he love her? Was this miserable bohemian exis-
tence,35 then, his end and aim in life? He turned his eyes upon the secrets 
of his heart, and read an evil story,—the story of the past, and he covered 
his face for shame, while, keeping time to the dull pain throbbing in his 
head, his heart beat out the story for the future. Shame and disgrace.

Roused at last from a lethargy which had begun to numb the bit-
terness of his thoughts, he raised his head and looked about. A sudden fog 
had settled in the streets; the arches of the Arc were choked with it. He 
would go home. A great horror of being alone seized him. But he was not 
alone. The fog was peopled with phantoms. All around him in the mist 
they moved, drifting through the arches in lengthening lines, and vanished, 
while from the fog others rose up, swept past and were engulfed. He was 
not alone, for even at his side they crowded, touched him, swarmed be-
fore him, beside him, behind him, pressed him back, seized, and bore him 
with them through the mist. Down a dim avenue, through lanes and alleys 
white with fog, they moved, and if they spoke their voices were dull as 
the vapour which shrouded them. At last in front, a bank of masonry and 
earth cut by a massive iron barred gate towered up in the fog. Slowly and 
more slowly they glided, shoulder to shoulder and thigh to thigh. Then all 
movement ceased. A sudden breeze stirred the fog. It wavered and eddied. 
Objects became more distinct. A pallor crept above the horizon, touching 
the edges of the watery clouds, and drew dull sparks from a thousand 
bayonets. Bayonets—they were everywhere, cleaving the fog or flowing 
beneath it in rivers of steel. High on the wall of masonry and earth a 
great gun loomed, and around it figures moved in silhouettes. Below, a 
broad torrent of bayonets swept through the iron barred gateway, out into 
the shadowy plain. It became lighter. Faces grew more distinct among the 
marching masses and he recognized one.

“You, Philippe!”
The figure turned its head.
Trent cried, “Is there room for me?” but the other only waved his arm 

in a vague adieu and was gone with the rest. Presently the cavalry be-
gan to pass, squadron on squadron, crowding out into the darkness; then 
many cannon, then an ambulance, then again the endless lines of bayonets. 
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36	 dolman: From the Turkish dolaman 
(“robe”), the word here refers to 
the jacket of the hussars’ uniform.

37	 Chouette: Literally “owl” but in this 
case, a fey or sarcastic “Super!” 
Encore toi mon vieux: “You again, 
my old friend?”

38	 capote and képi: Capote: A wool 
greatcoat, often one made out of 
a blanket; Képi: A round hat with 
a flat top and a visor, worn by sol-
diers in the French army as well as 
on both sides in the U.S. Civil War.

Beside him a cuirassier sat on his steaming horse, and in front, among a 
group of mounted officers he saw a general, with the astrakan collar of his 
dolman36 turned up about his bloodless face.

Some women were weeping near him and one was struggling to force 
a loaf of black bread into a soldier’s haversack. The soldier tried to aid 
her, but the sack was fastened, and his rifle bothered him, so Trent held 
it, while the woman unbuttoned the sack and forced in the bread, now 
all wet with her tears. The rifle was not heavy. Trent found it wonderfully 
manageable. Was the bayonet sharp? He tried it. Then a sudden longing, a 
fierce, imperative desire took possession of him.

“Chouette!” 37 cried a gamin, clinging to the barred gate, “encore 
toi mon vieux?”

Trent looked up, and the rat-killer laughed in his face. But when the 
soldier had taken the rifle again, and thanking him, ran hard to catch his 
battalion, he plunged into the throng about the gateway.

“Are you going?” he cried to a marine who sat in the gutter ban-
daging his foot.

“Yes.”
Then a girl—a mere child—caught him by the hand and led him into 

the café which faced the gate. The room was crowded with soldiers, some, 
white and silent, sitting on the floor, others groaning on the leather-cov-
ered settees. The air was sour and suffocating.

“Choose!” said the girl with a little gesture of pity; “they can’t go!”
In a heap of clothing on the floor he found a capote and képi.38

She helped him buckle his knapsack, cartridge-box, and belt, and 
showed him how to load the chasse-pot rifle, holding it on her knees.

When he thanked her she started to her feet.
“You are a foreigner!”
“American,” he said, moving toward the door, but the child barred his way.
“I am a Bretonne. My father is up there with the cannon of the marine. 

He will shoot you if you are a spy.”
They faced each other for a moment. Then sighing, he bent over and 

kissed the child. “Pray for France, little one,” he murmured, and she repeat-
ed with a pale smile: “For France and you, beau Monsieur.”

He ran across the street and through the gateway. Once outside, he 
edged into line and shouldered his way along the road. A corporal passed, 
looked at him, repassed, and finally called an officer. “You belong to the 
60th,” growled the corporal looking at the number on his képi.

“We have no use for Franc-tireurs,” added the officer, catching sight of 
his black trousers.

“I wish to volunteer in place of a comrade,” said Trent, and the officer 
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shrugged his shoulders and passed on.
Nobody paid much attention to him, one or two merely glancing at 

his trousers. The road was deep with slush and mud-ploughed and torn by 
wheels and hoofs. A soldier in front of him wrenched his foot in an icy rut 
and dragged himself to the edge of the embankment groaning. The plain 
on either side of them was grey with melting snow. Here and there behind 
dismantled hedge-rows stood wagons, bearing white flags with red crosses. 
Sometimes the driver was a priest in rusty hat and gown, sometimes a crip-
pled Mobile. Once they passed a wagon driven by a Sister of Charity. Si-
lent empty houses with great rents in their walls, and every window blank, 
huddled along the road. Further on, within the zone of danger, nothing of 
human habitation remained except here and there a pile of frozen bricks 
or a blackened cellar choked with snow.

For some time Trent had been annoyed by the man behind him, who 
kept treading on his heels. Convinced at last that it was intentional, he 
turned to remonstrate and found himself face to face with a fellow-student 
from the Beaux Arts. Trent stared.

“I thought you were in the hospital!”
The other shook his head, pointing to his bandaged jaw.
“I see, you can’t speak. Can I do anything?”
The wounded man rummaged in his haversack and produced a crust 

of black bread.
“He can’t eat it, his jaw is smashed, and he wants you to chew it for 

him,” said the soldier next to him.
Trent took the crust, and grinding it in his teeth morsel by morsel, 

passed it back to the starving man.
From time to time mounted orderlies sped to the front, covering them 

with slush. It was a chilly, silent march through sodden meadows wreathed 
in fog. Along the railroad embankment across the ditch, another column 
moved parallel to their own. Trent watched it, a sombre mass, now distinct, 
now vague, now blotted out in a puff of fog. Once for half-an-hour he lost 
it, but when again it came into view, he noticed a thin line detach itself 
from the flank, and, bellying in the middle, swing rapidly to the west. At 
the same moment a prolonged crackling broke out in the fog in front. 
Other lines began to slough off from the column, swinging east and west, 
and the crackling became continuous. A battery passed at full gallop, and 
he drew back with his comrades to give it way. It went into action a little 
to the right of his battalion, and as the shot from the first rifled piece 
boomed through the mist, the cannon from the fortifications opened with 
a mighty roar. An officer galloped by shouting something which Trent 
did not catch, but he saw the ranks in front suddenly part company with 
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39	 the vapours beyond: The endless 
parade of doomed phantoms 
through the fog recalls the theory 
that the “cloud waves” of Lake 
Hali hold the spirits of the dead 
(see “The Court of the Drag-
on,” note 24).

40	 Uhlans: Prussian light cavalry, 
armed with lances.

his own, and disappear in the twilight. More officers rode up and stood 
beside him peering into the fog. Away in front the crackling had become 
one prolonged crash. It was dreary waiting. Trent chewed some bread for 
the man behind, who tried to swallow it, and after a while shook his head, 
motioning Trent to eat the rest himself. A corporal offered him a little 
brandy and he drank it, but when he turned around to return the flask, the 
corporal was lying on the ground. Alarmed, he looked at the soldier next 
to him, who shrugged his shoulders and opened his mouth to speak, but 
something struck him and he rolled over and over into the ditch below. 
At that moment the horse of one of the officers gave a bound and backed 
into the battalion, lashing out with his heels. One man was ridden down; 
another was kicked in the chest and hurled through the ranks. The officer 
sank his spurs into the horse and forced him to the front again, where he 
stood trembling. The cannonade seemed to draw nearer. A staff-officer, 
riding slowly up and down the battalion suddenly collapsed in his saddle 
and clung to his horse’s mane. One of his boots dangled, crimsoned and 
dripping, from the stirrup. Then out of the mist in front men came running. 
The roads, the fields, the ditches were full of them, and many of them fell. 
For an instant he imagined he saw horsemen riding about like ghosts in 
the vapours beyond,39 and a man behind him cursed horribly, declaring he 
too had seen them, and that they were Uhlans;40 but the battalion stood 
inactive, and the mist fell again over the meadows.

The colonel sat heavily upon his horse, his bullet-shaped head buried 
in the astrakan collar of his dolman, his fat legs sticking straight out in 
the stirrups.

The buglers clustered about him with bugles poised, and behind him 
a staff-officer in a pale blue jacket smoked a cigarette and chatted with 
a captain of hussars. From the road in front came the sound of furious 
galloping and an orderly reined up beside the colonel, who motioned him 
to the rear without turning his head. Then on the left a confused murmur 
arose which ended in a shout. A hussar passed like the wind, followed by 
another and another, and then squadron after squadron whirled by them 
into the sheeted mists. At that instant the colonel reared in his saddle, the 
bugles clanged, and the whole battalion scrambled down the embankment, 
over the ditch and started across the soggy meadow. Almost at once Trent 
lost his cap. Something snatched it from his head, he thought it was a 
tree branch. A good many of his comrades rolled over in the slush and ice, 
and he imagined that they had slipped. One pitched right across his path 
and he stopped to help him up, but the man screamed when he touched 
him and an officer shouted, “Forward! Forward!” so he ran on again. It 
was a long jog through the mist, and he was often obliged to shift his 
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41	 He had not expected this: In some 
ways, Jack’s quixotic attempt to be 
a soldier seems just as insane as 
Hildred Castaigne’s attempt to be 
an emperor in “Repairer of Reputa-
tions.” In both cases, human ambi-
tion is meaningless and doomed.

42	 He began to dread the unknown: 
Jack has found existential terror, 
not in a Yellow Sign, but in the 
helplessness and chaos of modern 
war. Danger one cannot see 
has special meaning to a visual 
artist such as Jack, or Chambers. 
Chambers’ gothic imagery here 
casts the literal fog of war as the 
eclipse of sanity.

rifle. When at last they lay panting behind the railroad embankment, he 
looked about him. He had felt the need of action, of a desperate physical 
struggle, of killing and crushing. He had been seized with a desire to fling 
himself among masses and tear right and left. He longed to fire, to use 
the thin sharp bayonet on his chasse-pot. He had not expected this.41 He 
wished to become exhausted, to struggle and cut until incapable of lifting 
his arm. Then he had intended to go home. He heard a man say that half 
the battalion had gone down in the charge, and he saw another examining 
a corpse under the embankment. The body, still warm, was clothed in a 
strange uniform, but even when he noticed the spiked helmet lying a few 
inches further away, he did not realize what had happened.

The colonel sat on his horse a few feet to the left, his eyes sparkling 
under the crimson képi. Trent heard him reply to an officer: “I can hold it, 
but another charge, and I won’t have enough men left to sound a bugle.”

“Were the Prussians here?” Trent asked of a soldier who sat wiping the 
blood trickling from his hair.

“Yes. The hussars cleaned them out. We caught their cross fire.”
“We are supporting a battery on the embankment,” said another.
Then the battalion crawled over the embankment and moved along the 

lines of twisted rails. Trent rolled up his trousers and tucked them into his 
woollen socks: but they halted again, and some of the men sat down on the 
dismantled railroad track. Trent looked for his wounded comrade from the 
Beaux Arts. He was standing in his place, very pale. The cannonade had 
become terrific. For a moment the mist lifted. He caught a glimpse of the 
first battalion motionless on the railroad track in front, of regiments on ei-
ther flank, and then, as the fog settled again, the drums beat and the music 
of the bugles began away on the extreme left. A restless movement passed 
among the troops, the colonel threw up his arm, the drums rolled, and the 
battalion moved off through the fog. They were near the front now for the 
battalion was firing as it advanced. Ambulances galloped along the base 
of the embankment to the rear, and the hussars passed and repassed like 
phantoms. They were in the front at last, for all about them was movement 
and turmoil, while from the fog, close at hand, came cries and groans and 
crashing volleys. Shells fell everywhere, bursting along the embankment, 
splashing them with frozen slush. Trent was frightened. He began to dread 
the unknown,42 which lay there crackling and flaming in obscurity. The 
shock of the cannon sickened him. He could even see the fog light up with 
a dull orange as the thunder shook the earth. It was near, he felt certain, for 
the colonel shouted “Forward!” and the first battalion was hastening into it. 
He felt its breath, he trembled, but hurried on. A fearful discharge in front 
terrified him. Somewhere in the fog men were cheering, and the colonel’s 



the street of the first shell 125

horse, streaming with blood plunged about in the smoke.
Another blast and shock, right in his face, almost stunned him, and he 

faltered. All the men to the right were down. His head swam; the fog and 
smoke stupefied him. He put out his hand for a support and caught some-
thing. It was the wheel of a gun-carriage, and a man sprang from behind 
it, aiming a blow at his head with a rammer, but stumbled back shrieking 
with a bayonet through his neck, and Trent knew that he had killed. Me-
chanically he stooped to pick up his rifle, but the bayonet was still in the 
man, who lay, beating with red hands against the sod. It sickened him and 
he leaned on the cannon. Men were fighting all around him now, and the 
air was foul with smoke and sweat. Somebody seized him from behind 
and another in front, but others in turn seized them or struck them solid 
blows. The click! click! click! of bayonets infuriated him, and he grasped 
the rammer and struck out blindly until it was shivered to pieces.

A man threw his arm around his neck and bore him to the ground, but 
he throttled him and raised himself on his knees. He saw a comrade seize 
the cannon, and fall across it with his skull crushed in; he saw the colonel 
tumble clean out of his saddle into the mud; then consciousness fled.

When he came to himself, he was lying on the embankment among 
the twisted rails. On every side huddled men who cried out and cursed and 
fled away into the fog, and he staggered to his feet and followed them. Once 
he stopped to help a comrade with a bandaged jaw, who could not speak 
but clung to his arm for a time and then fell dead in the freezing mire; and 
again he aided another, who groaned: “Trent, c’est moi—Philippe,” until a 
sudden volley in the midst relieved him of his charge.

An icy wind swept down from the heights, cutting the fog into shreds. 
For an instant, with an evil leer the sun peered through the naked woods of 
Vincennes, sank like a blood-clot in the battery smoke, lower, lower, into 
the blood-soaked plain.

IV 

When midnight sounded from the belfry of St. Sulpice the gates of Paris 
were still choked with fragments of what had once been an army.

They entered with the night, a sullen horde, spattered with slime, faint 
with hunger and exhaustion. There was little disorder at first, and the 
throng at the gates parted silently as the troops tramped along the freez-
ing streets. Confusion came as the hours passed. Swiftly and more swiftly, 
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crowding squadron after squadron and battery on battery, horses plunging 
and caissons jolting, the remnants from the front surged through the gates, 
a chaos of cavalry and artillery struggling for the right of way. Close upon 
them stumbled the infantry; here a skeleton of a regiment marching with 
a desperate attempt at order, there a riotous mob of Mobiles crushing their 
way to the streets, then a turmoil of horsemen, cannon, troops without, 
officers, officers without men, then again a line of ambulances, the wheels 
groaning under their heavy loads.

Dumb with misery the crowd looked on.
All through the day the ambulances had been arriving, and all day 

long the ragged throng whimpered and shivered by the barriers. At noon 
the crowd was increased ten-fold, filling the squares about the gates, and 
swarming over the inner fortifications.

At four o’clock in the afternoon the German batteries suddenly 
wreathed themselves in smoke, and the shells fell fast on Montparnasse. 
At twenty minutes after four two projectiles struck a house in the rue de 
Bac, and a moment later the first shell fell in the Latin Quarter.

Braith was painting in bed when West came in very much scared.
“I wish you would come down; our house has been knocked into a 

cocked hat, and I’m afraid that some of the pillagers may take it into their 
heads to pay us a visit to-night.”

Braith jumped out of bed and bundled himself into a garment which 
had once been an overcoat.

“Anybody hurt?” he inquired, struggling with a sleeve full of dilap-
idated lining.

“No. Colette is barricaded in the cellar, and the concierge ran away to 
the fortifications. There will be a rough gang there if the bombardment 
keeps up. You might help us—”

“Of course,” said Braith; but it was not until they had reached the rue 
Serpente and had turned in the passage which led to West’s cellar, that the 
latter cried: “Have you seen Jack Trent, to-day?”

“No,” replied Braith, looking troubled, “he was not at Ambulance 
Headquarters.”

“He stayed to take care of Sylvia, I suppose.”
A bomb came crashing through the roof of a house at the end of the 

alley and burst in the basement, showering the street with slate and plas-
ter. A second struck a chimney and plunged into the garden, followed by 
an avalanche of bricks, and another exploded with a deafening report in 
the next street.

They hurried along the passage to the steps which led to the cellar. 
Here again Braith stopped.
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“Don’t you think I had better run up to see if Jack and Sylvia are well 
entrenched? I can get back before dark.”

“No. Go in and find Colette, and I’ll go.”
“No, no, let me go, there’s no danger.”
“I know it,” replied West calmly; and, dragging Braith into the alley, 

pointed to the cellar steps. The iron door was barred.
“Colette! Colette!” he called. The door swung inward, and the girl 

sprang up the stairs to meet them. At that instant, Braith, glancing behind 
him, gave a startled cry, and pushing the two before him into the cellar, 
jumped down after them and slammed the iron door. A few seconds later 
a heavy jar from the outside shook the hinges.

“They are here,” muttered West, very pale.
“That door,” observed Colette calmly, “will hold for ever.”
Braith examined the low iron structure, now trembling with the blows 

rained on it from without. West glanced anxiously at Colette, who dis-
played no agitation, and this comforted him.

“I don’t believe they will spend much time here,” said Braith; “they only 
rummage in cellars for spirits, I imagine.”

“Unless they hear that valuables are buried there.”
“But surely nothing is buried here?” exclaimed Braith uneasily.
“Unfortunately there is,” growled West. “That miserly landlord of 

mine—”
A crash from the outside, followed by a yell, cut him short; then blow 

after blow shook the doors, until there came a sharp snap, a clinking of 
metal and a triangular bit of iron fell inwards, leaving a hole through 
which struggled a ray of light.

Instantly West knelt, and shoving his revolver through the aperture 
fired every cartridge. For a moment the alley resounded with the racket of 
the revolver, then absolute silence followed.

Presently a single questioning blow fell upon the door, and a mo-
ment later another and another, and then a sudden crack zigzagged across 
the iron plate.

“Here,” said West, seizing Colette by the wrist, “you follow me, Braith!” 
and he ran swiftly toward a circular spot of light at the further end of the 
cellar. The spot of light came from a barred man-hole above. West mo-
tioned Braith to mount on his shoulders.

“Push it over. You must!”
With little effort Braith lifted the barred cover, scrambled out on his 

stomach, and easily raised Colette from West’s shoulders.
“Quick, old chap!” cried the latter.
Braith twisted his legs around a fence-chain and leaned down again. 
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43	 Perdus: “They have lost!” The cellar was flooded with a yellow light, and the air reeked with the 
stench of petroleum torches. The iron door still held, but a whole plate of 
metal was gone, and now as they looked a figure came creeping through, 
holding a torch.

“Quick!” whispered Braith. “Jump!” and West hung dangling until Co-
lette grasped him by the collar, and he was dragged out. Then her nerves 
gave way and she wept hysterically, but West threw his arm around her 
and led her across the gardens into the next street, where Braith, after re-
placing the man-hole cover and piling some stone slabs from the wall over 
it, rejoined them. It was almost dark. They hurried through the street, now 
only lighted by burning buildings, or the swift glare of the shells. They gave 
wide berth to the fires, but at a distance saw the flitting forms of pillagers 
among the débris. Sometimes they passed a female fury crazed with drink 
shrieking anathemas upon the world, or some slouching lout whose black-
ened face and hands betrayed his share in the work of destruction. At last 
they reached the Seine and passed the bridge, and then Braith said: “I must 
go back. I am not sure of Jack and Sylvia.” As he spoke, he made way for a 
crowd which came trampling across the bridge, and along the river wall by 
the d’Orsay barracks. In the midst of it West caught the measured tread of 
a platoon. A lantern passed, a file of bayonets, then another lantern which 
glimmered on a deathly face behind, and Colette gasped, “Hartman!” and 
he was gone. They peered fearfully across the embankment, holding their 
breath. There was a shuffle of feet on the quay, and the gate of the barracks 
slammed. A lantern shone for a moment at the postern, the crowd pressed 
to the grille, then came the clang of the volley from the stone parade.

One by one the petroleum torches flared up along the embankment, 
and now the whole square was in motion. Down from the Champs 
Elysées and across the Place de la Concorde straggled the fragments of 
the battle, a company here, and a mob there. They poured in from every 
street followed by women and children, and a great murmur, borne on 
the icy wind, swept through the Arc de Triomphe and down the dark  
avenue,—“Perdus! perdus!” 43

A ragged end of a battalion was pressing past, the spectre of annihi-
lation. West groaned. Then a figure sprang from the shadowy ranks and 
called West’s name, and when he saw it was Trent he cried out. Trent 
seized him, white with terror.

“Sylvia?”
West stared speechless, but Colette moaned, “Oh, Sylvia! Sylvia!—and 

they are shelling the Quarter!”
“Trent!” shouted Braith; but he was gone, and they could not 

overtake him.
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44	 the book-store tottered: Again, 
Chambers’ imagery depicts the 
literal rending asunder of reason 
itself. Emmert points out that all 
the signs of civilized Paris—the 
café, the bookstore, the bakery—
have been destroyed while Trent 
was helpless to prevent or even 
comprehend it. Sylvia and the child 
survive, not through Trent’s useless 
actions but by random chance.

The bombardment ceased as Trent crossed the Boulevard St. Germain, 
but the entrance to the rue de Seine was blocked by a heap of smoking 
bricks. Everywhere the shells had torn great holes in the pavement. The 
café was a wreck of splinters and glass, the book-store tottered,44 ripped 
from roof to basement, and the little bakery, long since closed, bulged out-
ward above a mass of slate and tin.

He climbed over the steaming bricks and hurried into the rue de 
Tournon. On the corner a fire blazed, lighting up his own street, and on 
the bank wall, beneath a shattered gas lamp, a child was writing with a 
bit of cinder.

Here Fell the First Shell.

The letters stared him in the face. The rat-killer finished and stepped back 
to view his work, but catching sight of Trent’s bayonet, screamed and fled, 
and as Trent staggered across the shattered street, from holes and crannies 
in the ruins fierce women fled from their work of pillage, cursing him.

At first he could not find his house, for the tears blinded him, but he 
felt along the wall and reached the door. A lantern burned in the con-
cierge’s lodge and the old man lay dead beside it. Faint with fright he 
leaned a moment on his rifle, then, snatching the lantern, sprang up the 
stairs. He tried to call, but his tongue hardly moved. On the second floor 
he saw plaster on the stairway, and on the third the floor was torn and the 
concierge lay in a pool of blood across the landing. The next floor was his, 
theirs. The door hung from its hinges, the walls gaped. He crept in and sank 
down by the bed, and there two arms were flung around his neck, and a 
tear-stained face sought his own.

“Sylvia!”
“O Jack! Jack! Jack!”
From the tumbled pillow beside them a child wailed.

“They brought it; it is mine,” she sobbed.
“Ours,” he whispered, with his arms around them both.
Then from the stairs below came Braith’s anxious voice.
“Trent! Is all well?”





1	 des jours heureux: This epi-
graph comes from the opera 
Ariodant (1799), by Étienne 
Méhul (1763–1817), or tech-
nically from the libretto to 
the opera by François-Benoît 
Hoffman (1760–1828). It is 
the song of a bard and be-
came popular on its own as a 
recital piece for harp.

Roughly translated 
into English:

And all the days lost to sadness,
We count as happy days!

2	 outside the pale: Outside the 
boundaries. This word “pale” 
means a delimited zone, and 
has nothing to do with pallor, 
but derives from the Latin pa-
lus, meaning “boundary stake.” 
The government of England 
exercised direct control over 
the English Pale in Ireland; the 
Tsar of Russia only allowed 
Jews to live within the Pale 
of Settlement.

3	 Montparnasse: A student 
neighborhood in Paris, in 
the 14e arrondissement. 
(See “The Street of the First 
Shell,” note 30.) 

THE STREET OF  
OUR LADY OF THE FIELDS

I

he street is not fashionable, neither is it shabby. It is a pariah among 
streets—a street without a Quarter. It is generally understood to lie 
outside the pale2 of the aristocratic Avenue de l’Observatoire. The 
students of the Montparnasse3 Quarter consider it swell and will 

have none of it. The Latin Quarter,4 from the Luxembourg,5 its northern 
frontier, sneers at its respectability and regards with disfavour the correctly 
costumed students who haunt it. Few strangers go into it. At times, how-
ever, the Latin Quarter students use it as a thoroughfare between the rue 
de Rennes and the Bullier, but except for that and the weekly afternoon 
visits of parents and guardians to the Convent near the rue Vavin, the 
street of Our Lady of the Fields6 is as quiet as a Passy7 boulevard. Perhaps 
the most respectable portion lies between the rue de la Grande Chaumière 
and the rue Vavin, at least this was the conclusion arrived at by the Rev-
erend Joel Byram, as he rambled through it with Hastings in charge. To 
Hastings the street looked pleasant in the bright June weather, and he had 
begun to hope for its selection when the Reverend Byram shied violently 
at the cross on the Convent opposite.

“Jesuits,” he muttered.8

“Well,” said Hastings wearily, “I imagine we won’t find anything better. 
You say yourself that vice is triumphant in Paris, and it seems to me that in 
every street we find Jesuits or something worse.”

After a moment he repeated, “Or something worse, which of course I 
would not notice except for your kindness in warning me.”

“Et tous les jours passés dans la tristesse
Nous sont comptés comme des jours heureux!” 1
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In a possible Chambers hidden 
cross-reference, during the Belle 
Époque Montparnasse became a 
hub for Breton migrants mov-
ing to Paris from impoverished, 
rural Brittany.

4	 Latin Quarter: See “The Street of 
the Four Winds,” note 5.

5	 the Luxembourg: Refers to the 
Jardin du Luxembourg, a large park, 
or possibly to the Musée du Lux-
embourg, on the park’s northern 
side. The first museum of con-
temporary art, the Musée began 
displaying works by living artists in 
1818, the French national collection 
of works by Old Masters having 
moved to the Louvre. In 1884, it 
moved into its current location 
from the Luxembourg Palace.

During the Belle Époque, the 
Jardin held bandstands, a puppet 
theater, a sculpture garden, green-
houses, and other attractions for 
the bourgeois and the bohemian 
alike. It marks the southwestern 
edge of the Latin Quarter, and the 
“northern frontier” of the street. 
Victor Hugo (1802–1885) centered 
the main love story of Les Misera-
bles on the Jardin Luxembourg.

6	 the street of Our Lady of the 
Fields: The Rue Notre-Dame-des-
Champs is a real street, running for 
a bendy kilometer northwest from 
l’Avenue de l’Observatoire to the 
Rue de Rennes. It takes its name 
from a priory chapel that became 
a Carmelite convent in 1604. Royal 
mistresses including Mademoiselle 
de la Valliere (1644–1710) and Ma-
dame de Montespan (1640–1707) 
retired to this convent, but its so-
cial cachet ensured its destruction 
during the Revolution.

Despite Chambers’ words about 
its isolation from the Quarter, 
many artists established homes or 
studios there, including Auguste 
Renoir (1841–1919), Paul Cézanne, 
and John Singer Sargent (1856–
1925) in the 1870s.

7	 Passy: A thoroughly bour-
geois neighborhood in the 
16e arrondissement, on Paris’ 
western edge. 

Dr. Byram sucked in his lips and looked about him. He was impressed 
by the evident respectability of the surroundings. Then frowning at the 
Convent he took Hastings’ arm and shuffled across the street to an iron 
gateway which bore the number 201 bis 9 painted in white on a blue ground. 
Below this was a notice printed in English:

	1.	 For Porter please oppress once.
	2.	For Servant please oppress twice.
	3.	For Parlour please oppress thrice.

Hastings touched the electric button three times, and they were ushered 
through the garden and into the parlour by a trim maid. The dining-room 
door, just beyond, was open, and from the table in plain view a stout wom-
an hastily arose and came toward them. Hastings caught a glimpse of a 
young man with a big head and several snuffy old gentlemen at breakfast, 
before the door closed and the stout woman waddled into the room, bring-
ing with her an aroma of coffee and a black poodle.

“It ees a plaisir to you receive!” she cried. “Monsieur is Anglish? No? 
Americain? Off course. My pension it ees for Americains surtout. Here all 
spik Angleesh, c’est à dire, ze personnel; ze sairvants do spik, plus ou moins, 
a little. I am happy to have you comme pensionnaires—”

“Madame,” began Dr. Byram, but was cut short again.
“Ah, yess, I know, ah! mon Dieu! you do not spik Frainch but you 

have come to lairne! My husband does spik Frainch wiss ze pension-
naires. We have at ze moment a family Americaine who learn of my hus-
band Frainch—”

Here the poodle growled at Dr. Byram and was promptly cuffed by 
his mistress.

“Veux tu!” she cried, with a slap, “veux tu! Oh! le vilain,10 oh! le vilain!”
“Mais, madame,” said Hastings, smiling, “il n’a pas l’air très féroce.”11

The poodle fled, and his mistress cried, “Ah, ze accent charming! He 
does spik already Frainch like a Parisien young gentleman!”

Then Dr. Byram managed to get in a word or two and gathered more 
or less information with regard to prices.

“It ees a pension serieux; my clientèle ees of ze best, indeed a pension 
de famille where one ees at ’ome.”

Then they went upstairs to examine Hastings’ future quarters, test the 
bed-springs and arrange for the weekly towel allowance. Dr. Byram ap-
peared satisfied.

Madame Marotte accompanied them to the door and rang for the 
maid, but as Hastings stepped out into the gravel walk, his guide and 



the street of our lady of the fields 133

8	 “Jesuits,” he muttered: I can’t tell 
whether Chambers misremembers 
the geography of Paris while writ-
ing in New York, or implies that 
the Reverend Byram sloppily insists 
on all Catholic crosses as signs of 
Jesuitry. The Convent, as noted 
above (note 6) was Carmelite; the 
Rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs also 
held a Christian Brothers seminary, 
a Marian Brothers school, and 
the parent-house of the Congré-
gation de Notre-Dame de Sion. 
It’s possible that my research has 
missed an isolated Jesuit chapel or 
school that Reverend Byram’s keen 
eyes detected.

9	 number 201 bis: Bis means “again”; 
the street number might read “201-
A” in America or Britain.

10	 le vilain: Madame Marotte’s some-
what comic bilingual utterances 
mostly make sense to Anglophones 
(as indeed she intends they shall), 
with perhaps a few exceptions. 
Pension:  A boarding-house, essen-
tially, letting rooms and supplying 
some meals; surtout: especially; 
c’est à dire: that is to say; plus 
ou moins: more or less; veux tu: 
what do you want?

11	 il n’a pas l’air très féroce: “He does 
not look very fierce.”

12	 À demain: “Until tomorrow!”

mentor paused a moment and fixed Madame with his watery eyes.
“You understand,” he said, “that he is a youth of most careful bringing 

up, and his character and morals are without a stain. He is young and 
has never been abroad, never even seen a large city, and his parents have 
requested me, as an old family friend living in Paris, to see that he is placed 
under good influences. He is to study art, but on no account would his par-
ents wish him to live in the Latin Quarter if they knew of the immorality 
which is rife there.”

A sound like the click of a latch interrupted him and he raised his eyes, 
but not in time to see the maid slap the big-headed young man behind the 
parlour-door.

Madame coughed, cast a deadly glance behind her and then beamed 
on Dr. Byram.

“It ees well zat he come here. The pension more serious, il n’en existe 
pas, eet ees not any!” she announced with conviction.

So, as there was nothing more to add, Dr. Byram joined Hast-
ings at the gate.

“I trust,” he said, eyeing the Convent, “that you will make no acquain-
tances among Jesuits!”

Hastings looked at the Convent until a pretty girl passed before the 
gray façade, and then he looked at her. A young fellow with a paint-box 
and canvas came swinging along, stopped before the pretty girl, said some-
thing during a brief but vigorous handshake at which they both laughed, 
and he went his way, calling back, “À demain12 Valentine!” as in the same 
breath she cried, “À demain!”

“Valentine,” thought Hastings, “what a quaint name;” and he started 
to follow the Reverend Joel Byram, who was shuffling towards the nearest 
tramway station.

II 

“An’ you are pleas wiz Paris, Monsieur’ Astang?” demanded Madame Ma-
rotte the next morning as Hastings came into the breakfast-room of the 
pension, rosy from his plunge in the limited bath above.

“I am sure I shall like it,” he replied, wondering at his own depres-
sion of spirits.

The maid brought him coffee and rolls. He returned the vacant glance 
of the big-headed young man and acknowledged diffidently the salutes of 
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13	 the Bon Marché: The Bon Marché 
began as a novelty and sundries 
shop in 1838. Rebuilt at 24 rue 
de Sèvres in 1869, and further 
expanded in 1872, it became the 
first modern department store. 
It added an art gallery in 1875, 
endearing it to artists (it took no 
commission on sales of paintings) 
and by the 1890s the store covered 
over 52,000 square meters and did 
20 million francs in sales annually.

14	 Petit Journal: A Paris daily broad-
sheet newspaper, founded in 1863. 
Its politics were conservative and 
anti-Dreyfusard; in 1895 it had a 
circulation of two million copies, 
the largest in the world.

15	 entente cordiale: A diplomatic term 
meaning “cordial understanding,” 
originally used in a relatively empty 
fashion in an 1843 letter by the 
British Foreign Secretary Lord 
Aberdeen (1784–1860). Chambers 
wrote this story before the 1904 
Entente agreement between 
Britain and France, which laid a 
foundation block for World War I.

the snuffy old gentlemen. He did not try to finish his coffee, and sat crum-
bling a roll, unconscious of the sympathetic glances of Madame Marotte, 
who had tact enough not to bother him.

Presently a maid entered with a tray on which were balanced two bowls 
of chocolate, and the snuffy old gentlemen leered at her ankles. The maid 
deposited the chocolate at a table near the window and smiled at Hastings. 
Then a thin young lady, followed by her counterpart in all except years, 
marched into the room and took the table near the window. They were 
evidently American, but Hastings, if he expected any sign of recognition, 
was disappointed. To be ignored by compatriots intensified his depression. 
He fumbled with his knife and looked at his plate.

The thin young lady was talkative enough. She was quite aware of 
Hastings’ presence, ready to be flattered if he looked at her, but on the 
other hand she felt her superiority, for she had been three weeks in Paris 
and he, it was easy to see, had not yet unpacked his steamer-trunk.

Her conversation was complacent. She argued with her mother upon 
the relative merits of the Louvre and the Bon Marché,13 but her mother’s 
part of the discussion was mostly confined to the observation, “Why, Susie!”

The snuffy old gentlemen had left the room in a body, outwardly polite 
and inwardly raging. They could not endure the Americans, who filled the 
room with their chatter.

The big-headed young man looked after them with a knowing cough, 
murmuring, “Gay old birds!”

“They look like bad old men, Mr. Bladen,” said the girl.
To this Mr. Bladen smiled and said, “They’ve had their day,” in a tone 

which implied that he was now having his.
“And that’s why they all have baggy eyes,” cried the girl. “I think it’s a 

shame for young gentlemen—”
“Why, Susie!” said the mother, and the conversation lagged.
After a while Mr. Bladen threw down the Petit Journal,14 which he 

daily studied at the expense of the house, and turning to Hastings, started 
to make himself agreeable. He began by saying, “I see you are American.”

To this brilliant and original opening, Hastings, deadly homesick, re-
plied gratefully, and the conversation was judiciously nourished by obser-
vations from Miss Susie Byng distinctly addressed to Mr. Bladen. In the 
course of events Miss Susie, forgetting to address herself exclusively to Mr. 
Bladen, and Hastings replying to her general question, the entente cordiale 15  
was established, and Susie and her mother extended a protectorate over 
what was clearly neutral territory.

“Mr. Hastings, you must not desert the pension every evening as Mr. 
Bladen does. Paris is an awful place for young gentlemen, and Mr. Bladen 
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16	 Baedecker description: The tourist 
guides published by the German 
firm Verlag Karl Baedeker (includ-
ing titles in English beginning in 
1861) quickly became household 
names for their thoroughness, 
utility, and handsome design. 
Modern bibliophiles (and people 
researching annotations of classic 
horror fiction) still covet Baedekers 
from the 1890s for those reasons. 
By 1894, the Baedeker Paris and 
Environs guidebook had gone into 
eleven editions.

The spelling error in the text 
is Chambers’.

17	 Jean Paul Laurens: Jean-Paul 
Laurens (1838–1921) painted mostly 
history paintings in the Academic 
style, full of detail and intimate 
research. He also produced art for 
public buildings such as Paris City 
Hall, the Pantheon, and the Odéon 
Theater. He taught painting and 
drawing at the Académie Julian 
and the École des Beaux-Arts 
during Chambers’ time at both 
schools. He lived in the Rue Notre-
Dame-des-Champs until 1903.

18	 Guillaume Bouguereau: William- 
Adolfe Bouguereau (1825–1905), a 
leading Academic painter and pillar 
of the art world, taught drawing 
and painting at the Académie Julian 
from 1875 to 1905. A traditionalist, 
he refused to allow Édouard Manet 
(1832–1883) to exhibit at the Salon, 
inadvertently birthing the Impres-
sionist Salon des Refusés in 1863. 
However, he also trained Henri 
Matisse (1869–1954) at the Julian 
between 1891 and 1896. He built his 
mansion in the Rue Notre-Dame-
des-Champs in 1867.

19	 Carolus Duran: “Carolus-Duran” 
was the pseudonym of Charles 
Auguste Émile Durand (1837–1917), 
a painter and art teacher (Sargent 
was among his pupils) who 
gained great success as a soci-
ety portraitist.

is a horrid cynic.”
Mr. Bladen looked gratified.
Hastings answered, “I shall be at the studio all day, and I imagine I 

shall be glad enough to come back at night.”
Mr. Bladen, who, at a salary of fifteen dollars a week, acted as agent 

for the Pewly Manufacturing Company of Troy, N.Y., smiled a sceptical 
smile and withdrew to keep an appointment with a customer on the Bou-
levard Magenta.

Hastings walked into the garden with Mrs. Byng and Susie, and, at 
their invitation, sat down in the shade before the iron gate.

The chestnut trees still bore their fragrant spikes of pink and white, and 
the bees hummed among the roses, trellised on the white-walled house.

A faint freshness was in the air. The watering carts moved up and down 
the street, and a clear stream bubbled over the spotless gutters of the rue 
de la Grande Chaumière. The sparrows were merry along the curb-stones, 
taking bath after bath in the water and ruffling their feathers with delight. 
In a walled garden across the street a pair of blackbirds whistled among 
the almond trees.

Hastings swallowed the lump in his throat, for the song of the birds 
and the ripple of water in a Paris gutter brought back to him the sunny 
meadows of Millbrook.

“That’s a blackbird,” observed Miss Byng; “see him there on the bush 
with pink blossoms. He’s all black except his bill, and that looks as if it had 
been dipped in an omelet, as some Frenchman says—”

“Why, Susie!” said Mrs. Byng.
“That garden belongs to a studio inhabited by two Americans,” contin-

ued the girl serenely, “and I often see them pass. They seem to need a great 
many models, mostly young and feminine—”

“Why, Susie!”
“Perhaps they prefer painting that kind, but I don’t see why they should 

invite five, with three more young gentlemen, and all get into two cabs and 
drive away singing. This street,” she continued, “is dull. There is nothing 
to see except the garden and a glimpse of the Boulevard Montparnasse 
through the rue de la Grande Chaumière. No one ever passes except a 
policeman. There is a convent on the corner.”

“I thought it was a Jesuit College,” began Hastings, but was at once 
overwhelmed with a Baedecker description16 of the place, ending with, 

“On one side stand the palatial hotels of Jean Paul Laurens17 and Guil-
laume Bouguereau,18 and opposite, in the little Passage Stanislas, Carolus 
Duran19 paints the masterpieces which charm the world.”

The blackbird burst into a ripple of golden throaty notes, and from 
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20	 crimson-banded wings: After a 
good deal of searching through 
the Hand-book of Order Lepidop-
tera (1896–1897) and European 
Butterflies and Moths (1882), both 
by the eminent entomologist 
William Forsell Kirby (1844–1912), 
it seems most likely to me that 
Hastings has spotted a red admiral 
(Vanessa atalanta), a wide-ranging 
butterfly appearing in both France 
and Connecticut, and common 
in gardens. However, the band 
of the red admiral is more often 
reddish-orange than crimson, leav-
ing the possibility that Hastings’ 
butterfly is actually a moth, the six-
spot burnet (Zygaena filipendulae) 
native only to Europe but with 
vivid crimson-banded wings.

Three considerations lead 
me to the red admiral: first, and 
least rationally, this butterfly also 
appears in the Vladimir Nabokov 
(1899–1977) poem-novel Pale 
Fire (1962), a book that like “The 
Repairer of Reputations” centers 
on an unreliable narrator, a missing 
text, and a possibly fictional 
kingship. Second, the red admiral 
features significantly in Chambers’ 
story “The Purple Emperor” in The 
Mystery of Choice (1896), which 
centers on the butterfly of that 
name (Apatura iris).

Third, Chambers was an en-
thusiastic amateur lepidopterist, 
owning at one time the most com-
plete collection of North American 
butterflies in the country. Even in 
1894, it’s unlikely that he would 
refer to a moth, no matter how 
crimson its bands, as a butterfly. In 
Butterflies and Moths in Romance 
and Reality (1913) Kirby agrees, 
writing, “Robert W. Chambers 
frequently alludes to butterflies 
in a way which shows him to 
possess a practical knowledge of 
the subject.”

In this whole collection, only in 
this story do butterflies play any 
major symbolic role. Despite this 
absence, the image of a butterfly 
appears on the back cover of the 
August 1895 second edition. One 
wonders what the king in yellow 
butterfly would be like, and what 
the pattern on its wings could be. 
On that tangent, there is a moth 
called Casilda consecraria. Its 

some distant green spot in the city an unknown wild-bird answered with 
a frenzy of liquid trills until the sparrows paused in their ablutions to look 
up with restless chirps.

Then a butterfly came and sat on a cluster of heliotrope and waved his 
crimson-banded wings20 in the hot sunshine. Hastings knew him for a 
friend, and before his eyes there came a vision of tall mulleins and scented 
milkweed alive with painted wings, a vision of a white house and wood-
bine-covered piazza,—a glimpse of a man reading and a woman leaning 
over the pansy bed,—and his heart was full. He was startled a moment 
later by Miss Byng.

“I believe you are homesick!” Hastings blushed. Miss Byng looked at 
him with a sympathetic sigh and continued: “Whenever I felt homesick 
at first I used to go with mamma and walk in the Luxembourg Gardens. I 
don’t know why it is, but those old-fashioned gardens seemed to bring me 
nearer home than anything in this artificial city.”

“But they are full of marble statues,”21 said Mrs. Byng mildly; “I don’t 
see the resemblance myself.”

“Where is the Luxembourg?” inquired Hastings after a silence.
“Come with me to the gate,” said Miss Byng. He rose and followed her, 

and she pointed out the rue Vavin at the foot of the street.
“You pass by the convent to the right,” she smiled; and Hastings went.

III 

The Luxembourg was a blaze of flowers. He walked slowly through the long 
avenues of trees, past mossy marbles and old-time columns, and threading 
the grove by the bronze lion, came upon the tree-crowned terrace above 
the fountain. Below lay the basin shining in the sunlight. Flowering al-
monds encircled the terrace, and, in a greater spiral, groves of chestnuts 
wound in and out and down among the moist thickets by the western 
palace wing. At one end of the avenue of trees the Observatory rose, its 
white domes piled up like an eastern mosque; at the other end stood the 
heavy palace, with every window-pane ablaze in the fierce sun of June.

Around the fountain, children and white-capped nurses armed with 
bamboo poles were pushing toy boats, whose sails hung limp in the sun-
shine. A dark policeman, wearing red epaulettes and a dress sword, watched 
them for a while and then went away to remonstrate with a young man 
who had unchained his dog. The dog was pleasantly occupied in rubbing 
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wings are “ochreous-yellow” or 
“sulphur-yellow, with an oblique 
purplish stripe” in Kirby’s words. 
However, lepidopterists only 
named the genus Casilda in 1952 
after reclassifying the species; 
before then, it was classified Ster-
rha consecraria.

21	 full of marble statues: During this 
period, the Luxembourg Gardens 
held over 70 statues, including 
twenty statues of queens of France 
and of other famous women com-
missioned in 1848. Miss Byng may 
be archly comparing her mother, 
and the rest of respectable Ameri-
can society, to marble statues: too 
convention-bound for real feeling.

22	 Why, Clifford: The impetuous Fox-
hall Clifford appears in Chambers’ 
first novel, In the Quarter (1894). 
In that novel he has a reputation 
as a dab hand at fisticuffs. He also 
appears in “Rue Barrée,” depict-
ed as an Impressionist (see “Rue 
Barrée,” note 32).

23	 Elliott and I: Richard Osborne 
Elliott appears briefly in In the 
Quarter. He also appears in 
“Rue Barrée.”

grass and dirt into his back while his legs waved into the air.
The policeman pointed at the dog. He was speechless with indignation.
“Well, Captain,” smiled the young fellow.
“Well, Monsieur Student,” growled the policeman.
“What do you come and complain to me for?”
“If you don’t chain him I’ll take him,” shouted the policeman.
“What’s that to me, mon capitaine?”
“Wha—t! Isn’t that bull-dog yours?”
“If it was, don’t you suppose I’d chain him?”
The officer glared for a moment in silence, then deciding that as he 

was a student he was wicked, grabbed at the dog, who promptly dodged. 
Around and around the flower-beds they raced, and when the officer came 
too near for comfort, the bull-dog cut across a flower-bed, which perhaps 
was not playing fair.

The young man was amused, and the dog also seemed to enjoy 
the exercise.

The policeman noticed this and decided to strike at the fountain-head 
of the evil. He stormed up to the student and said, “As the owner of this 
public nuisance I arrest you!”

“But,” objected the other, “I disclaim the dog.”
That was a poser. It was useless to attempt to catch the dog until three 

gardeners lent a hand, but then the dog simply ran away and disappeared 
in the rue de Medici.

The policeman shambled off to find consolation among the white-
capped nurses, and the student, looking at his watch, stood up yawning. 
Then catching sight of Hastings, he smiled and bowed. Hastings walked 
over to the marble, laughing.

“Why, Clifford,”22 he said, “I didn’t recognize you.”
“It’s my moustache,” sighed the other. “I sacrificed it to humour a whim 

of—of—a friend. What do you think of my dog?”
“Then he is yours?” cried Hastings.
“Of course. It’s a pleasant change for him, this playing tag with police-

men, but he is known now and I’ll have to stop it. He’s gone home. He 
always does when the gardeners take a hand. It’s a pity; he’s fond of rolling 
on lawns.” Then they chatted for a moment of Hastings’ prospects, and 
Clifford politely offered to stand his sponsor at the studio.

“You see, old tabby, I mean Dr. Byram, told me about you before I met 
you,” explained Clifford, “and Elliott and I23 will be glad to do anything we 
can.” Then looking at his watch again, he muttered, “I have just ten minutes 
to catch the Versailles train; au revoir,” and started to go, but catching sight 
of a girl advancing by the fountain, took off his hat with a confused smile.
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24	 Monsieur Julian: The painter and 
etcher Rodolphe Julian (1839–1907) 
founded the Académie Julian in 
1867 (see “Rue Barrée,” note 3). 
He received the Legion of Honor 
in 1881. As Valentine intimates, 
“Papa Julian” was genuinely fond 
of his pupils, and they returned 
his affection.

25	 Tiens: “What do we have here.”

“Why are you not at Versailles?” she said, with an almost imperceptible 
acknowledgment of Hastings’ presence.

“I—I’m going,” murmured Clifford.
For a moment they faced each other, and then Clifford, very red, stam-

mered, “With your permission I have the honour of presenting to you my 
friend, Monsieur Hastings.”

Hastings bowed low. She smiled very sweetly, but there was something 
of malice in the quiet inclination of her small Parisienne head.

“I could have wished,” she said, “that Monsieur Clifford might spare 
me more time when he brings with him so charming an American.”

“Must—must I go, Valentine?” began Clifford.
“Certainly,” she replied.
Clifford took his leave with very bad grace, wincing, when she added, 

“And give my dearest love to Cécile!” As he disappeared in the rue d’As-
sas, the girl turned as if to go, but then suddenly remembering Hastings, 
looked at him and shook her head.

“Monsieur Clifford is so perfectly hare-brained,” she smiled, “it is 
embarrassing sometimes. You have heard, of course, all about his success 
at the Salon?”

He looked puzzled and she noticed it.
“You have been to the Salon, of course?”
“Why, no,” he answered, “I only arrived in Paris three days ago.”
She seemed to pay little heed to his explanation, but continued: “No-

body imagined he had the energy to do anything good, but on varnishing 
day the Salon was astonished by the entrance of Monsieur Clifford, who 
strolled about as bland as you please with an orchid in his buttonhole, and 
a beautiful picture on the line.”

She smiled to herself at the reminiscence, and looked at the fountain.
“Monsieur Bouguereau told me that Monsieur Julian24 was so aston-

ished that he only shook hands with Monsieur Clifford in a dazed manner, 
and actually forgot to pat him on the back! Fancy,” she continued with 
much merriment, “fancy papa Julian forgetting to pat one on the back.”

Hastings, wondering at her acquaintance with the great Bouguereau, 
looked at her with respect. “May I ask,” he said diffidently, “whether you 
are a pupil of Bouguereau?”

“I?” she said in some surprise. Then she looked at him curiously. Was he 
permitting himself the liberty of joking on such short acquaintance?

His pleasant serious face questioned hers.
“Tiens,”25 she thought, “what a droll man!”
“You surely study art?” he said.
She leaned back on the crooked stick of her parasol, and looked at him. 
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26	 and all the rest of them: Valen-
tine’s name-dropping covers most 
of the Salon community of the 
1890s, including at least three 
members of the Institut de France, 
the governing body of all the arts 
and sciences. Henner: Jean-Jacques 
Henner (1829–1905); Constant: 
Jean-Joseph Benjamin-Constant 
(1845–1902); Laurens: see note 17, 
above; Puvis de Chavannes: Pierre 
Puvis de Chavannes (1824–1898), 
the muralist known as “the 
painter for France”; Dagnan: Pascal 
Dagnan-Bouveret (1852–1929), 
a naturalist painter known for 
Breton scenes, who introduced 
religious mysticism into many of 
his works; Courtois: Gustave Cour-
tois (1852–1923).

“Why do you think so?”
“Because you speak as if you did.”
“You are making fun of me,” she said, “and it is not good taste.”
She stopped, confused, as he coloured to the roots of his hair.

“How long have you been in Paris?” she said at length.
“Three days,” he replied gravely.
“But—but—surely you are not a nouveau! You speak French too well!”
Then after a pause, “Really are you a nouveau?”
“I am,” he said.
She sat down on the marble bench lately occupied by Clifford, and 

tilting her parasol over her small head looked at him.
“I don’t believe it.”
He felt the compliment, and for a moment hesitated to declare himself 

one of the despised. Then mustering up his courage, he told her how new 
and green he was, and all with a frankness which made her blue eyes open 
very wide and her lips part in the sweetest of smiles.

“You have never seen a studio?”
“Never.”
“Nor a model?”
“No.”
“How funny,” she said solemnly. Then they both laughed.
“And you,” he said, “have seen studios?”
“Hundreds.”
“And models?”
“Millions.”
“And you know Bouguereau?”
“Yes, and Henner, and Constant and Laurens, and Puvis de Chavannes 

and Dagnan and Courtois, and—and all the rest of them!”26

“And yet you say you are not an artist.”
“Pardon,” she said gravely, “did I say I was not?”
“Won’t you tell me?” he hesitated.
At first she looked at him, shaking her head and smiling, then of a 

sudden her eyes fell and she began tracing figures with her parasol in the 
gravel at her feet. Hastings had taken a place on the seat, and now, with his 
elbows on his knees, sat watching the spray drifting above the fountain jet. 
A small boy, dressed as a sailor, stood poking his yacht and crying, “I won’t 
go home! I won’t go home!” His nurse raised her hands to Heaven.

“Just like a little American boy,” thought Hastings, and a pang of 
homesickness shot through him.

Presently the nurse captured the boat, and the small boy stood at bay.
“Monsieur René, when you decide to come here you may have your boat.”
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The boy backed away scowling.
“Give me my boat, I say,” he cried, “and don’t call me René, for my 

name’s Randall and you know it!”
“Hello!” said Hastings,—”Randall?—that’s English.”
“I am American,” announced the boy in perfectly good English, turn-

ing to look at Hastings, “and she’s such a fool she calls me René because 
mamma calls me Ranny—”

Here he dodged the exasperated nurse and took up his station behind 
Hastings, who laughed, and catching him around the waist lifted him 
into his lap.

“One of my countrymen,” he said to the girl beside him. He smiled 
while he spoke, but there was a queer feeling in his throat.

“Don’t you see the stars and stripes on my yacht?” demanded Randall. 
Sure enough, the American colours hung limply under the nurse’s arm.

“Oh,” cried the girl, “he is charming,” and impulsively stooped to kiss 
him, but the infant Randall wriggled out of Hastings’ arms, and his nurse 
pounced upon him with an angry glance at the girl.

She reddened and then bit her lips as the nurse, with eyes still fixed 
on her, dragged the child away and ostentatiously wiped his lips with her 
handkerchief.

Then she stole a look at Hastings and bit her lip again.
“What an ill-tempered woman!” he said. “In America, most nurses are 

flattered when people kiss their children.”
For an instant she tipped the parasol to hide her face, then closed it 

with a snap and looked at him defiantly.
“Do you think it strange that she objected?”
“Why not?” he said in surprise.
Again she looked at him with quick searching eyes.
His eyes were clear and bright, and he smiled back, repeating, “Why not?”

“You are droll,” she murmured, bending her head.
“Why?”
But she made no answer, and sat silent, tracing curves and circles in 

the dust with her parasol. After a while he said—”I am glad to see that 
young people have so much liberty here. I understood that the French 
were not at all like us. You know in America—or at least where I live in 
Millbrook, girls have every liberty,—go out alone and receive their friends 
alone, and I was afraid I should miss it here. But I see how it is now, and I 
am glad I was mistaken.”

She raised her eyes to his and kept them there.
He continued pleasantly—”Since I have sat here I have seen a lot of 

pretty girls walking alone on the terrace there,—and then you are alone too. 
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27	 un peu sans gêne: “A little bit 
without trouble”

28	 Bohemian: See “The Street of the 
First Shell,” note 35.

Tell me, for I do not know French customs,—do you have the liberty of 
going to the theatre without a chaperone?”

For a long time she studied his face, and then with a trembling smile 
said, “Why do you ask me?”

“Because you must know, of course,” he said gaily.
“Yes,” she replied indifferently, “I know.”
He waited for an answer, but getting none, decided that perhaps she 

had misunderstood him.
“I hope you don’t think I mean to presume on our short acquain-

tance,” he began,—”in fact it is very odd but I don’t know your name. 
When Mr. Clifford presented me he only mentioned mine. Is that the 
custom in France?”

“It is the custom in the Latin Quarter,” she said with a queer light in 
her eyes. Then suddenly she began talking almost feverishly.

“You must know, Monsieur Hastings, that we are all un peu sans gêne 27 

here in the Latin Quarter. We are very Bohemian,28 and etiquette and 
ceremony are out of place. It was for that Monsieur Clifford presented you 
to me with small ceremony, and left us together with less,—only for that, 
and I am his friend, and I have many friends in the Latin Quarter, and 
we all know each other very well—and I am not studying art, but—but—”

“But what?” he said, bewildered.
“I shall not tell you,—it is a secret,” she said with an uncertain smile. 

On both cheeks a pink spot was burning, and her eyes were very bright.
Then in a moment her face fell. “Do you know Monsieur Clifford 

very intimately?”
“Not very.”
After a while she turned to him, grave and a little pale.
“My name is Valentine—Valentine Tissot. Might—might I ask a ser-

vice of you on such very short acquaintance?”
“Oh,” he cried, “I should be honoured.”
“It is only this,” she said gently, “it is not much. Promise me not to 

speak to Monsieur Clifford about me. Promise me that you will speak to 
no one about me.”

“I promise,” he said, greatly puzzled.
She laughed nervously. “I wish to remain a mystery. It is a caprice.”

“But,” he began, “I had wished, I had hoped that you might give Mon-
sieur Clifford permission to bring me, to present me at your house.”

“My—my house!” she repeated.
“I mean, where you live, in fact, to present me to your family.”
The change in the girl’s face shocked him.
“I beg your pardon,” he cried, “I have hurt you.”
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29	 Why, it’s Love,” he said: Or more 
specifically, Cupid (see “The Mask,” 
note 18). Even for Chambers 
this is kind of on the nose, but 
if it could happen at all, it could 
happen in Paris.

And as quick as a flash she understood him because she was a woman.
“My parents are dead,” she said.
Presently he began again, very gently.

“Would it displease you if I beg you to receive me? It is the custom?”
“I cannot,” she answered. Then glancing up at him, “I am sorry; I should 

like to; but believe me. I cannot.”
He bowed seriously and looked vaguely uneasy.

“It isn’t because I don’t wish to. I—I like you; you are very kind to me.”
“Kind?” he cried, surprised and puzzled.
“I like you,” she said slowly, “and we will see each other sometimes 

if you will.”
“At friends’ houses.”
“No, not at friends’ houses.”
“Where?”
“Here,” she said with defiant eyes.
“Why,” he cried, “in Paris you are much more liberal in your views 

than we are.”
She looked at him curiously.

“Yes, we are very Bohemian.”
“I think it is charming,” he declared.
“You see, we shall be in the best of society,” she ventured timidly, with 

a pretty gesture toward the statues of the dead queens, ranged in stately 
ranks above the terrace.

He looked at her, delighted, and she brightened at the success of her 
innocent little pleasantry.

“Indeed,” she smiled, “I shall be well chaperoned, because you see we 
are under the protection of the gods themselves; look, there are Apol-
lo, and Juno, and Venus, on their pedestals,” counting them on her small 
gloved fingers, “and Ceres, Hercules, and—but I can’t make out—”

Hastings turned to look up at the winged god under whose shadow 
they were seated.

“Why, it’s Love,” he said.29

IV 

“There is a nouveau here,” drawled Laffat, leaning around his easel and ad-
dressing his friend Bowles, “there is a nouveau here who is so tender and 
green and appetizing that Heaven help him if he should fall into a salad bowl.”
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30	 Squeedunk or Oshkosh: Oshkosh 
is a city in Wisconsin, apparently a 
byword for backwardness despite 
its population of 22,836 in 1890. 
“Squeedunk” was a common 
19th-century comic fake name 
for a hayseed town, possibly by 
back-formation from Podunk, an 
Algonquin tribe in Connecticut 
whose name became a byword for 
small-town dullness. 

The citizens of Seymour, 
Wisconsin (pop. 733 in 1890), 
reject the canard that their town 
used to be called Squeedunk 
before it was named for Horatio 
Seymour in 1868.

“Hayseed?” inquired Bowles, plastering in a background with a broken 
palette-knife and squinting at the effect with approval.

“Yes, Squeedunk or Oshkosh,30 and how he ever grew up among the 
daisies and escaped the cows, Heaven alone knows!”

Bowles rubbed his thumb across the outlines of his study to “throw in 
a little atmosphere,” as he said, glared at the model, pulled at his pipe and 
finding it out struck a match on his neighbour’s back to relight it.

“His name,” continued Laffat, hurling a bit of bread at the hat-rack, 
“his name is Hastings. He is a berry. He knows no more about the world,”—
and here Mr. Laffat’s face spoke volumes for his own knowledge of that 
planet,—”than a maiden cat on its first moonlight stroll.”

Bowles now having succeeded in lighting his pipe, repeated the thumb 
touch on the other edge of the study and said, “Ah!”

“Yes,” continued his friend, “and would you imagine it, he seems to 
think that everything here goes on as it does in his d——d little back-
woods ranch at home; talks about the pretty girls who walk alone in the 
street; says how sensible it is; and how French parents are misrepresented 
in America; says that for his part he finds French girls,—and he confessed 
to only knowing one,—as jolly as American girls. I tried to set him right, 
tried to give him a pointer as to what sort of ladies walk about alone or 
with students, and he was either too stupid or too innocent to catch on. 
Then I gave it to him straight, and he said I was a vile-minded fool and 
marched off.”

“Did you assist him with your shoe?” inquired Bowles, languid-
ly interested.

“Well, no.”
“He called you a vile-minded fool.”
“He was correct,” said Clifford from his easel in front.
“What—what do you mean?” demanded Laffat, turning red.
“That,” replied Clifford.
“Who spoke to you? Is this your business?” sneered Bowles, but nearly 

lost his balance as Clifford swung about and eyed him.
“Yes,” he said slowly, “it’s my business.”
No one spoke for some time.
Then Clifford sang out, “I say, Hastings!”
And when Hastings left his easel and came around, he nodded toward 

the astonished Laffat.
“This man has been disagreeable to you, and I want to tell you that any 

time you feel inclined to kick him, why, I will hold the other creature.”
Hastings, embarrassed, said, “Why no, I don’t agree with his ideas, 

nothing more.”
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31	 Severn and Selby: Severn is 
of course the protagonist of 
“The Street of the Four Winds,” 
while Selby is the protagonist of 
“Rue Barrée.”

32	 they are like yourself: Severn and 
Selby are like Hastings not only in 
their openness to love and general 
mooncalf ways, but in being pro-
tagonists, rather than supporting 
characters like Clifford.

Clifford said “Naturally,” and slipping his arm through Hastings’, 
strolled about with him, and introduced him to several of his own friends, 
at which all the nouveaux opened their eyes with envy, and the studio were 
given to understand that Hastings, although prepared to do menial work 
as the latest nouveau, was already within the charmed circle of the old, 
respected and feared, the truly great.

The rest finished, the model resumed his place, and work went on in 
a chorus of songs and yells and every ear-splitting noise which the art 
student utters when studying the beautiful.

Five o’clock struck,—the model yawned, stretched and climbed into 
his trousers, and the noisy contents of six studios crowded through the hall 
and down into the street. Ten minutes later, Hastings found himself on top 
of a Montrouge tram, and shortly afterward was joined by Clifford.

They climbed down at the rue Gay Lussac.
“I always stop here,” observed Clifford, “I like the walk through 

the Luxembourg.”
“By the way,” said Hastings, “how can I call on you when I don’t know 

where you live?”
“Why, I live opposite you.”
“What—the studio in the garden where the almond trees are and 

the blackbirds—”
“Exactly,” said Clifford. “I’m with my friend Elliott.”
Hastings thought of the description of the two American artists which 

he had heard from Miss Susie Byng, and looked blank.
Clifford continued, “Perhaps you had better let me know when you 

think of coming so,—so that I will be sure to—to be there,” he ended 
rather lamely.

“I shouldn’t care to meet any of your model friends there,” said Hastings, 
smiling. “You know—my ideas are rather straitlaced,—I suppose you would 
say, Puritanical. I shouldn’t enjoy it and wouldn’t know how to behave.”

“Oh, I understand,” said Clifford, but added with great cordiality,—”I’m 
sure we’ll be friends although you may not approve of me and my set, but 
you will like Severn and Selby31 because—because, well, they are like your-
self,32 old chap.”

After a moment he continued, “There is something I want to speak 
about. You see, when I introduced you, last week, in the Luxembourg, 
to Valentine—”

“Not a word!” cried Hastings, smiling; “you must not tell me a 
word of her!”

“Why—”
“No—not a word!” he said gaily. “I insist,—promise me upon your 
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33	 two brindle bull-dogs: Brindle re-
fers to stripes or streaks of darker 
color in a dog’s coat. 

In Chambers’ novel In the 
Quarter, Elliott and Clifford take 
up their brindle bulldogs in 1889 
and sell them in 1890 or 1891 when 
Elliott’s dies. They take up Russian 
wolfhounds at that point.

Chambers, an avid hunter, kept 
at least two dogs for most of his 
adult life (King Pin and Playboy in 
1902); his wife bred Great Danes.

honour you will not speak of her until I give you permission; promise!”
“I promise,” said Clifford, amazed.
“She is a charming girl,—we had such a delightful chat after you left, 

and I thank you for presenting me, but not another word about her until I 
give you permission.”

“Oh,” murmured Clifford.
“Remember your promise,” he smiled, as he turned into his gateway.
Clifford strolled across the street and, traversing the ivy-covered alley, 

entered his garden.
He felt for his studio key, muttering, “I wonder—I wonder,—but of 

course he doesn’t!”
He entered the hallway, and fitting the key into the door, stood staring 

at the two cards tacked over the panels.

FOXHALL CLIFFORD

RICHARD OSBORNE ELLIOTT

“Why the devil doesn’t he want me to speak of her?”
He opened the door, and, discouraging the caresses of two brindle 

bull-dogs,33 sank down on the sofa.
Elliott sat smoking and sketching with a piece of charcoal by the window.

“Hello,” he said without looking around.
Clifford gazed absently at the back of his head, murmuring, “I’m afraid, 

I’m afraid that man is too innocent. I say, Elliott,” he said, at last, “Hast-
ings,—you know the chap that old Tabby Byram came around here to tell 
us about—the day you had to hide Colette in the armoire—”

“Yes, what’s up?”
“Oh, nothing. He’s a brick.”
“Yes,” said Elliott, without enthusiasm.
“Don’t you think so?” demanded Clifford.
“Why yes, but he is going to have a tough time when some of his 

illusions are dispelled.”
“More shame to those who dispel ’em!”
“Yes,—wait until he comes to pay his call on us, unexpected-

ly, of course—”
Clifford looked virtuous and lighted a cigar.
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34	 “Miss Helyett”: An operetta by 
Maxime Boucheron (1846–1896) 
that debuted in November of 1890. 
This story therefore takes place in 
June of 1891, after the debut of the 
operetta but just before Elliott and 
Clifford lose their bulldogs.

“I was just going to say,” he observed, “that I have asked him not 
to come without letting us know, so I can postpone any orgie you may 
have intended—”

“Ah!” cried Elliott indignantly, “I suppose you put it to him in that way.”
“Not exactly,” grinned Clifford. Then more seriously, “I don’t want any-

thing to occur here to bother him. He’s a brick, and it’s a pity we can’t be 
more like him.”

“I am,” observed Elliott complacently, “only living with you—”
“Listen!” cried the other. “I have managed to put my foot in it in great 

style. Do you know what I’ve done? Well—the first time I met him in the 
street,—or rather, it was in the Luxembourg, I introduced him to Valentine!”

“Did he object?”
“Believe me,” said Clifford, solemnly, “this rustic Hastings has no more 

idea that Valentine is—is—in fact is Valentine, than he has that he himself 
is a beautiful example of moral decency in a Quarter where morals are as 
rare as elephants. I heard enough in a conversation between that black-
guard Loffat and the little immoral eruption, Bowles, to open my eyes. I 
tell you Hastings is a trump! He’s a healthy, clean-minded young fellow, 
bred in a small country village, brought up with the idea that saloons are 
way-stations to hell—and as for women—”

“Well?” demanded Elliott
“Well,” said Clifford, “his idea of the dangerous woman is probably a 

painted Jezabel.”
“Probably,” replied the other.
“He’s a trump!” said Clifford, “and if he swears the world is as good and 

pure as his own heart, I’ll swear he’s right.”
Elliott rubbed his charcoal on his file to get a point and turned to his 

sketch saying, “He will never hear any pessimism from Richard Osborne E.”
“He’s a lesson to me,” said Clifford. Then he unfolded a small per-

fumed note, written on rose-coloured paper, which had been lying on the 
table before him.

He read it, smiled, whistled a bar or two from “Miss Helyett”34 and sat 
down to answer it on his best cream-laid note-paper. When it was written 
and sealed, he picked up his stick and marched up and down the studio 
two or three times, whistling.

“Going out?” inquired the other, without turning.
“Yes,” he said, but lingered a moment over Elliott’s shoulder, watching 

him pick out the lights in his sketch with a bit of bread.
“To-morrow is Sunday,” he observed after a moment’s silence.
“Well?” inquired Elliott.
“Have you seen Colette?”
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35	 Rowden: One “Cholmondeley 
Rowden, Esq.” appears as a char-
acter in In the Quarter. Given the 
Rowdens’ tight friendship with 
Elliott and Clifford in both tales, 
down to the ownership of identical 
brindle bulldogs, we can assume 
both Rowdens are the same char-
acter. Rowden also appears in “Rue 
Barrée,” going by “Stanley Row-
den.” (See “Rue Barrée,” note 16.)

36	 Mignon’s: Both Boulant’s and 
Mignon’s were actual restaurants 
in the Latin Quarter in 1891. Bou-
lant’s specialized in the cooking 
of Toulouse, offering a cassoulet 
every Saturday.

37	 a continental: A “continental,” 
meaning something without 
value, comes from the worthless 
paper currency issued during the 
American Revolution by the Conti-
nental Congress.

38	 the concierge’s call: Clifford has 
pushed a buzzer or pulled a bell 
for the concierge, not telephoned 
him. The concierge manages the 
apartment building, and as we see 
here acts as a general dogsbody. 
(See “In the Court of the Drag-
on,” note 19.)

39	 sabots: Wooden clogs.

40	 Rue de Dragon: The Rue du Drag-
on did in fact anchor the western 
end of the Cour du Dragon (see “In 
the Court of the Dragon,” note 18).

“No, I will to-night. She and Rowden35 and Jacqueline are coming to 
Boulant’s. I suppose you and Cécile will be there?”

“Well, no,” replied Clifford. “Cécile dines at home to-night, and I—I 
had an idea of going to Mignon’s.”36

Elliott looked at him with disapproval.
“You can make all the arrangements for La Roche without me,” he 

continued, avoiding Elliott’s eyes.
“What are you up to now?”
“Nothing,” protested Clifford.
“Don’t tell me,” replied his chum, with scorn; “fellows don’t rush off 

to Mignon’s when the set dine at Boulant’s. Who is it now?—but no, I 
won’t ask that,—what’s the use!” Then he lifted up his voice in complaint 
and beat upon the table with his pipe. “What’s the use of ever trying to 
keep track of you? What will Cécile say,—oh, yes, what will she say? It’s 
a pity you can’t be constant two months, yes, by Jove! and the Quarter is 
indulgent, but you abuse its good nature and mine too!”

Presently he arose, and jamming his hat on his head, marched to the door.
“Heaven alone knows why any one puts up with your antics, but they 

all do and so do I. If I were Cécile or any of the other pretty fools after 
whom you have toddled and will, in all human probabilities, continue to 
toddle, I say, if I were Cécile I’d spank you! Now I’m going to Boulant’s, 
and as usual I shall make excuses for you and arrange the affair, and I don’t 
care a continental37 where you are going, but, by the skull of the studio 
skeleton! if you don’t turn up to-morrow with your sketching-kit under 
one arm and Cécile under the other,—if you don’t turn up in good shape, 
I’m done with you, and the rest can think what they please. Good-night.”

Clifford said good-night with as pleasant a smile as he could muster, 
and then sat down with his eyes on the door. He took out his watch and 
gave Elliott ten minutes to vanish, then rang the concierge’s call,38 mur-
muring, “Oh dear, oh dear, why the devil do I do it?”

“Alfred,” he said, as that gimlet-eyed person answered the call, “make 
yourself clean and proper, Alfred, and replace your sabots39 with a pair of 
shoes. Then put on your best hat and take this letter to the big white house 
in the Rue de Dragon.40 There is no answer, mon petit Alfred.”

The concierge departed with a snort in which unwillingness for the 
errand and affection for M. Clifford were blended. Then with great care 
the young fellow arrayed himself in all the beauties of his and Elliott’s 
wardrobe. He took his time about it, and occasionally interrupted his toilet 
to play his banjo or make pleasing diversion for the bull-dogs by gam-
bling about on all fours. “I’ve got two hours before me,” he thought, and 
borrowed a pair of Elliott’s silken foot-gear, with which he and the dogs 



the street of our lady of the fields148

41	 Palace: From his vantage point 
in the Jardin, Hastings has an 
excellent view of the Luxembourg 
Palace. Built in 1610–1645 as a royal 
residence for Marie de’ Medici 
(1575–1642), it became the first 
art museum in Paris in 1750. Since 
1805, it has served as the home of 
the French Senate.

42	 Odéon: The second stage of Paris, 
the Odéon Theatre goes back to 
1782, although the current building 
opened in 1819. One of the land-
marks of the Latin Quarter, the 
Odéon was very popular with art 
students who cadged passes or at-
tended on Mondays for discount-
ed tickets. None of the crowds 
Hastings watches are going to the 
Odéon tonight, however, as the 
theatre was closed in the summer 
months. The word odeon comes 
from the classical Greek meaning 
“singing place,” a term used for a 
small, roofed theater for recitals, 
poetry contests, and musical 
performances.

played ball until he decided to put them on. Then he lighted a cigarette and 
inspected his dress-coat. When he had emptied it of four handkerchiefs, a 
fan, and a pair of crumpled gloves as long as his arm, he decided it was not 
suited to add éclat to his charms and cast about in his mind for a substitute. 
Elliott was too thin, and, anyway, his coats were now under lock and key. 
Rowden probably was as badly off as himself. Hastings! Hastings was the 
man! But when he threw on a smoking-jacket and sauntered over to Hast-
ings’ house, he was informed that he had been gone over an hour.

“Now, where in the name of all that’s reasonable could he have gone!” 
muttered Clifford, looking down the street.

The maid didn’t know, so he bestowed upon her a fascinating smile and 
lounged back to the studio.

Hastings was not far away. The Luxembourg is within five minutes’ 
walk of the rue Notre Dame des Champs, and there he sat under the shad-
ow of a winged god, and there he had sat for an hour, poking holes in the 
dust and watching the steps which lead from the northern terrace to the 
fountain. The sun hung, a purple globe, above the misty hills of Meudon. 
Long streamers of clouds touched with rose swept low on the western 
sky, and the dome of the distant Invalides burned like an opal through 
the haze. Behind the Palace41 the smoke from a high chimney mounted 
straight into the air, purple until it crossed the sun, where it changed to a 
bar of smouldering fire. High above the darkening foliage of the chestnuts 
the twin towers of St. Sulpice rose, an ever-deepening silhouette.

A sleepy blackbird was carolling in some near thicket, and pigeons 
passed and repassed with the whisper of soft winds in their wings. The 
light on the Palace windows had died away, and the dome of the Pantheon 
swam aglow above the northern terrace, a fiery Valhalla in the sky; while 
below in grim array, along the terrace ranged, the marble ranks of queens 
looked out into the west.

From the end of the long walk by the northern façade of the Palace 
came the noise of omnibuses and the cries of the street. Hastings looked at 
the Palace clock. Six, and as his own watch agreed with it, he fell to poking 
holes in the gravel again. A constant stream of people passed between 
the Odéon42 and the fountain. Priests in black, with silver-buckled shoes; 
line soldiers, slouchy and rakish; neat girls without hats bearing milliners’ 
boxes, students with black portfolios and high hats, students with bérets 
and big canes, nervous, quick-stepping officers, symphonies in turquoise 
and silver; ponderous jangling cavalrymen all over dust, pastry cooks’ boys 
skipping along with utter disregard for the safety of the basket balanced 
on the impish head, and then the lean outcast, the shambling Paris tramp, 
slouching with shoulders bent and little eye furtively scanning the ground 
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for smokers’ refuse;—all these moved in a steady stream across the foun-
tain circle and out into the city by the Odeon, whose long arcades were 
now beginning to flicker with gas-jets. The melancholy bells of St Sulpice 
struck the hour and the clock-tower of the Palace lighted up. Then hurried 
steps sounded across the gravel and Hastings raised his head.

“How late you are,” he said, but his voice was hoarse and only his 
flushed face told how long had seemed the waiting.

She said, “I was kept—indeed, I was so much annoyed—and—and I 
may only stay a moment.”

She sat down beside him, casting a furtive glance over her shoulder at 
the god upon his pedestal.

“What a nuisance, that intruding cupid still there?”
“Wings and arrows too,” said Hastings, unheeding her motion 

to be seated.
“Wings,” she murmured, “oh, yes—to fly away with when he’s tired of 

his play. Of course it was a man who conceived the idea of wings, other-
wise Cupid would have been insupportable.”

“Do you think so?”
“Ma foi, it’s what men think.”
“And women?”
“Oh,” she said, with a toss of her small head, “I really forget what we 

were speaking of.”
“We were speaking of love,” said Hastings.
“I was not,” said the girl. Then looking up at the marble god, “I don’t care 

for this one at all. I don’t believe he knows how to shoot his arrows—no, 
indeed, he is a coward;—he creeps up like an assassin in the twilight. I don’t 
approve of cowardice,” she announced, and turned her back on the statue.

“I think,” said Hastings quietly, “that he does shoot fairly—yes, and 
even gives one warning.”

“Is it your experience, Monsieur Hastings?”
He looked straight into her eyes and said, “He is warning me.”

“Heed the warning then,” she cried, with a nervous laugh. As she spoke 
she stripped off her gloves, and then carefully proceeded to draw them on 
again. When this was accomplished she glanced at the Palace clock, saying, 

“Oh dear, how late it is!” furled her umbrella, then unfurled it, and finally 
looked at him.

“No,” he said, “I shall not heed his warning.”
“Oh dear,” she sighed again, “still talking about that tiresome statue!” 

Then stealing a glance at his face, “I suppose—I suppose you are in love.”
“I don’t know,” he muttered, “I suppose I am.”
She raised her head with a quick gesture. “You seem delighted at the 
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43	 On ferme: “We are closing!” idea,” she said, but bit her lip and trembled as his eyes met hers. Then sudden 
fear came over her and she sprang up, staring into the gathering shadows.

“Are you cold?” he said.
But she only answered, “Oh dear, oh dear, it is late—so late! I must 

go—good-night.”
She gave him her gloved hand a moment and then withdrew it 

with a start.
“What is it?” he insisted. “Are you frightened?”
She looked at him strangely.

“No—no—not frightened,—you are very good to me—”
“By Jove!” he burst out, “what do you mean by saying I’m good to you? 

That’s at least the third time, and I don’t understand!”
The sound of a drum from the guard-house at the palace cut him short. 

“Listen,” she whispered, “they are going to close. It’s late, oh, so late!”
The rolling of the drum came nearer and nearer, and then the silhouette 

of the drummer cut the sky above the eastern terrace. The fading light lin-
gered a moment on his belt and bayonet, then he passed into the shadows, 
drumming the echoes awake. The roll became fainter along the eastern 
terrace, then grew and grew and rattled with increasing sharpness when he 
passed the avenue by the bronze lion and turned down the western terrace 
walk. Louder and louder the drum sounded, and the echoes struck back 
the notes from the grey palace wall; and now the drummer loomed up 
before them—his red trousers a dull spot in the gathering gloom, the brass 
of his drum and bayonet touched with a pale spark, his epaulettes tossing 
on his shoulders. He passed leaving the crash of the drum in their ears, and 
far into the alley of trees they saw his little tin cup shining on his haversack. 
Then the sentinels began the monotonous cry: “On ferme!43 on ferme!”and 
the bugle blew from the barracks in the rue de Tournon.

“On ferme! on ferme!”
“Good-night,” she whispered, “I must return alone to-night.”
He watched her until she reached the northern terrace, and then sat 

down on the marble seat until a hand on his shoulder and a glimmer of 
bayonets warned him away.

She passed on through the grove, and turning into the rue de Medici, 
traversed it to the Boulevard. At the corner she bought a bunch of violets 
and walked on along the Boulevard to the rue des Écoles. A cab was drawn 
up before Boulant’s, and a pretty girl aided by Elliott jumped out.

“Valentine!” cried the girl, “come with us!”
“I can’t,” she said, stopping a moment—”I have a rendezvous 

at Mignon’s.”
“Not Victor?” cried the girl, laughing, but she passed with a little shiver, 
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44	 Nouveau Cirque: Clifford suggests 
entertainments, none of which 
charge more than 7 francs admis-
sion. Vaudeville: The Vaudeville 
Theatre dates from 1869; the art 
form it features and celebrates 
(sketch and patter comedy inter-
spersed with songs and “varieties”) 
dates back to about 1700 in Paris. 
Eldorado: A “café-concert” featur-
ing farces and musical entertainers. 
Free to enter, but has a two-drink 
minimum. Nouveau Cirque: A circus 
featuring water acts.

nodding good-night, then turning into the Boulevard St. Germain, she 
walked a tittle faster to escape a gay party sitting before the Café Cluny 
who called to her to join them. At the door of the Restaurant Mignon 
stood a coal-black negro in buttons. He took off his peaked cap as she 
mounted the carpeted stairs.

“Send Eugene to me,” she said at the office, and passing through the 
hallway to the right of the dining-room stopped before a row of panelled 
doors. A waiter passed and she repeated her demand for Eugene, who pres-
ently appeared, noiselessly skipping, and bowed murmuring, “Madame.”

“Who is here?”
“No one in the cabinets, madame; in the half Madame Madelon and 

Monsieur Gay, Monsieur de Clamart, Monsieur Clisson, Madame Ma-
rie and their set.” Then he looked around and bowing again murmured, 

“Monsieur awaits madame since half an hour,” and he knocked at one of 
the panelled doors bearing the number six.

Clifford opened the door and the girl entered.
The garçon bowed her in, and whispering, “Will Monsieur have the 

goodness to ring?” vanished.
He helped her off with her jacket and took her hat and umbrella. 

When she was seated at the little table with Clifford opposite she smiled 
and leaned forward on both elbows looking him in the face.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded.
“Waiting,” he replied, in accents of adoration.
For an instant she turned and examined herself in the glass. The wide 

blue eyes, the curling hair, the straight nose and short curled lip flashed 
in the mirror an instant only, and then its depths reflected her pretty neck 
and back. “Thus do I turn my back on vanity,” she said, and then leaning 
forward again, “What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you,” repeated Clifford, slightly troubled.
“And Cécile.”
“Now don’t, Valentine—”
“Do you know,” she said calmly, “I dislike your conduct?”
He was a little disconcerted, and rang for Eugene to cover his confusion.
The soup was bisque, and the wine Pommery, and the courses followed 

each other with the usual regularity until Eugene brought coffee, and there 
was nothing left on the table but a small silver lamp.

“Valentine,” said Clifford, after having obtained permission to smoke, “is 
it the Vaudeville or the Eldorado—or both, or the Nouveau Cirque,44 or—”

“It is here,” said Valentine.
“Well,” he said, greatly flattered, “I’m afraid I couldn’t amuse you—”
“Oh, yes, you are funnier than the Eldorado.”
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45	 made love to me: Chambers uses 
“made love” in the older sense, 
meaning “romanced.”

“Now see here, don’t guy me, Valentine. You always do, and, and,—you 
know what they say,—a good laugh kills—”

“What?”
“Er—er—love and all that.”
She laughed until her eyes were moist with tears. “Tiens,” she cried, 

“he is dead, then!”
Clifford eyed her with growing alarm.

“Do you know why I came?” she said.
“No,” he replied uneasily, “I don’t.”
“How long have you made love to me?”45

“Well,” he admitted, somewhat startled,—”I should say,—for 
about a year.”

“It is a year, I think. Are you not tired?”
He did not answer.

“Don’t you know that I like you too well to—to ever fall in love with 
you?” she said. “Don’t you know that we are too good comrades,—too old 
friends for that? And were we not,—do you think that I do not know your 
history, Monsieur Clifford?”

“Don’t be—don’t be so sarcastic,” he urged; “don’t be unkind, Valentine.”
“I’m not. I’m kind. I’m very kind,—to you and to Cécile.”
“Cécile is tired of me.”
“I hope she is,” said the girl, “for she deserves a better fate. Tiens, do 

you know your reputation in the Quarter? Of the inconstant, the most 
inconstant,—utterly incorrigible and no more serious than a gnat on a 
summer night. Poor Cécile!”

Clifford looked so uncomfortable that she spoke more kindly.
“I like you. You know that. Everybody does. You are a spoiled child here. 

Everything is permitted you and every one makes allowance, but every one 
cannot be a victim to caprice.”

“Caprice!” he cried. “By Jove, if the girls of the Latin Quarter are 
not capricious—”

“Never mind,—never mind about that! You must not sit in judgment—
you of all men. Why are you here to-night? Oh,” she cried, “I will tell you 
why! Monsieur receives a little note; he sends a little answer; he dresses in 
his conquering raiment—”

“I don’t,” said Clifford, very red.
“You do, and it becomes you,” she retorted with a faint smile. Then 

again, very quietly, “I am in your power, but I know I am in the power of 
a friend. I have come to acknowledge it to you here,—and it is because of 
that that I am here to beg of you—a—a favour.”

Clifford opened his eyes, but said nothing.
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46	 bock: A sweet, strong lager beer.“I am in—great distress of mind. It is Monsieur Hastings.”
“Well?” said Clifford, in some astonishment.
“I want to ask you,” she continued in a low voice, “I want to ask you to—

to—in case you should speak of me before him,—not to say,—not to say,—”
“I shall not speak of you to him,” he said quietly.
“Can—can you prevent others?”
“I might if I was present. May I ask why?”
“That is not fair,” she murmured; “you know how—how he considers 

me,—as he considers every woman. You know how different he is from you 
and the rest. I have never seen a man,—such a man as Monsieur Hastings.”

He let his cigarette go out unnoticed.
“I am almost afraid of him—afraid he should know—what we all are 

in the Quarter. Oh, I do not wish him to know! I do not wish him to—to 
turn from me—to cease from speaking to me as he does! You—you and 
the rest cannot know what it has been to me. I could not believe him,—I 
could not believe he was so good and—and noble. I do not wish him to 
know—so soon. He will find out—sooner or later, he will find out for 
himself, and then he will turn away from me. Why!” she cried passionately, 

“why should he turn from me and not from you?”
Clifford, much embarrassed, eyed his cigarette.
The girl rose, very white. “He is your friend—you have a right 

to warn him.”
“He is my friend,” he said at length.
They looked at each other in silence.
Then she cried, “By all that I hold to me most sacred, you need 

not warn him!”
“I shall trust your word,” he said pleasantly.

V 

The month passed quickly for Hastings, and left few definite impressions 
after it. It did leave some, however. One was a painful impression of meet-
ing Mr. Bladen on the Boulevard des Capucines in company with a very 
pronounced young person whose laugh dismayed him, and when at last he 
escaped from the café where Mr. Bladen had hauled him to join them in 
a bock 46 he felt as if the whole boulevard was looking at him, and judging 
him by his company. Later, an instinctive conviction regarding the young 
person with Mr. Bladen sent the hot blood into his cheek, and he returned 
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47	 La Roche: La Roche-Guyon, a small 
town on the Seine between Paris 
and Le Havre near Giverny, where 
many American artists summered 
following the example of Monet. 
La Roche itself had a popula-
tion of around 700 in the Belle 
Époque, at times including Renoir 
and Pissarro, who both painted 
landscapes there.

48	 grubbing about for worms: Clifford 
insists that Rowden ensure Elliott 
only uses tied flies when angling, 
rather than baited hooks, which 
require floats and sinkers. It will 
surprise no one to learn that the 
outdoorsy Chambers was also an 
avid fly-fisherman. He wrote an 
article on the topic for Harp-
er’s Weekly in 1904, in which he 
observes, “Fly-fishing as an art 
is charming; as a science it is an 
unmitigated nuisance to intel-
ligent people.”

49	 brilliant quill float: In angling, a 
quill float uses either a birds’ feath-
er or a porcupine quill.

to the pension in such a miserable state of mind that Miss Byng was 
alarmed and advised him to conquer his homesickness at once.

Another impression was equally vivid. One Saturday morning, feeling 
lonely, his wanderings about the city brought him to the Gare St. Lazare. 
It was early for breakfast, but he entered the Hôtel Terminus and took a 
table near the window. As he wheeled about to give his order, a man pass-
ing rapidly along the aisle collided with his head, and looking up to receive 
the expected apology, he was met instead by a slap on the shoulder and 
a hearty, “What the deuce are you doing here, old chap?” It was Rowden, 
who seized him and told him to come along. So, mildly protesting, he 
was ushered into a private dining-room where Clifford, rather red, jumped 
up from the table and welcomed him with a startled air which was soft-
ened by the unaffected glee of Rowden and the extreme courtesy of Elliott. 
The latter presented him to three bewitching girls who welcomed him so 
charmingly and seconded Rowden in his demand that Hastings should 
make one of the party, that he consented at once. While Elliott briefly 
outlined the projected excursion to La Roche,47 Hastings delightedly ate 
his omelet, and returned the smiles of encouragement from Cécile and 
Colette and Jacqueline. Meantime Clifford in a bland whisper was telling 
Rowden what an ass he was. Poor Rowden looked miserable until Elliott, 
divining how affairs were turning, frowned on Clifford and found a mo-
ment to let Rowden know that they were all going to make the best of it.

“You shut up,” he observed to Clifford, “it’s fate, and that settles it.”
“It’s Rowden, and that settles it,” murmured Clifford, concealing a grin. 

For after all he was not Hastings’ wet nurse. So it came about that the train 
which left the Gare St. Lazare at 9.15 a.m. stopped a moment in its career 
towards Havre and deposited at the red-roofed station of La Roche a mer-
ry party, armed with sunshades, trout-rods, and one cane, carried by the 
non-combatant, Hastings. Then, when they had established their camp in 
a grove of sycamores which bordered the little river Ept, Clifford, the ac-
knowledged master of all that pertained to sportsmanship, took command.

“You, Rowden,” he said, “divide your flies with Elliott and keep an eye 
on him or else he’ll be trying to put on a float and sinker. Prevent him by 
force from grubbing about for worms.”48

Elliott protested, but was forced to smile in the general laugh.
“You make me ill,” he asserted; “do you think this is my first trout?”
“I shall be delighted to see your first trout,” said Clifford, and dodging a 

fly hook, hurled with intent to hit, proceeded to sort and equip three slen-
der rods destined to bring joy and fish to Cécile, Colette, and Jacqueline. 
With perfect gravity he ornamented each line with four split shot, a small 
hook, and a brilliant quill float.49
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“I shall never touch the worms,” announced Cécile with a shudder.
Jacqueline and Colette hastened to sustain her, and Hastings pleasant-

ly offered to act in the capacity of general baiter and taker-off of fish. But 
Cécile, doubtless fascinated by the gaudy flies in Clifford’s book, decided 
to accept lessons from him in the true art, and presently disappeared up the 
Ept with Clifford in tow.

Elliott looked doubtfully at Colette.
“I prefer gudgeons,” said that damsel with decision, “and you and Mon-

sieur Rowden may go away when you please; may they not, Jacqueline?”
“Certainly,” responded Jacqueline.
Elliott, undecided, examined his rod and reel.

“You’ve got your reel on wrong side up,” observed Rowden.
Elliott wavered, and stole a glance at Colette.

“I—I—have almost decided to—er—not to flip the flies about just 
now,” he began. “There’s the pole that Cécile left—”

“Don’t call it a pole,” corrected Rowden.
“Rod, then,” continued Elliott, and started off in the wake of the two 

girls, but was promptly collared by Rowden.
“No, you don’t! Fancy a man fishing with a float and sinker when he has 

a fly rod in his hand! You come along!”
Where the placid little Ept flows down between its thickets to the 

Seine, a grassy bank shadows the haunt of the gudgeon, and on this bank 
sat Colette and Jacqueline and chattered and laughed and watched the 
swerving of the scarlet quills, while Hastings, his hat over his eyes, his head 
on a bank of moss, listened to their soft voices and gallantly unhooked the 
small and indignant gudgeon when a flash of a rod and a half-suppressed 
scream announced a catch. The sunlight filtered through the leafy thick-
ets awaking to song the forest birds. Magpies in spotless black and white 
flirted past, alighting near by with a hop and bound and twitch of the tail. 
Blue and white jays with rosy breasts shrieked through the trees, and a 
low-sailing hawk wheeled among the fields of ripening wheat, putting to 
flight flocks of twittering hedge birds.

Across the Seine a gull dropped on the water like a plume. The air was 
pure and still. Scarcely a leaf moved. Sounds from a distant farm came 
faintly, the shrill cock-crow and dull baying. Now and then a steam-tug 
with big raking smoke-pipe, bearing the name “Guêpe 27,” ploughed up 
the river dragging its interminable train of barges, or a sailboat dropped 
down with the current toward sleepy Rouen.

A faint fresh odour of earth and water hung in the air, and through 
the sunlight, orange-tipped butterflies danced above the marsh grass, soft 
velvety butterflies flapped through the mossy woods.
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50	 Millbrook, Connecticut: There 
are nine towns named Millbrook 
in the United States, but the only 
Millbrook in Connecticut is a spot 
located west of North Haven, 
Connecticut. It doesn’t appear on 
the 1892 USGS topographic map 
of the area, and barely appears on 
Google Maps today. Chambers 
may have invented the name, 
or based it on Millbrook, New 
York (pop. 633 in 1890), which he 
would have known.

In either case, it is not to be 
confused with Milbrook, a resi-
dential subdivision of Greenwich, 
Connecticut, laid down in 1923 
on the grounds of the former 
Milbank estate.

Hastings was thinking of Valentine. It was two o’clock when Elliott 
strolled back, and frankly admitting that he had eluded Rowden, sat down 
beside Colette and prepared to doze with satisfaction.

“Where are your trout?” said Colette severely.
“They still live,” murmured Elliott, and went fast asleep.
Rowden returned shortly after, and casting a scornful glance at the 

slumbering one, displayed three crimson-flecked trout.
“And that,” smiled Hastings lazily, “that is the holy end to which the 

faithful plod,—the slaughter of these small fish with a bit of silk and feather.”
Rowden disdained to answer him. Colette caught another gudgeon 

and awoke Elliott, who protested and gazed about for the lunch baskets, as 
Clifford and Cécile came up demanding instant refreshment. Cécile’s skirts 
were soaked, and her gloves torn, but she was happy, and Clifford, dragging 
out a two-pound trout, stood still to receive the applause of the company.

“Where the deuce did you get that?” demanded Elliott.
Cécile, wet and enthusiastic, recounted the battle, and then Clifford 

eulogized her powers with the fly, and, in proof, produced from his creel a 
defunct chub, which, he observed, just missed being a trout.

They were all very happy at luncheon, and Hastings was voted “charm-
ing.” He enjoyed it immensely,—only it seemed to him at moments that 
flirtation went further in France than in Millbrook, Connecticut,50 and 
he thought that Cécile might be a little less enthusiastic about Clifford, 
that perhaps it would be quite as well if Jacqueline sat further away from 
Rowden, and that possibly Colette could have, for a moment at least, taken 
her eyes from Elliott’s face. Still he enjoyed it—except when his thoughts 
drifted to Valentine, and then he felt that he was very far away from her. 
La Roche is at least an hour and a half from Paris. It is also true that he felt 
a happiness, a quick heart-beat when, at eight o’clock that night the train 
which bore them from La Roche rolled into the Gare St. Lazare and he 
was once more in the city of Valentine.

“Good-night,” they said, pressing around him. “You must come with 
us next time!”

He promised, and watched them, two by two, drift into the darken-
ing city, and stood so long that, when again he raised his eyes, the vast 
Boulevard was twinkling with gas-jets through which the electric lights 
stared like moons.
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51	 Pears’ Soap: “Good morning! Have 
you used Pears’ Soap?” was the 
advertising slogan of Pears’ Soap, 
created around 1885 by its mar-
keting genius chairman Thomas J. 
Barratt (1841–1914). By 1890 it had 
attained global ubiquity, the “Just 
do it” of its day. Clifford jumbling 
the slogan indicates his continu-
ing drunkenness.

VI 

It was with another quick heart-beat that he awoke next morning, for his 
first thought was of Valentine.

The sun already gilded the towers of Notre Dame, the clatter of work-
men’s sabots awoke sharp echoes in the street below, and across the way a 
blackbird in a pink almond tree was going into an ecstasy of trills.

He determined to awake Clifford for a brisk walk in the country, hop-
ing later to beguile that gentleman into the American church for his soul’s 
sake. He found Alfred the gimlet-eyed washing the asphalt walk which 
led to the studio.

“Monsieur Elliott?” he replied to the perfunctory inquiry, “je ne sais pas.”
“And Monsieur Clifford,” began Hastings, somewhat astonished.
“Monsieur Clifford,” said the concierge with fine irony, “will be pleased 

to see you, as he retired early; in fact he has just come in.”
Hastings hesitated while the concierge pronounced a fine eulogy on 

people who never stayed out all night and then came battering at the lodge 
gate during hours which even a gendarme held sacred to sleep. He also 
discoursed eloquently upon the beauties of temperance, and took an osten-
tatious draught from the fountain in the court.

“I do not think I will come in,” said Hastings.
“Pardon, monsieur,” growled the concierge, “perhaps it would be well 

to see Monsieur Clifford. He possibly needs aid. Me he drives forth with 
hair-brushes and boots. It is a mercy if he has not set fire to something 
with his candle.”

Hastings hesitated for an instant, but swallowing his dislike of such a 
mission, walked slowly through the ivy-covered alley and across the inner 
garden to the studio. He knocked. Perfect silence. Then he knocked again, 
and this time something struck the door from within with a crash.

“That,” said the concierge, “was a boot.” He fitted his duplicate key into 
the lock and ushered Hastings in. Clifford, in disordered evening dress, sat 
on the rug in the middle of the room. He held in his hand a shoe, and did 
not appear astonished to see Hastings.

“Good-morning, do you use Pears’ soap?”51 he inquired with a vague 
wave of his hand and a vaguer smile.

Hastings’ heart sank. “For Heaven’s sake,” he said, “Clifford, go to bed.”
“Not while that—that Alfred pokes his shaggy head in here an’ I have 

a shoe left.”
Hastings blew out the candle, picked up Clifford’s hat and cane, and 
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52	 en connaisseur: “As an expert.” This 
is the current spelling of the word 
borrowed into English as “connois-
seur” before 1800.

said, with an emotion he could not conceal, “This is terrible, Clifford,—I—
never knew you did this sort of thing.”

“Well, I do,” said Clifford.
“Where is Elliott?”
“Ole chap,” returned Clifford, becoming maudlin, “Providence which 

feeds—feeds—er—sparrows an’ that sort of thing watcheth over the in-
temperate wanderer—”

“Where is Elliott?”
But Clifford only wagged his head and waved his arm about. “He’s 

out there,—somewhere about.” Then suddenly feeling a desire to see his 
missing chum, lifted up his voice and howled for him.

Hastings, thoroughly shocked, sat down on the lounge without a word. 
Presently, after shedding several scalding tears, Clifford brightened up and 
rose with great precaution.

“Ole chap,” he observed, “do you want to see er—er miracle? Well, here 
goes. I’m goin’ to begin.”

He paused, beaming at vacancy.
“Er miracle,” he repeated.
Hastings supposed he was alluding to the miracle of his keeping his 

balance, and said nothing.
“I’m goin’ to bed,” he announced, “poor ole Clifford’s goin’ to bed, an’ 

that’s er miracle!”
And he did with a nice calculation of distance and equilibrium which 

would have rung enthusiastic yells of applause from Elliott had he been 
there to assist en connaisseur.52 But he was not. He had not yet reached the 
studio. He was on his way, however, and smiled with magnificent conde-
scension on Hastings, who, half an hour later, found him reclining upon 
a bench in the Luxembourg. He permitted himself to be aroused, dusted 
and escorted to the gate. Here, however, he refused all further assistance, 
and bestowing a patronizing bow upon Hastings, steered a tolerably true 
course for the rue Vavin.

Hastings watched him out of sight, and then slowly retraced his steps 
toward the fountain. At first he felt gloomy and depressed, but gradually 
the clear air of the morning lifted the pressure from his heart, and he sat 
down on the marble seat under the shadow of the winged god.

The air was fresh and sweet with perfume from the orange flowers. 
Everywhere pigeons were bathing, dashing the water over their iris-hued 
breasts, flashing in and out of the spray or nestling almost to the neck along 
the polished basin. The sparrows, too, were abroad in force, soaking their 
dust-coloured feathers in the limpid pool and chirping with might and 
main. Under the sycamores which surrounded the duck-pond opposite 
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the fountain of Marie de Medici, the water-fowl cropped the herbage, or 
waddled in rows down the bank to embark on some solemn aimless cruise.

Butterflies, somewhat lame from a chilly night’s repose under the lilac 
leaves, crawled over and over the white phlox, or took a rheumatic flight 
toward some sun-warmed shrub. The bees were already busy among the 
heliotrope, and one or two grey flies with brick-coloured eyes sat in a spot 
of sunlight beside the marble seat, or chased each other about, only to 
return again to the spot of sunshine and rub their fore-legs, exulting.

The sentries paced briskly before the painted boxes, pausing at times to 
look toward the guard-house for their relief.

They came at last, with a shuffle of feet and click of bayonets, the 
word was passed, the relief fell out, and away they went, crunch, crunch, 
across the gravel.

A mellow chime floated from the clock-tower of the palace, the deep 
bell of St. Sulpice echoed the stroke. Hastings sat dreaming in the shad-
ow of the god, and while he mused somebody came and sat down beside 
him. At first he did not raise his head. It was only when she spoke that 
he sprang up.

“You! At this hour?”
“I was restless, I could not sleep.” Then in a low, happy voice—”And 

you! at this hour?”
“I—I slept, but the sun awoke me.”
“I could not sleep,” she said, and her eyes seemed, for a moment, touched 

with an indefinable shadow. Then, smiling, “I am so glad—I seemed to 
know you were coming. Don’t laugh, I believe in dreams.”

“Did you really dream of,—of my being here?”
“I think I was awake when I dreamed it,” she admitted. Then for a time 

they were mute, acknowledging by silence the happiness of being together. 
And after all their silence was eloquent, for faint smiles, and glances born 
of their thoughts, crossed and recrossed, until lips moved and words were 
formed, which seemed almost superfluous. What they said was not very 
profound. Perhaps the most valuable jewel that fell from Hastings’ lips 
bore direct reference to breakfast.

“I have not yet had my chocolate,” she confessed, “but what a material 
man you are.”

“Valentine,” he said impulsively, “I wish,—I do wish that you would,—
just for this once,—give me the whole day,—just for this once.”

“Oh dear,” she smiled, “not only material, but selfish!”
“Not selfish, hungry,” he said, looking at her.
“A cannibal too; oh dear!”
“Will you, Valentine?”
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53	 ma foi ils ont bien l’air: “God! How 
beautiful he is,” Mademoiselle 
Murphy says, “my faith, they look 
good.” Mlle. Murphy conflates 
looking good (beautiful or well) 
with looking married.

“But my chocolate—”
“Take it with me.”
“But déjeuner—”
“Together, at St. Cloud.”
“But I can’t—”
“Together,—all day,—all day long; will you, Valentine?”
She was silent.

“Only for this once.”
Again that indefinable shadow fell across her eyes, and when it was 

gone she sighed. “Yes,—together, only for this once.”
“All day?” he said, doubting his happiness.
“All day,” she smiled; “and oh, I am so hungry!”
He laughed, enchanted.

“What a material young lady it is.”
On the Boulevard St. Michel there is a Crémerie painted white and 

blue outside, and neat and clean as a whistle inside. The auburn-haired 
young woman who speaks French like a native, and rejoices in the name of 
Murphy, smiled at them as they entered, and tossing a fresh napkin over 
the zinc tête-à-tête table, whisked before them two cups of chocolate and a 
basket full of crisp, fresh croissons.

The primrose-coloured pats of butter, each stamped with a shamrock 
in relief, seemed saturated with the fragrance of Normandy pastures.

“How delicious!” they said in the same breath, and then laughed at 
the coincidence.

“With but a single thought,” he began.
“How absurd!” she cried with cheeks all rosy. “I’m thinking I’d 

like a croisson.”
“So am I,” he replied triumphant, “that proves it.”
Then they had a quarrel; she accusing him of behaviour unworthy of a 

child in arms, and he denying it, and bringing counter charges, until Ma-
demoiselle Murphy laughed in sympathy, and the last croisson was eaten 
under a flag of truce. Then they rose, and she took his arm with a bright 
nod to Mile. Murphy, who cried them a merry: “Bonjour, madame! bonjour, 
monsieur!” and watched them hail a passing cab and drive away. “Dieu! 
qu’il est beau,” she sighed, adding after a moment, “Do they be married, I 
dunno,—ma foi ils ont bien l ’air.”53

The cab swung around the rue de Medici, turned into the rue de Vau-
girard, followed it to where it crosses the rue de Rennes, and taking that 
noisy thoroughfare, drew up before the Gare Montparnasse. They were 
just in time for a train and scampered up the stairway and out to the cars 
as the last note from the starting-gong rang through the arched station. 
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The guard slammed the door of their compartment, a whistle sounded, 
answered by a screech from the locomotive, and the long train glided from 
the station, faster, faster, and sped out into the morning sunshine. The 
summer wind blew in their faces from the open window, and sent the soft 
hair dancing on the girl’s forehead.

“We have the compartment to ourselves,” said Hastings.
She leaned against the cushioned window-seat, her eyes bright and 

wide open, her lips parted. The wind lifted her hat, and fluttered the rib-
bons under her chin. With a quick movement she untied them, and, draw-
ing a long hat-pin from her hat, laid it down on the seat beside her. The 
train was flying.

The colour surged in her cheeks, and, with each quick-drawn breath, 
her breath rose and fell under the cluster of lilies at her throat. Trees, hous-
es, ponds, danced past, cut by a mist of telegraph poles.

“Faster! faster!” she cried.
His eyes never left her, but hers, wide open, and blue as the summer 

sky, seemed fixed on something far ahead,—something which came no 
nearer, but fled before them as they fled.

Was it the horizon, cut now by the grim fortress on the hill, now by the 
cross of a country chapel? Was it the summer moon, ghost-like, slipping 
through the vaguer blue above?

“Faster! faster!” she cried.
Her parted lips burned scarlet.
The car shook and shivered, and the fields streamed by like an emerald 

torrent. He caught the excitement, and his faced glowed.
“Oh,” she cried, and with an unconscious movement caught his hand, 

drawing him to the window beside her. “Look! lean out with me!”
He only saw her lips move; her voice was drowned in the roar of a tres-

tle, but his hand closed in hers and he clung to the sill. The wind whistled 
in their ears. “Not so far out, Valentine, take care!” he gasped.

Below, through the ties of the trestle, a broad river flashed into view 
and out again, as the train thundered along a tunnel, and away once more 
through the freshest of green fields. The wind roared about them. The girl 
was leaning far out from the window, and he caught her by the waist, cry-
ing, “Not too far!” but she only murmured, “Faster! faster! away out of the 
city, out of the land, faster, faster! away out of the world!”

“What are you saying all to yourself ?” he said, but his voice was broken, 
and the wind whirled it back into his throat.

She heard him, and, turning from the window looked down at his arm 
about her. Then she raised her eyes to his. The car shook and the windows 
rattled. They were dashing through a forest now, and the sun swept the 
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54	 I have never known it: Emmert 
points up the irony of Chambers’ 
reversal of his usual pattern, and 
indeed of the gothic form itself.

In this tale, Chambers presents a 
hidden truth that undermines the 
world of his hero, and reveals the 
decent commonplaces and morals 
of society as meaningless—but in 
the opposite register from horror. 
By embracing the beauties of life, 
of nature, and of love, Hastings 
and Valentine escape convention 
into “so bright a world.” Have you 
seen the sunlit sign?

dewy branches with running flashes of fire. He looked into her troubled 
eyes; he drew her to him and kissed the half-parted lips, and she cried out, 
a bitter, hopeless cry, “Not that—not that!”

But he held her close and strong, whispering words of honest love and 
passion, and when she sobbed—”Not that—not that—I have promised! 
You must—you must know—I am—not—worthy—” In the purity of his 
own heart her words were, to him, meaningless then, meaningless for ever 
after. Presently her voice ceased, and her head rested on his breast. He 
leaned against the window, his ears swept by the furious wind, his heart in 
a joyous tumult. The forest was passed, and the sun slipped from behind 
the trees, flooding the earth again with brightness. She raised her eyes and 
looked out into the world from the window. Then she began to speak, but 
her voice was faint, and he bent his head close to hers and listened. “I can-
not turn from you; I am too weak. You were long ago my master—master 
of my heart and soul. I have broken my word to one who trusted me, but I 
have told you all;—what matters the rest?” He smiled at her innocence and 
she worshipped his. She spoke again: “Take me or cast me away;—what 
matters it? Now with a word you can kill me, and it might be easier to die 
than to look upon happiness as great as mine.”

He took her in his arms, “Hush, what are you saying? Look,—look out 
at the sunlight, the meadows and the streams. We shall be very happy in 
so bright a world.”

She turned to the sunlight. From the window, the world below seemed 
very fair to her.

Trembling with happiness, she sighed: “Is this the world? Then I have 
never known it.”54

“Nor have I, God forgive me,” he murmured.
Perhaps it was our gentle Lady of the Fields who forgave them both.



the street of our lady of the fields 163





1	 nor over-reach: This quatrain 
is Stanza 77 in the second 
(1868) edition of Fitzgerald’s 
free translation of the Rubái-
yát of Omar Khayyám. See 
“In the Court of the Dragon,” 
note 2.

RUE BARRÉE

“For let Philosopher and Doctor preach
Of what they will and what they will not,—each
Is but one link in an eternal chain
That none can slip nor break nor over-reach.” 1

i   i   i 

“Crimson nor yellow roses nor
The savour of the mounting sea
Are worth the perfume I adore
That clings to thee.

The languid-headed lilies tire,
The changeless waters weary me;
I ache with passionate desire
Of thine and thee.

There are but these things in the world—
Thy mouth of f ire,
Thy breasts, thy hands, thy hair upcurled
And my desire.” 2

I

One morning at Julian’s,3 a student said to Selby, “That is Foxhall 
Clifford,”4 pointing with his brushes at a young man who sat be-
fore an easel, doing nothing.

Selby, shy and nervous, walked over and began: “My name is Sel-
by,—I have just arrived in Paris, and bring a letter of introduction—” His 
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2	 And my desire: The poem “Ερος 
δ’αυτε…” (“Eros d’aute…”) ap-
peared in the collection Orchids 
(1896) by the English poet Theo-
dore Wratislaw (1871–1933). Cham-
bers must have seen the poem in 
a magazine appearance, possibly 
in the Chicago literary journal The 
Chap-Book, which published the 
poem in its issue of February 15, 
1895. This is the third and final ap-
pearance of Cupid (see “The Mask,” 
note 18) in The King in Yellow, albeit 
masked. The poem title (written in 
Attic Greek rather than Sappho’s 
original Aeolic Greek) comes from 
a fragment by the Greek poet 
Sappho (630–580 BCE), which 
translates as “Eros, once again.”

Wratislaw associated with 
the “Oxford Uranians,” a ho-
mosexual poetic society, and 
published at least one overtly 
homoerotic poem, “To A Sicilian 
Boy” (1893). His poem “To Salomé 
at St. James’s” appeared in the 
Yellow Book (see “Repairer of 
Reputations,” note 66; and Appen-
dix II) in 1894.

3	 One morning at Julian’s: “Julian’s” 
refers to the Académie Julian, a 
prestigious private art school in 
Paris founded by Rodolphe Julian 
(1839–1907) in 1867. Chambers 
attended Julian’s upon his arrival 
in Paris in 1886; during Chambers’ 
time there (likely 1886–1889), it 
had approximately 400 students 
in any given year, from dozens of 
countries including Japan. It was 
especially popular with American 
students, not least because unlike 
most such schools it did not 
require personal applications to 
the instructors. Its primary purpose 
was to train candidates for admis-
sion to the École des Beaux-Arts 
(see “The Mask,” note 10), although 
Julian’s accepted female students, 
which the Beaux-Arts did not.

4	 That is Foxhall Clifford: Clifford 
is a character in Chambers’ first 
novel, In the Quarter (1894). He 
also appears in “The Street of Our 
Lady of the Fields.”

5	 MM. Boulanger and Lefebvre: 
Monsieurs Gustave Boulanger 
(1824–1888) and Jules Joseph Le-

voice was lost in the crash of a falling easel, the owner of which promptly 
assaulted his neighbour, and for a time the noise of battle rolled through 
the studios of MM. Boulanger and Lefebvre,5 presently subsiding into a 
scuffle on the stairs outside. Selby, apprehensive as to his own reception in 
the studio, looked at Clifford, who sat serenely watching the fight.

“It’s a little noisy here,” said Clifford, “but you will like the fellows 
when you know them.” His unaffected manner delighted Selby. Then with 
a simplicity that won his heart, he presented him to half a dozen students 
of as many nationalities. Some were cordial, all were polite. Even the ma-
jestic creature who held the position of Massier,6 unbent enough to say: 

“My friend, when a man speaks French as well as you do, and is also a friend 
of Monsieur Clifford, he will have no trouble in this studio. You expect, of 
course, to fill the stove until the next new man comes?”

“Of course.”
“And you don’t mind chaff?”7

“No,” replied Selby, who hated it.
Clifford, much amused, put on his hat, saying, “You must expect lots 

of it at first.”
Selby placed his own hat on his head and followed him to the door.
As they passed the model stand there was a furious cry of “Chapeau! 

Chapeau!” and a student sprang from his easel menacing Selby, who red-
dened but looked at Clifford.

“Take off your hat for them,” said the latter, laughing.
A little embarrassed, he turned and saluted the studio.
“Et moi?” cried the model.
“You are charming,” replied Selby, astonished at his own audacity, but 

the studio rose as one man, shouting: “He has done well! he’s all right!” 
while the model, laughing, kissed her hand to him and cried: “À demain 
beau jeune homme!”8

All that week Selby worked at the studio unmolested. The French 
students christened him “l’Enfant Prodigue,” which was freely translat-
ed, “The Prodigious Infant,” “The Kid,” “Kid Selby,” and “Kidby.” But the 
disease soon ran its course from “Kidby” to “Kidney,” and then naturally 
to “Tidbits,” where it was arrested by Clifford’s authority and ultimately 
relapsed to “Kid.”

Wednesday came, and with it M. Boulanger. For three hours the stu-
dents writhed under his biting sarcasms,—among the others Clifford, who 
was informed that he knew even less about a work of art than he did about 
the art of work. Selby was more fortunate. The professor examined his 
drawing in silence, looked at him sharply, and passed on with a non-com-
mittal gesture. He presently departed arm in arm with Bouguereau,9 
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febvre (1836–1911) taught painting 
(especially of female models) as a 
team at the Académie Julian. Bou-
langer insisted on painting models 
as individuals and on emotional 
content; Lefebvre emphasized line 
work and anatomy. Since In the 
Quarter occurs between 1888 and 
1891, and “Rue Barrée” must occur 
prior to Boulanger’s death, this 
story is a prequel to the novel.

6	 the position of Massier: The 
student elected by their fellows to 
handle budgetary and disciplinary 
affairs for the class.

7	 you don’t mind chaff: Teas-
ing and pranks.

8	 À demain beau jeune homme: 
“See you tomorrow, you hand-
some young man!”

9	 arm in arm with Bouguereau: 
William-Adolfe Bouguereau 
(1825–1905), an Academic painter 
and instructor at Julian’s. See 
“The Street of Our Lady of the 
Fields,” note 18.

10	 back to the Latin Quarter alone: 
See “The Street of the Four 
Winds,” note 5.

11	 the Place du Châtelet: A public 
square on the north end of the 
Pont au Change bridge, centered 
on the Fontaine du Palmier. The 
Théâtre du Châtelet (home at 
the time to a long-running stage 
production of Around the World in 
80 Days) and the Opéra-Comique 
bracketed the square.

12	 Notre Dame: Refers to the 
famous cathedral Notre-Dame de 
Paris. Selby is almost cartoonishly 
new to the city.

13	 Café Vachette: The Café Vachette, 
at 27 boulevard Saint-Michel, was a 
major bohemian watering hole. Its 
habitués included Maupassant, as 
well as his fellow writers Verlaine 
and Huysmans.

14	 A gamin: A street urchin.

15	 Mr. Richard Elliott: Richard 
Osborne Elliott briefly appears in 

to the relief of Clifford, who was then at liberty to jam his hat on his 
head and depart.

The next day he did not appear, and Selby, who had counted on seeing 
him at the studio, a thing which he learned later it was vanity to count on, 
wandered back to the Latin Quarter alone.10

Paris was still strange and new to him. He was vaguely troubled by its 
splendour. No tender memories stirred his American bosom at the Place 
du Châtelet,11 nor even by Notre Dame.12 The Palais de Justice with its 
clock and turrets and stalking sentinels in blue and vermilion, the Place 
St. Michel with its jumble of omnibuses and ugly water-spitting griffins, 
the hill of the Boulevard St. Michel, the tooting trams, the policemen 
dawdling two by two, and the table-lined terraces of the Café Vachette13 
were nothing to him, as yet, nor did he even know, when he stepped from 
the stones of the Place St. Michel to the asphalt of the Boulevard, that 
he had crossed the frontier and entered the student zone,—the famous 
Latin Quarter.

A cabman hailed him as “bourgeois,” and urged the superiority of 
driving over walking. A gamin,14 with an appearance of great concern, 
requested the latest telegraphic news from London, and then, standing 
on his head, invited Selby to feats of strength. A pretty girl gave him a 
glance from a pair of violet eyes. He did not see her, but she, catching her 
own reflection in a window, wondered at the colour burning in her cheeks. 
Turning to resume her course, she met Foxhall Clifford, and hurried on. 
Clifford, open-mouthed, followed her with his eyes; then he looked after 
Selby, who had turned into the Boulevard St. Germain toward the rue de 
Seine. Then he examined himself in the shop window. The result seemed 
to be unsatisfactory.

“I’m not a beauty,” he mused, “but neither am I a hobgoblin. What does 
she mean by blushing at Selby? I never before saw her look at a fellow in 
my life,—neither has any one in the Quarter. Anyway, I can swear she 
never looks at me, and goodness knows I have done all that respectful 
adoration can do.”

He sighed, and murmuring a prophecy concerning the salvation of his 
immortal soul swung into that graceful lounge which at all times charac-
terized Clifford. With no apparent exertion, he overtook Selby at the cor-
ner, and together they crossed the sunlit Boulevard and sat down under the 
awning of the Café du Cercle. Clifford bowed to everybody on the terrace, 
saying, “You shall meet them all later, but now let me present you to two 
of the sights of Paris, Mr. Richard Elliott15 and Mr. Stanley Rowden.”16

The “sights” looked amiable, and took vermouth.
“You cut the studio to-day,” said Elliott, suddenly turning on Clifford, 
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In the Quarter. He also appears 
in “The Street of Our Lady 
of the Fields.”

16	 Mr. Stanley Rowden: Rowden also 
appears as a character in “The 
Street of Our Lady of the Fields,” 
and most likely as “Cholmondeley 
Rowden, Esq.” in In the Quarter. 
Perhaps Chambers thought better 
of the stage-Englishman name for 
the character, or perhaps Chol-
mondeley thought better of going 
by Cholmondeley given that his 
companions are all boisterous (not 
to say infantile) art students.

17	 the latest Prix de Rome winner: 
In 1663, the Royal Academy 
established a prize scholarship for 
painters, funding a stay of three 
to five years in Rome to study 
Renaissance art. Up to six painters 
could win the Prix de Rome in 
any given year, but in some years 
(as in 1888) the Academy granted 
no first prizes. The second- and 
third-place winners for painting in 
1887 were students of Bougereau. 
In 1888, Paul Buffet, a student of 
Boulanger and Lefebvre, received 
an honorable mention.

18	 by which we know her,—Rue 
Barrée: “Rue Barrée” is not the 
name of a street, but a warning 
sign meaning “Road Closed.” 
Chambers parallels the girl’s refusal 
of the artists’ advances to a bar-
ricaded street.

Rue barrée was also the name of 
an unrelated 1967 television series 
on ORTF in France written and 
directed by the actor André Versini 
(1923–1966). A black-and-white 
comedy, it took its name from 
the cut-off and useless tramway 
lines down the middle of Rue 
Jeanne d’Arc.

who avoided his eyes.
“To commune with nature?” observed Rowden.
“What’s her name this time?” asked Elliott, and Rowden answered 

promptly, “Name, Yvette; nationality, Breton—”
“Wrong,” replied Clifford blandly, “it’s Rue Barrée.”
The subject changed instantly, and Selby listened in surprise to names 

which were new to him, and eulogies on the latest Prix de Rome winner.17 
He was delighted to hear opinions boldly expressed and points honestly de-
bated, although the vehicle was mostly slang, both English and French. He 
longed for the time when he too should be plunged into the strife for fame.

The bells of St. Sulpice struck the hour, and the Palace of the Luxem-
bourg answered chime on chime. With a glance at the sun, dipping low in 
the golden dust behind the Palais Bourbon, they rose, and turning to the 
east, crossed the Boulevard St. Germain and sauntered toward the École 
de Médecine. At the corner a girl passed them, walking hurriedly. Clifford 
smirked, Elliott and Rowden were agitated, but they all bowed, and, with-
out raising her eyes, she returned their salute. But Selby, who had lagged 
behind, fascinated by some gay shop window, looked up to meet two of the 
bluest eyes he had ever seen. The eyes were dropped in an instant, and the 
young fellow hastened to overtake the others.

“By Jove,” he said, “do you fellows know I have just seen the prettiest 
girl—” An exclamation broke from the trio, gloomy, foreboding, like the 
chorus in a Greek play.

“Rue Barrée!”
“What!” cried Selby, bewildered.
The only answer was a vague gesture from Clifford.
Two hours later, during dinner, Clifford turned to Selby and said, “You 

want to ask me something; I can tell by the way you fidget about.”
“Yes, I do,” he said, innocently enough; “it’s about that girl. Who is she?”
In Rowden’s smile there was pity, in Elliott’s bitterness.

“Her name,” said Clifford solemnly, “is unknown to any one, at least,” he 
added with much conscientiousness, “as far as I can learn. Every fellow in 
the Quarter bows to her and she returns the salute gravely, but no man has 
ever been known to obtain more than that. Her profession, judging from 
her music-roll, is that of a pianist. Her residence is in a small and humble 
street which is kept in a perpetual process of repair by the city authori-
ties, and from the black letters painted on the barrier which defends the 
street from traffic, she has taken the name by which we know her,—Rue 
Barrée.18 Mr. Rowden, in his imperfect knowledge of the French tongue, 
called our attention to it as Roo Barry—”

“I didn’t,” said Rowden hotly.



rue barrée 169

19	 to every rapin: A rapin is an 
apprentice, especially a useless or 
bohemian one, in an artist’s studio. 
Its etymology is unclear, but does 
not seem to be cognate with 
“rapine.” It may be a contraction 
of a French pun, rat qui peint (“rat 
who paints”).

20	 river of yellow ochre: Yellow ochre 
is a common artist’s pigment 
containing the mineral limonite 
(hydrated iron hydroxide). That 
said, in the context of some of 
these other stories this nightmare 
takes on added meaning.

21	 flower-market on the marble 
bridge: This likely refers to the 
famous flower market near the 
Pont au Change bridge. The bridge 
is not made of marble, but was 
relatively new (built 1860) and still 
white in 1888. 

22	 a thousand roses: Roses play a 
significant role in the legend of St. 
Casilda of Toledo (see “Cassilda’s 
Song,” note 9). Accused of smug-
gling food to Christian prisoners, 
Casilda lied and claimed she only 
carried roses in her skirts. When 
the guards forced her to open her 
skirts, the food had miraculously 
become roses. In “Rue Barrée” 
(as throughout Western culture), 
roses symbolize and transmit 
love, though in this case romantic 
love rather than the Christian 
love of charity.

“And Roo Barry, or Rue Barrée, is to-day an object of adoration to 
every rapin19 in the Quarter—”

“We are not rapins,” corrected Elliott.
“I am not,” returned Clifford, “and I beg to call to your attention, Sel-

by, that these two gentlemen have at various and apparently unfortunate 
moments, offered to lay down life and limb at the feet of Rue Barrée. The 
lady possesses a chilling smile which she uses on such occasions and,” here 
he became gloomily impressive, “I have been forced to believe that neither 
the scholarly grace of my friend Elliott nor the buxom beauty of my friend 
Rowden have touched that heart of ice.”

Elliott and Rowden, boiling with indignation, cried out, “And you!”
“I,” said Clifford blandly, “do fear to tread where you rush in.”

II 

Twenty-four hours later Selby had completely forgotten Rue Barrée. 
During the week he worked with might and main at the studio, and Satur-
day night found him so tired that he went to bed before dinner and had a 
nightmare about a river of yellow ochre20 in which he was drowning. Sun-
day morning, apropos of nothing at all, he thought of Rue Barrée, and ten 
seconds afterwards he saw her. It was at the flower-market on the marble 
bridge.21 She was examining a pot of pansies. The gardener had evidently 
thrown heart and soul into the transaction, but Rue Barrée shook her head.

It is a question whether Selby would have stopped then and there to 
inspect a cabbage-rose had not Clifford unwound for him the yarn of the 
previous Tuesday. It is possible that his curiosity was piqued, for with the 
exception of a hen-turkey, a boy of nineteen is the most openly curious 
biped alive. From twenty until death he tries to conceal it. But, to be fair to 
Selby, it is also true that the market was attractive. Under a cloudless sky 
the flowers were packed and heaped along the marble bridge to the para-
pet. The air was soft, the sun spun a shadowy lacework among the palms 
and glowed in the hearts of a thousand roses.22 Spring had come,—was 
in full tide. The watering carts and sprinklers spread freshness over the 
Boulevard, the sparrows had become vulgarly obtrusive, and the credu-
lous Seine angler anxiously followed his gaudy quill floating among the 
soapsuds of the lavoirs. The white-spiked chestnuts clad in tender green 
vibrated with the hum of bees. Shoddy butterflies flaunted their winter 
rags among the heliotrope. There was a smell of fresh earth in the air, an 
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23	 Fifty francs, Mademoiselle: 
Approximately $300 in 2018 
U.S. dollars.

echo of the woodland brook in the ripple of the Seine, and swallows soared 
and skimmed among the anchored river craft. Somewhere in a window a 
caged bird was singing its heart out to the sky.

Selby looked at the cabbage-rose and then at the sky. Something in 
the song of the caged bird may have moved him, or perhaps it was that 
dangerous sweetness in the air of May.

At first he was hardly conscious that he had stopped, then he was 
scarcely conscious why he had stopped, then he thought he would move 
on, then he thought he wouldn’t, then he looked at Rue Barrée.

The gardener said, “Mademoiselle, this is undoubtedly a fine 
pot of pansies.”

Rue Barrée shook her head.
The gardener smiled. She evidently did not want the pansies. She had 

bought many pots of pansies there, two or three every spring, and never 
argued. What did she want then? The pansies were evidently a feeler to-
ward a more important transaction. The gardener rubbed his hands and 
gazed about him.

“These tulips are magnificent,” he observed, “and these hyacinths—” 
He fell into a trance at the mere sight of the scented thickets.

“That,” murmured Rue, pointing to a splendid rose-bush with her 
furled parasol, but in spite of her, her voice trembled a little. Selby noticed 
it, more shame to him that he was listening, and the gardener noticed it, 
and, burying his nose in the roses, scented a bargain. Still, to do him justice, 
he did not add a centime to the honest value of the plant, for after all, Rue 
was probably poor, and any one could see she was charming.

“Fifty francs, Mademoiselle.”23

The gardener’s tone was grave. Rue felt that argument would be wast-
ed. They both stood silent for a moment. The gardener did not eulogize his 
prize,—the rose-tree was gorgeous and any one could see it.

“I will take the pansies,” said the girl, and drew two francs from a worn 
purse. Then she looked up. A tear-drop stood in the way refracting the 
light like a diamond, but as it rolled into a little corner by her nose a vision 
of Selby replaced it, and when a brush of the handkerchief had cleared 
the startled blue eyes, Selby himself appeared, very much embarrassed. He 
instantly looked up into the sky, apparently devoured with a thirst for as-
tronomical research, and as he continued his investigations for fully five 
minutes, the gardener looked up too, and so did a policeman. Then Selby 
looked at the tips of his boots, the gardener looked at him and the police-
man slouched on. Rue Barrée had been gone some time.

“What,” said the gardener, “may I offer Monsieur?”
Selby never knew why, but he suddenly began to buy flowers. The 



rue barrée 171

gardener was electrified. Never before had he sold so many flowers, never 
at such satisfying prices, and never, never with such absolute unanimity of 
opinion with a customer. But he missed the bargaining, the arguing, the 
calling of Heaven to witness. The transaction lacked spice.

“These tulips are magnificent!”
“They are!” cried Selby warmly.
“But alas, they are dear.”
“I will take them.”
“Dieu!” murmured the gardener in a perspiration, “he’s madder than 

most Englishmen.”
“This cactus—”
“Is gorgeous!”
“Alas—”
“Send it with the rest.”
The gardener braced himself against the river wall.
“That splendid rose-bush,” he began faintly.
“That is a beauty. I believe it is fifty francs—”
He stopped, very red. The gardener relished his confusion. Then a sud-

den cool self-possession took the place of his momentary confusion and he 
held the gardener with his eye, and bullied him.

“I’ll take that bush. Why did not the young lady buy it?”
“Mademoiselle is not wealthy.”
“How do you know?”
“Dame, I sell her many pansies; pansies are not expensive.”
“Those are the pansies she bought?”
“These, Monsieur, the blue and gold.”
“Then you intend to send them to her?”
“At mid-day after the market.”
“Take this rose-bush with them, and”—here he glared at the garden-

er—”don’t you dare say from whom they came.” The gardener’s eyes were 
like saucers, but Selby, calm and victorious, said: “Send the others to the 
Hôtel du Sénat, 7 rue de Tournon. I will leave directions with the concierge.”

Then he buttoned his glove with much dignity and stalked off, but 
when well around the corner and hidden from the gardener’s view, the 
conviction that he was an idiot came home to him in a furious blush. Ten 
minutes later he sat in his room in the Hôtel du Sénat repeating with an 
imbecile smile: “What an ass I am, what an ass!”

An hour later found him in the same chair, in the same position, his 
hat and gloves still on, his stick in his hand, but he was silent, apparently 
lost in contemplation of his boot toes, and his smile was less imbecile and 
even a bit retrospective.
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24	 the position of concierge: Building 
manager. See “The Court of the 
Dragon,” note 19.

25	 petits verres: “Little glasses.” 
The garçon is calculating how 
many drinks Selby could have 
bought instead.

26	 cherchons la femme: “See, look for 
the woman (in the affair)!”

27	 pourboire: A gratuity.

III 

About five o’clock that afternoon, the little sad-eyed woman who fills the 
position of concierge24 at the Hôtel du Sénat held up her hands in amaze-
ment to see a wagon-load of flower-bearing shrubs draw up before the 
doorway. She called Joseph, the intemperate garçon, who, while calculating 
the value of the flowers in petits verres,25 gloomily disclaimed any knowl-
edge as to their destination.

“Voyons,” said the little concierge, “cherchons la femme!” 26

“You?” he suggested.
The little woman stood a moment pensive and then sighed. Joseph ca-

ressed his nose, a nose which for gaudiness could vie with any floral display.
Then the gardener came in, hat in hand, and a few minutes later Selby 

stood in the middle of his room, his coat off, his shirt-sleeves rolled up. The 
chamber originally contained, besides the furniture, about two square feet 
of walking room, and now this was occupied by a cactus. The bed groaned 
under crates of pansies, lilies and heliotrope, the lounge was covered with 
hyacinths and tulips, and the washstand supported a species of young tree 
warranted to bear flowers at some time or other.

Clifford came in a little later, fell over a box of sweet peas, swore a little, 
apologized, and then, as the full splendour of the floral fête burst upon him, 
sat down in astonishment upon a geranium. The geranium was a wreck, 
but Selby said, “Don’t mind,” and glared at the cactus.

“Are you going to give a ball?” demanded Clifford.
“N—no,—I’m very fond of flowers,” said Selby, but the statement 

lacked enthusiasm.
“I should imagine so.” Then, after a silence, “That’s a fine cactus.”
Selby contemplated the cactus, touched it with the air of a connoisseur, 

and pricked his thumb.
Clifford poked a pansy with his stick. Then Joseph came in with the 

bill, announcing the sum total in a loud voice, partly to impress Clifford, 
partly to intimidate Selby into disgorging a pourboire 27 which he would 
share, if he chose, with the gardener. Clifford tried to pretend that he had 
not heard, while Selby paid bill and tribute without a murmur. Then he 
lounged back into the room with an attempt at indifference which failed 
entirely when he tore his trousers on the cactus.

Clifford made some commonplace remark, lighted a cigarette and 
looked out of the window to give Selby a chance. Selby tried to take it, but 
getting as far as—”Yes, spring is here at last,” froze solid. He looked at the 
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28	 and their bulldogs: See “The Street 
of Our Lady of the Fields,” note 33.

back of Clifford’s head. It expressed volumes. Those little perked-up ears 
seemed tingling with suppressed glee. He made a desperate effort to mas-
ter the situation, and jumped up to reach for some Russian cigarettes as an 
incentive to conversation, but was foiled by the cactus, to whom again he 
fell a prey. The last straw was added.

“Damn the cactus.” This observation was wrung from Selby against his 
will,—against his own instinct of self-preservation, but the thorns on the 
cactus were long and sharp, and at their repeated prick his pent-up wrath 
escaped. It was too late now; it was done, and Clifford had wheeled around.

“See here, Selby, why the deuce did you buy those flowers?”
“I’m fond of them,” said Selby.
“What are you going to do with them? You can’t sleep here.”
“I could, if you’d help me take the pansies off the bed.”
“Where can you put them?”
“Couldn’t I give them to the concierge?”
As soon as he said it he regretted it. What in Heaven’s name would 

Clifford think of him! He had heard the amount of the bill. Would he 
believe that he had invested in these luxuries as a timid declaration to his 
concierge? And would the Latin Quarter comment upon it in their own 
brutal fashion? He dreaded ridicule and he knew Clifford’s reputation.

Then somebody knocked.
Selby looked at Clifford with a hunted expression which touched that 

young man’s heart. It was a confession and at the same time a supplication. 
Clifford jumped up, threaded his way through the floral labyrinth, and 
putting an eye to the crack of the door, said, “Who the devil is it?”

This graceful style of reception is indigenous to the Quarter.
“It’s Elliott,” he said, looking back, “and Rowden too, and their bull-

dogs.”28 Then he addressed them through the crack.
“Sit down on the stairs; Selby and I are coming out directly.”
Discretion is a virtue. The Latin Quarter possesses few, and discretion 

seldom figures on the list. They sat down and began to whistle.
Presently Rowden called out, “I smell flowers. They feast within!”

“You ought to know Selby better than that,” growled Clifford behind 
the door, while the other hurriedly exchanged his torn trousers for others.

“We know Selby,” said Elliott with emphasis.
“Yes,” said Rowden, “he gives receptions with floral decorations and 

invites Clifford, while we sit on the stairs.”
“Yes, while the youth and beauty of the Quarter revel,” suggested Row-

den; then, with sudden misgiving; “Is Odette there?”
“See here,” demanded Elliott, “is Colette there?”
Then he raised his voice in a plaintive howl, “Are you there, Colette, 
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29	 tabourets: In the context of an 
artist’s studio, this refers to small 
portable cabinets, not to stools. 
The artists squat figuratively, 
not literally.

while I’m kicking my heels on these tiles?”
“Clifford is capable of anything,” said Rowden; “his nature is soured 

since Rue Barrée sat on him.”
Elliott raised his voice: “I say, you fellows, we saw some flowers carried 

into Rue Barrée’s house at noon.”
“Posies and roses,” specified Rowden.
“Probably for her,” added Elliott, caressing his bulldog.
Clifford turned with sudden suspicion upon Selby. The latter hummed 

a tune, selected a pair of gloves and, choosing a dozen cigarettes, placed 
them in a case. Then walking over to the cactus, he deliberately detached 
a blossom, drew it through his buttonhole, and picking up hat and stick, 
smiled upon Clifford, at which the latter was mightily troubled.

IV 

Monday morning at Julian’s, students fought for places; students with prior 
claims drove away others who had been anxiously squatting on coveted 
tabourets29 since the door was opened in hopes of appropriating them at 
roll-call; students squabbled over palettes, brushes, portfolios, or rent the 
air with demands for Ciceri and bread. The former, a dirty ex-model, who 
had in palmier days posed as Judas, now dispensed stale bread at one sou 
and made enough to keep himself in cigarettes. Monsieur Julian walked in, 
smiled a fatherly smile and walked out. His disappearance was followed by 
the apparition of the clerk, a foxy creature who flitted through the battling 
hordes in search of prey.

Three men who had not paid dues were caught and summoned. A 
fourth was scented, followed, outflanked, his retreat towards the door cut 
off, and finally captured behind the stove. About that time, the revolution 
assuming an acute form, howls rose for “Jules!”

Jules came, umpired two fights with a sad resignation in his big brown 
eyes, shook hands with everybody and melted away in the throng, leav-
ing an atmosphere of peace and good-will. The lions sat down with the 
lambs, the massiers marked the best places for themselves and friends, and, 
mounting the model stands, opened the roll-calls.

The word was passed, “They begin with C this week.”
They did.
“Clisson!”
Clisson jumped like a flash and marked his name on the floor in chalk 
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30	 the “Gil Blas”: French playwright 
Alain-René Lesage (1668–1747) 
wrote the picaresque (and some-
what ribald) novel Gil Blas, pub-
lished in four parts between 1715 
and 1735. It remained very popular 
well into the 19th century.

Elliott, however, is probably 
reading the daily tabloid Gil Blas, 
named for the novel. The periodi-
cal, founded in 1879, regularly fea-
tured arts criticism and gossip as 
well as serialized fiction and short 
stories. Gil Blas published many 
tales by Maupassant, including the 
first version of “Le Horla” in 1886.

31	 the Luxembourg Gardens: See 
“The Street of Our Lady of the 
Fields,” note 5.

32	 his violent “impressions”: 
Chambers patronizingly refers to 
Clifford’s artistic technique here. 
He depicts the brash, emotional 
Clifford as an Impressionist, a 
term originally coined by the 
satirist Louis Leroy (1812–1885) 
in 1874 playing on the title of a 
Monet painting: Impression, soleil 
levant. By 1888, Impressionists 
had exhibited at the reactionary 
Salon, and even more conservative 
artists’ work often displayed some 
Impressionist influence and tech-
niques. Born in 1865, Chambers 
was a generation younger than the 
Impressionist artists; even for the 
time, his aesthetics likely seemed a 
little bit old-fashioned.

before a front seat.
“Caron!”
Caron galloped away to secure his place. Bang! went an easel. “Nom 

de Dieu!” in French,—”Where in h—l are you goin’!” in English. Crash! a 
paintbox fell with brushes and all on board. “Dieu de Dieu de—” spat! A 
blow, a short rush, a clinch and scuffle, and the voice of the massier, stern 
and reproachful:

“Cochon!”
Then the roll-call was resumed.
“Clifford!”
The massier paused and looked up, one finger between the leaves 

of the ledger.
“Clifford!”
Clifford was not there. He was about three miles away in a direct line 

and every instant increased the distance. Not that he was walking fast,—
on the contrary, he was strolling with that leisurely gait peculiar to him-
self. Elliott was beside him and two bulldogs covered the rear. Elliott was 
reading the “Gil Blas,”30 from which he seemed to extract amusement, but 
deeming boisterous mirth unsuitable to Clifford’s state of mind, subdued 
his amusement to a series of discreet smiles. The latter, moodily aware of 
this, said nothing, but leading the way into the Luxembourg Gardens31 
installed himself upon a bench by the northern terrace and surveyed the 
landscape with disfavour. Elliott, according to the Luxembourg regula-
tions, tied the two dogs and then, with an interrogative glance toward his 
friend, resumed the “Gil Blas” and the discreet smiles.

The day was perfect. The sun hung over Notre Dame, setting the city 
in a glitter. The tender foliage of the chestnuts cast a shadow over the 
terrace and flecked the paths and walks with tracery so blue that Clifford 
might here have found encouragement for his violent “impressions”32 had 
he but looked; but as usual in this period of his career, his thoughts were 
anywhere except in his profession. Around about, the sparrows quarrelled 
and chattered their courtship songs, the big rosy pigeons sailed from tree 
to tree, the flies whirled in the sunbeams and the flowers exhaled a thou-
sand perfumes which stirred Clifford with languorous wistfulness. Under 
this influence he spoke.

“Elliott, you are a true friend—”
“You make me ill,” replied the latter, folding his paper. “It’s just as I 

thought,—you are tagging after some new petticoat again. And,” he con-
tinued wrathfully, “if this is what you’ve kept me away from Julian’s for,—if 
it’s to fill me up with the perfections of some little idiot—”

“Not idiot,” remonstrated Clifford gently.
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33	 Colette: This may be the same 
Colette who accompanies Elliott 
in “The Street of Our Lady of the 
Fields,” after having been loved and 
presumably abandoned by Clifford 
prior to this story. If so, she seems 
to have recovered nicely.

34	 grisette: A young Frenchwoman, 
usually of the working class: a 
seamstress or shop assistant. 
The word comes from the gray 
(gris) dress worn by such women, 
and connotes coquettishness 
along with youth and class. Many 
grisettes picked up extra cash as 
artists’ models, and often as artists’ 
mistresses or girlfriends. Cham-
bers’ later “shopgirl romances” 
featured the American equivalent 
of the grisette as their heroines, 
and sold hundreds of thousands of 
copies to women who identi-
fied with them.

“See here,” cried Elliott, “have you the nerve to try to tell me that you 
are in love again?”

“Again?”
“Yes, again and again and again and—by George have you?”
“This,” observed Clifford sadly, “is serious.”
For a moment Elliott would have laid hands on him, then he laughed 

from sheer helplessness. “Oh, go on, go on; let’s see, there’s Clémence and 
Marie Tellec and Cosette and Fifine, Colette,33 Marie Verdier—”

“All of whom are charming, most charming, but I never was serious—”
“So help me, Moses,” said Elliott, solemnly, “each and every one of 

those named have separately and in turn torn your heart with anguish and 
have also made me lose my place at Julian’s in this same manner; each and 
every one, separately and in turn. Do you deny it?”

“What you say may be founded on facts—in a way—but give me the 
credit of being faithful to one at a time—”

“Until the next came along.”
“But this,—this is really very different. Elliott, believe me, I am 

all broken up.”
Then there being nothing else to do, Elliott gnashed his teeth 

and listened.
“It’s—it’s Rue Barrée.”
“Well,” observed Elliott, with scorn, “if you are moping and moaning 

over that girl,—the girl who has given you and myself every reason to wish 
that the ground would open and engulf us,—well, go on!”

“I’m going on,—I don’t care; timidity has fled—”
“Yes, your native timidity.”
“I’m desperate, Elliott. Am I in love? Never, never did I feel so d—n 

miserable. I can’t sleep; honestly, I’m incapable of eating properly.”
“Same symptoms noticed in the case of Colette.”
“Listen, will you?”
“Hold on a moment, I know the rest by heart. Now let me ask you 

something. Is it your belief that Rue Barrée is a pure girl?”
“Yes,” said Clifford, turning red.
“Do you love her,—not as you dangle and tiptoe after every pretty 

inanity—I mean, do you honestly love her?”
“Yes,” said the other doggedly, “I would—”
“Hold on a moment; would you marry her?”
Clifford turned scarlet. “Yes,” he muttered.

“Pleasant news for your family,” growled Elliott in suppressed fury. 
“’Dear father, I have just married a charming grisette34 whom I’m sure you’ll 
welcome with open arms, in company with her mother, a most estimable 
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and cleanly washlady.’ Good heavens! This seems to have gone a little fur-
ther than the rest. Thank your stars, young man, that my head is level 
enough for us both. Still, in this case, I have no fear. Rue Barrée sat on your 
aspirations in a manner unmistakably final.”

“Rue Barrée,” began Clifford, drawing himself up, but he suddenly ceased, 
for there where the dappled sunlight glowed in spots of gold, along the 
sun-flecked path, tripped Rue Barrée. Her gown was spotless, and her big straw 
hat, tipped a little from the white forehead, threw a shadow across her eyes.

Elliott stood up and bowed. Clifford removed his head-covering with 
an air so plaintive, so appealing, so utterly humble that Rue Barrée smiled.

The smile was delicious and when Clifford, incapable of sustaining him-
self on his legs from sheer astonishment, toppled slightly, she smiled again 
in spite of herself. A few moments later she took a chair on the terrace and 
drawing a book from her music-roll, turned the pages, found the place, and 
then placing it open downwards in her lap, sighed a little, smiled a little, and 
looked out over the city. She had entirely forgotten Foxhall Clifford.

After a while she took up her book again, but instead of reading began 
to adjust a rose in her corsage. The rose was big and red. It glowed like fire 
there over her heart, and like fire it warmed her heart, now fluttering under 
the silken petals. Rue Barrée sighed again. She was very happy. The sky was 
so blue, the air so soft and perfumed, the sunshine so caressing, and her 
heart sang within her, sang to the rose in her breast. This is what it sang: 

“Out of the throng of passers-by, out of the world of yesterday, out of the 
millions passing, one has turned aside to me.”

So her heart sang under his rose on her breast. Then two big mouse-co-
loured pigeons came whistling by and alighted on the terrace, where they 
bowed and strutted and bobbed and turned until Rue Barrée laughed in 
delight, and looking up beheld Clifford before her. His hat was in his hand 
and his face was wreathed in a series of appealing smiles which would have 
touched the heart of a Bengal tiger.

For an instant Rue Barrée frowned, then she looked curiously at Clif-
ford, then when she saw the resemblance between his bows and the bob-
bing pigeons, in spite of herself, her lips parted in the most bewitching 
laugh. Was this Rue Barrée? So changed, so changed that she did not 
know herself; but oh! that song in her heart which drowned all else, which 
trembled on her lips, struggling for utterance, which rippled forth in a 
laugh at nothing,—at a strutting pigeon,—and Mr. Clifford.

“And you think, because I return the salute of the students in the Quarter, 
that you may be received in particular as a friend? I do not know you, 
Monsieur, but vanity is man’s other name;—be content, Monsieur Vanity, I 
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shall be punctilious—oh, most punctilious in returning your salute.”
“But I beg—I implore you to let me render you that homage which 

has so long—”
“Oh dear; I don’t care for homage.”
“Let me only be permitted to speak to you now and then,—occasion-

ally—very occasionally.”
“And if you, why not another?”
“Not at all,—I will be discretion itself.”
“Discretion—why?”
Her eyes were very clear, and Clifford winced for a moment, but only 

for a moment. Then the devil of recklessness seizing him, he sat down and 
offered himself, soul and body, goods and chattels. And all the time he 
knew he was a fool and that infatuation is not love, and that each word he 
uttered bound him in honour from which there was no escape. And all the 
time Elliott was scowling down on the fountain plaza and savagely check-
ing both bulldogs from their desire to rush to Clifford’s rescue,—for even 
they felt there was something wrong, as Elliott stormed within himself 
and growled maledictions.

When Clifford finished, he finished in a glow of excitement, but Rue 
Barrée’s response was long in coming and his ardour cooled while the sit-
uation slowly assumed its just proportions. Then regret began to creep in, 
but he put that aside and broke out again in protestations. At the first word 
Rue Barrée checked him.

“I thank you,” she said, speaking very gravely. “No man has ever before 
offered me marriage.” She turned and looked out over the city. After a 
while she spoke again. “You offer me a great deal. I am alone, I have noth-
ing, I am nothing.” She turned again and looked at Paris, brilliant, fair, in 
the sunshine of a perfect day. He followed her eyes.

“Oh,” she murmured, “it is hard,—hard to work always—always alone 
with never a friend you can have in honour, and the love that is offered 
means the streets, the boulevard—when passion is dead. I know it,—we 
know it,—we others who have nothing,—have no one, and who give our-
selves, unquestioning—when we love,—yes, unquestioning—heart and 
soul, knowing the end.”

She touched the rose at her breast. For a moment she seemed to forget 
him, then quietly—”I thank you, I am very grateful.” She opened the book 
and, plucking a petal from the rose, dropped it between the leaves. Then 
looking up she said gently, “I cannot accept.”
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V 

It took Clifford a month to entirely recover, although at the end of the first 
week he was pronounced convalescent by Elliott, who was an authority, 
and his convalescence was aided by the cordiality with which Rue Barrée 
acknowledged his solemn salutes. Forty times a day he blessed Rue Barrée 
for her refusal, and thanked his lucky stars, and at the same time, oh, won-
drous heart of ours!—he suffered the tortures of the blighted.

Elliott was annoyed, partly by Clifford’s reticence, partly by the unex-
plainable thaw in the frigidity of Rue Barrée. At their frequent encounters, 
when she, tripping along the rue de Seine, with music-roll and big straw 
hat would pass Clifford and his familiars steering an easterly course to the 
Café Vachette, and at the respectful uncovering of the band would colour 
and smile at Clifford, Elliott’s slumbering suspicions awoke. But he never 
found out anything, and finally gave it up as beyond his comprehension, 
merely qualifying Clifford as an idiot and reserving his opinion of Rue 
Barrée. And all this time Selby was jealous. At first he refused to acknowl-
edge it to himself, and cut the studio for a day in the country, but the 
woods and fields of course aggravated his case, and the brooks babbled of 
Rue Barrée and the mowers calling to each other across the meadow ended 
in a quavering “Rue Bar-rée-e!” That day spent in the country made him 
angry for a week, and he worked sulkily at Julian’s, all the time tormented 
by a desire to know where Clifford was and what he might be doing. This 
culminated in an erratic stroll on Sunday which ended at the flower-mar-
ket on the Pont au Change, began again, was gloomily extended to the 
morgue, and again ended at the marble bridge. It would never do, and 
Selby felt it, so he went to see Clifford, who was convalescing on mint 
juleps in his garden.

They sat down together and discussed morals and human happiness, 
and each found the other most entertaining, only Selby failed to pump 
Clifford, to the other’s unfeigned amusement. But the juleps spread balm 
on the sting of jealousy, and trickled hope to the blighted, and when Selby 
said he must go, Clifford went too, and when Selby, not to be outdone, 
insisted on accompanying Clifford back to his door, Clifford determined 
to see Selby back half way, and then finding it hard to part, they decided 
to dine together and “flit.” To flit, a verb applied to Clifford’s nocturnal 
prowls, expressed, perhaps, as well as anything, the gaiety proposed. Din-
ner was ordered at Mignon’s, and while Selby interviewed the chef, Clif-
ford kept a fatherly eye on the butler. The dinner was a success, or was of 
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the sort generally termed a success. Toward the dessert Selby heard some 
one say as at a great distance, “Kid Selby, drunk as a lord.”

A group of men passed near them; it seemed to him that he shook 
hands and laughed a great deal, and that everybody was very witty. There 
was Clifford opposite swearing undying confidence in his chum Selby, and 
there seemed to be others there, either seated beside them or continually 
passing with the swish of skirts on the polished floor. The perfume of roses, 
the rustle of fans, the touch of rounded arms and the laughter grew vaguer 
and vaguer. The room seemed enveloped in mist. Then, all in a moment 
each object stood out painfully distinct, only forms and visages were dis-
torted and voices piercing. He drew himself up, calm, grave, for the mo-
ment master of himself, but very drunk. He knew he was drunk, and was 
as guarded and alert, as keenly suspicious of himself as he would have been 
of a thief at his elbow. His self-command enabled Clifford to hold his head 
safely under some running water, and repair to the street considerably the 
worse for wear, but never suspecting that his companion was drunk. For a 
time he kept his self-command. His face was only a bit paler, a bit tighter 
than usual; he was only a trifle slower and more fastidious in his speech. It 
was midnight when he left Clifford peacefully slumbering in somebody’s 
arm-chair, with a long suede glove dangling in his hand and a plumy 
boa twisted about his neck to protect his throat from drafts. He walked 
through the hall and down the stairs, and found himself on the sidewalk in 
a quarter he did not know. Mechanically he looked up at the name of the 
street. The name was not familiar. He turned and steered his course toward 
some lights clustered at the end of the street. They proved farther away 
than he had anticipated, and after a long quest he came to the conclusion 
that his eyes had been mysteriously removed from their proper places and 
had been reset on either side of his head like those of a bird. It grieved him 
to think of the inconvenience this transformation might occasion him, and 
he attempted to cock up his head, hen-like, to test the mobility of his neck. 
Then an immense despair stole over him,—tears gathered in the tear-ducts, 
his heart melted, and he collided with a tree. This shocked him into com-
prehension; he stifled the violent tenderness in his breast, picked up his 
hat and moved on more briskly. His mouth was white and drawn, his teeth 
tightly clinched. He held his course pretty well and strayed but little, and 
after an apparently interminable length of time found himself passing a 
line of cabs. The brilliant lamps, red, yellow, and green annoyed him, and 
he felt it might be pleasant to demolish them with his cane, but mastering 
this impulse he passed on. Later an idea struck him that it would save 
fatigue to take a cab, and he started back with that intention, but the cabs 
seemed already so far away and the lanterns were so bright and confusing 
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35	 at the Madeleine: La Madeleine 
is a Catholic church dedicated 
to Mary Magdalene, in the 8e 
arrondisement.

36	 the Cour du Dragon: See “In the 
Court of the Dragon,” note 18. 
Chambers may intend the “time 
slipping away” for Selby as a refer-
ence to the plastic time experi-
enced by the narrator of that story.

that he gave it up, and pulling himself together looked around.
A shadow, a mass, huge, undefined, rose to his right. He recognized the 

Arc de Triomphe and gravely shook his cane at it. Its size annoyed him. He 
felt it was too big. Then he heard something fall clattering to the pavement 
and thought probably it was his cane but it didn’t much matter. When he 
had mastered himself and regained control of his right leg, which betrayed 
symptoms of insubordination, he found himself traversing the Place de la 
Concorde at a pace which threatened to land him at the Madeleine.35 This 
would never do. He turned sharply to the right and crossing the bridge 
passed the Palais Bourbon at a trot and wheeled into the Boulevard St. 
Germain. He got on well enough although the size of the War Office 
struck him as a personal insult, and he missed his cane, which it would 
have been pleasant to drag along the iron railings as he passed. It occurred 
to him, however, to substitute his hat, but when he found it he forgot what 
he wanted it for and replaced it upon his head with gravity. Then he was 
obliged to battle with a violent inclination to sit down and weep. This 
lasted until he came to the rue de Rennes, but there he became absorbed 
in contemplating the dragon on the balcony overhanging the Cour du 
Dragon,36 and time slipped away until he remembered vaguely that he had 
no business there, and marched off again. It was slow work. The inclination 
to sit down and weep had given place to a desire for solitary and deep 
reflection. Here his right leg forgot its obedience and attacking the left, 
outflanked it and brought him up against a wooden board which seemed 
to bar his path. He tried to walk around it, but found the street closed. He 
tried to push it over, and found he couldn’t. Then he noticed a red lantern 
standing on a pile of paving-stones inside the barrier. This was pleasant. 
How was he to get home if the boulevard was blocked? But he was not on 
the boulevard. His treacherous right leg had beguiled him into a detour, 
for there, behind him lay the boulevard with its endless line of lamps,—
and here, what was this narrow dilapidated street piled up with earth and 
mortar and heaps of stone? He looked up. Written in staring black letters 
on the barrier was

Rue Barrée.

He sat down. Two policemen whom he knew came by and advised him 
to get up, but he argued the question from a standpoint of personal taste, 
and they passed on, laughing. For he was at that moment absorbed in a 
problem. It was, how to see Rue Barrée. She was somewhere or other in 
that big house with the iron balconies, and the door was locked, but what 
of that? The simple idea struck him to shout until she came. This idea 
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was replaced by another equally lucid,—to hammer on the door until she 
came; but finally rejecting both of these as too uncertain, he decided to 
climb into the balcony, and opening a window politely inquire for Rue 
Barrée. There was but one lighted window in the house that he could see. 
It was on the second floor, and toward this he cast his eyes. Then mounting 
the wooden barrier and clambering over the piles of stones, he reached the 
sidewalk and looked up at the façade for a foothold. It seemed impossible. 
But a sudden fury seized him, a blind, drunken obstinacy, and the blood 
rushed to his head, leaping, beating in his ears like the dull thunder of an 
ocean. He set his teeth, and springing at a window-sill, dragged himself 
up and hung to the iron bars. Then reason fled; there surged in his brain 
the sound of many voices, his heart leaped up beating a mad tattoo, and 
gripping at cornice and ledge he worked his way along the façade, clung 
to pipes and shutters, and dragged himself up, over and into the balcony 
by the lighted window. His hat fell off and rolled against the pane. For a 
moment he leaned breathless against the railing—then the window was 
slowly opened from within.

They stared at each other for some time. Presently the girl took two 
unsteady steps back into the room. He saw her face,—all crimsoned now,—
he saw her sink into a chair by the lamplit table, and without a word he 
followed her into the room, closing the big door-like panes behind him. 
Then they looked at each other in silence.

The room was small and white; everything was white about it,—the 
curtained bed, the little wash-stand in the corner, the bare walls, the china 
lamp,—and his own face,—had he known it, but the face and neck of Rue 
were surging in the colour that dyed the blossoming rose-tree there on 
the hearth beside her. It did not occur to him to speak. She seemed not 
to expect it. His mind was struggling with the impressions of the room. 
The whiteness, the extreme purity of everything occupied him—began to 
trouble him. As his eye became accustomed to the light, other objects grew 
from the surroundings and took their places in the circle of lamplight. 
There was a piano and a coal-scuttle and a little iron trunk and a bath-tub. 
Then there was a row of wooden pegs against the door, with a white chintz 
curtain covering the clothes underneath. On the bed lay an umbrella and 
a big straw hat, and on the table, a music-roll unfurled, an ink-stand, and 
sheets of ruled paper. Behind him stood a wardrobe faced with a mirror, 
but somehow he did not care to see his own face just then. He was sobering.

The girl sat looking at him without a word. Her face was expressionless, 
yet the lips at times trembled almost imperceptibly. Her eyes, so wonder-
fully blue in the daylight, seemed dark and soft as velvet, and the colour on 
her neck deepened and whitened with every breath. She seemed smaller 
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37	 the voice within had spoken: Here 
Chambers’ themes of the power of 
love and the virtue of convention 
and self-restraint come into final 
conflict. Unlike the Impressionist 
Clifford, who proposed marriage to 
the girl only to be saved from so-
cial ruin by her lack of love for him, 
Selby masters his impulse to de-
clare his love. Salon society wins, 
true love loses—an unconventional 
theme for a man who would write 
dozens of more conventional “love 
conquers all” novels and make his 
fortune thereby.

and more slender than when he had seen her in the street, and there was 
now something in the curve of her cheek almost infantine. When at last 
he turned and caught his own reflection in the mirror behind him, a shock 
passed through him as though he had seen a shameful thing, and his cloud-
ed mind and his clouded thoughts grew clearer. For a moment their eyes 
met then his sought the floor, his lips tightened, and the struggle within 
him bowed his head and strained every nerve to the breaking. And now it 
was over, for the voice within had spoken.37 He listened, dully interested 
but already knowing the end,—indeed it little mattered;—the end would 
always be the same for him;—he understood now—always the same for 
him, and he listened, dully interested, to a voice which grew within him. 
After a while he stood up, and she rose at once, one small hand resting on 
the table. Presently he opened the window, picked up his hat, and shut it 
again. Then he went over to the rose-bush and touched the blossoms with 
his face. One was standing in a glass of water on the table and mechanical-
ly the girl drew it out, pressed it with her lips and laid it on the table beside 
him. He took it without a word and crossing the room, opened the door. 
The landing was dark and silent, but the girl lifted the lamp and gliding 
past him slipped down the polished stairs to the hallway. Then unchaining 
the bolts, she drew open the iron wicket.

Through this he passed with his rose.





Appendix I: 
Robert W. Chambers

“Chambers is like Rupert Hughes and a few other fallen Titans—equipped with 
the right brains & education, but wholly out of the habit of using them.”

	 —H.P. Lovecraft, letter to Clark Ashton Smith ( June 24, 1927)

Robert William Chambers left no autobiography save a few anecdotes (mostly about hunting 
and fishing) and his correspondence remains scattered and lost along with the bulk of his 
manuscripts. Following the death of his wife Elsie, who survived him by six years, his house at 
Broadalbin in upstate New York fell into semi-abandon, as his son Robert Husted (née Robert 
Edward Stuart) Chambers was alcoholic and mentally unwell. According to later report, the 
house suffered a kind of slow-motion looting and careless erosion: Chambers’ priceless col-
lections of furniture, armor, porcelain, butterflies, and historical documents all vanished along 
with his library and papers. The result: a life barely known, and only in print.

His family was of the professional class: doctors and lawyers. They had roots in Broadal-
bin, having settled there in the early 18th century, but before the Civil War his father moved 
to Brooklyn, where Robert W. Chambers was born on May 26, 1865. Chambers wanted to 
be a sculptor, but while studying at the Art Students’ League in Chelsea in Manhattan (c. 
1885–1886) discovered his gifts lay elsewhere. An oft-repeated anecdote describes how he and 
fellow student Charles Dana Gibson (1867–1944) both submitted stories and drawings to Life 
magazine some time in 1886: Gibson’s story was accepted, as was Chambers’ drawing. He 
enrolled as a student of painting and design at the Académie Julian in Paris (see “Rue Barrée,” 
note 3) in 1886 and spent the next seven years there and at the École des Beaux-Arts (see “The 
Mask,” note 10). During that time, he ventured as far afield as Brittany and Munich, hiking 
and fishing and, one assumes, painting. 

Chambers later denied any particular association with the Decadents or any but his story-
book bohemians, calling “the Beaux Arts…a decent, clean crowd,” but also dropped the names 
of friends like Paul Verlaine and Ernest Dowson in conversation. Either he had a very broad 
notion of cleanliness, or like many a professional career gentleman preferred to gloss over the 
seedier side of his student days. Those days ended, for the most part, with his return to America 
in 1893. He moved in artistic Greenwich Village circles and joined his old Art Students’ League 
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friend Charles Dana Gibson as an illustrator for Life, Vogue, and Truth magazines. He then 
discovered it was easier to write than draw and began to do so seriously with his first novel In 
the Quarter (1894) and with The King in Yellow (1895).

He achieved further notice with his Franco-Prussian War quartet (see “In the Street of 
the First Shell,” note 8) and especially his historical adventure novel Cardigan (1901) set in 
upstate New York in 1774. By this time, Chambers had married Elsa (“Elsie”) Vaughn Moller 
and begun expanding his ancestral home at Broadalbin. He wrote there, or in a secret office 
(a location unknown to his family, and even to his chauffeur) on Central Park West when 
he needed privacy and concentration. Although he published two more good-to-great weird 
tale collections, The Maker of Moons (1896) and The Mystery of Choice (1897), his adven-
ture and society romances handily outsold them. His real breakout came with The Fighting 
Chance (1906), which sold 200,000 copies in two months, and hit number three on the year’s 
bestseller list.

By 1908, Chambers had sold well over a million books total and was firmly ensconced as 
the chronicler of the “shop-girl romance.” Some library systems (e.g., Worcester, Minneapolis, 
Detroit, Butte, Wichita) banned his books, not because of any soul-freezing horror, but on the 
grounds of frivolity and racy content. He made a considerable fortune in royalties, expanded by 
movie deals. “The most popular writer in America” according to Cosmopolitan, he vacationed in 
Florida and Pike’s Peak, and bought a blue 1909 Pierce-Arrow suburban. He provided screen-
plays or source novels for at least 28 movies from 1908 to 1934, and became friends with director 
D.W. Griffith. (After his death, his novel The Tracer of Lost Persons [1906] served as the basis of 
the long-running radio show Mr. Keen, the Tracer of Lost Persons [1937–1955].)

Such frothy success earned Chambers the scorn of serious critics like C.C. Baldwin, H.L. 
Mencken, and Upton Sinclair, although Baldwin remarked on his capacity for fast-moving 
narrative and his painterly ability to capture visuals in prose, especially in nature writing, and 
even Mencken acknowledged “a high degree of skill.” Publically, at least, he shrugged off his 
critics: “I write what it pleases me to write; by luck it may please the public.” Despite his con-
signment to, at best, the “low middle brow,” Chambers remained a fixture on the literary scene. 
He was eminently “clubbable,” a locus of the arts-and-letters Century Club for three decades, 
and “the salt of the earth” according to the writer, critic, and editor Rupert Hughes.

Chambers hosted Mark Twain at the Metropolitan Club in 1902, served as a pallbearer 
for the novelist David Graham Phillips in 1911, contributed to a tribute volume for Irvin S. 
Cobb in 1915, and backed Theodore Dreiser against the Society for the Suppression of Vice in 
1918. He joined the Vigilantes society of writers in 1916 or 1917 to encourage American entry 
into World War One, part of a lifelong pattern of muscular nationalism in his fiction and his 
politics: he endorsed General Leonard Wood for the Republican nomination in 1920.

The good-hearted “Chambers girl” stopped selling so vastly some time around then, as 
Prohibition changed the New York society he dabbled at depicting. Chambers’ final bestselling 
year was 1919 with In Secret, a love story with a spy angle. After 1922 or 1923 anecdotes about 
Chambers, once a mainstay of syndicated literary columns across the country, stopped appear-
ing in newspapers. He still wrote: nineteen more novels in the last decade of his life and six 
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more posthumously worked up by Elsie from his manuscripts (possibly with assistance from 
his friend Rupert Hughes). He died in New York City on December 16, 1933 of complications 
following surgery for intestinal cancer, his enduring legacy after over eighty books almost 
entirely the one collection you hold in your hands.

Weird Fiction of Robert W. Chambers
“Other early works of Mr. Chambers displaying the outré and macabre element 
are The Maker of Moons and In Search of the Unknown. One cannot help 
regretting that he did not further develop a vein in which he so easily could have 
become a recognised master.”

	 —H.P. Lovecraft, Supernatural Horror in Literature (1927)

The King in Yellow (1895)
Weird tales and tales of love; see Appendix II.

The Maker of Moons (1896)
Short story collection ranging from the occult menace of the title story to the comic reincar-
nation tale “The Man at the Next Table.”

The Mystery of Choice (1897)
Short story collection set mostly in Brittany. “The Purple Emperor” is a detective story, but its 
hero later suffers the attentions of the horrifying undead in “The Messenger.” “Passeur” might 
be a spiritual sequel to “The Demoiselle d’Ys.” Allusions to white shadows (including the tale 
“The White Shadow”) function similarly to the Yellow Sign.

In Search of the Unknown (1904)
Zoologist Mr. Smith of the Bronx Zoo goes in search of cryptids and finds romance in these 
short stories fixed up into a loose novel. “The Harbor-Master,” about an aquatic humanoid 
haunting the shore, prefigures Lovecraft’s “The Shadow Over Innsmouth” (1931).

The Tracer of Lost Persons (1906)
Another collection of incidents recast as a novel. The polymath detective Westrel Keen unites 
seekers with soul-mates, including a vision (“The Seal of Solomon”) and a millennia-old Egyp-
tian princess (“Samaris”). Chambers rings a science-fictional note on the same theme in The 
Green Mouse (1910), stories about a company that patents a psychic soul-mate finding device.

The Tree of Heaven (1907)
Prophecies of a mystic are fulfilled for a group of friends; some of the stories (“The Carpet of 
Belshazzar,” “The Sign of Venus,” “The Case of Mr. Helmer,” “The Bridal Pair,” and “Out of 
the Depths”) are fantastic or weird.
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Athalie (1915)
Romance novel starring a telepathic girl drawn into sin by a weak, wealthy man.

Police!!! (1915)
Another collection of Mr. Smith’s cryptozoological comic romances, a sequel to In Search 
of the Unknown.

The Dark Star (1917)
Spy novel with an astrological frame story; see “In the Court of the Dragon,” note 23.

The Slayer of Souls (1920)
An occult conspiracy novel after the pattern of Sax Rohmer, and a sequel to both The Dark 
Star and the short story “The Maker of Moons” (1896). Pits a magically trained heroine 
against a cult of “Yezidee” black magicians behind the forces of Anarchism and Communism 
around the world.

The Talkers (1923)
Unsettling novel of a hypnotist and a surgeon who reanimate a dead woman with “nymphalic 
gland” injections and a transplanted second soul. She appears at one point as “the Queen in 
Green” at a party.



Appendix II: 
The King in Yellow

“Robert W. Chambers is a writer of such undoubted talent that it seems a pity he 
should squander it upon fantastic creations like the opening chapters of “ The King 
in Yellow.” These are the ravings of madmen, echoes of Poe, and the French diabol-
ists. That the author is capable of other and better work is suff iciently demonstrat-
ed by the two concluding stories, “ The Street of the Four Winds,” and the “Rue 
Barrée.” Here we have rarely excellent writing, the best description, indeed, of 
the life of the Latin Quarter with which we are familiar. The tales are artfully told 
and they are full of a distinct and happy humor.”

	 —Philadelphia Press review of The King in Yellow (April 1895)

Robert W. Chambers’ collection The King in Yellow comprises four “Yellow Mythos” stories and 
one poem (“The Repairer of Reputations,” “The Mask,” “In the Court of the Dragon,” “The 
Yellow Sign,” and “Cassilda’s Song”) that mention the poisonous Play, and four “Paris love 
stories” named variously after streets: “The Street of the Four Winds,” “The Street of the First 
Shell,” “The Street of Our Lady of the Fields,” and “Rue Barrée.” These two sections bracket a 
Breton story of love and death (“The Demoiselle d’Ys,” which also contains one of the Yellow 
Mythos names) and a set of ironic prose-poems (“The Prophets’ Paradise,” some of which 
might be scenes or stanzas from the Play), either of which might serve as an axis or a mirror 
for the whole collection.

Mirroring recurs with the multiple Sylvias and references to Brittany and art that join both 
the Yellow and Parisian sections of the book. The Yellow stories exemplify the mirror-story, 
or mise-en-abyme: stories within their own stories, fictional characters reading the Truth in a 
fictional Play about characters beholding the Truth and going mad, and going mad themselves. 
Hildred Castaigne beholds his royal self in a mirror, Truth holds a mirror in “The Throng” 
(p. 88), and the artists who abound in these pages famously “hold up the mirror to life.”

Love and death, or Eros and Thanatos, drive all ten tales with the possible exception of “In 
the Court of the Dragon,” which has no overt love element (but is also named for a street in 
Paris). Love triumphs in three of the tales (four if you count the love of Louis and Constance 
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in “Repairer”) and fails in four (five if you believe Hildred’s frustrated desire for Constance 
helps drive him mad in “Repairer”). Death triumphs in six tales, including (probably) “The 
Prophets’ Paradise,” which casts Death as the ultimate Truth.

The Book
Chambers wrote steadily, but not particularly rapidly despite a two-book-per-year pace over the 
course of his career. Thus it seems likely that Chambers completed at least some of the stories 
rather earlier than March 1895. In an interview in 1896, he says he wrote vignettes after finishing 
his painting for the day in Paris, dating his “first story” to 1887. Given the dates, it is tempting to 
suppose that first story was “Rue Barrée” (see that story, note 5). Chambers thus likely wrote the 
Paris love stories in this collection and what became his first novel In the Quarter during his Paris 
sojourn: the overlapping time frames and cast of characters indicate as much.

The Yellow Mythos stories (and at least the name of Hastur in “The Demoiselle d’Ys”) 
must postdate the early 1892 publication of Ambrose Bierce’s Tales of Soldiers and Civilians. 
Chambers likely composed “The Repairer of Reputations” and “The Yellow Sign,” both New 
York stories, after his 1893 return to America; the topical references in the latter perhaps even 
arguing for an early 1895 date. That said, Chambers revised his drafts thoroughly at first; he may 
have inserted those references on his final pass-through, as he must have the second epigraph 
of “Rue Barrée.” He might have written the other tales at almost any time between 1887 and 
1895, although if we knew when Chambers was in Brittany (after 1889 at a guess) we could 
perhaps narrow down the first draft of “The Demoiselle d’Ys.”

Publisher F. Tennyson Neely (1863–1941) brought out The King in Yellow in hardback no 
later than April 1895; an advertisement for the book (part of “Neely’s Prismatic Library”) ap-
pears in the Indianapolis Journal for April 5 of that year. It sold very well, going through four 
editions reprinted with significant cover variations in 1895 alone. At least one railroad company 
made it available in their station libraries immediately. (Chatto & Windus brought out a U.K. 
edition in September, reprinted around 1899.) On the strength of those sales, and of the strong 
(though hardly unanimous) reviews, Chambers decided to devote himself to writing full-time.

In 1899 Neely brought out two more editions, presumably to make some quick cash on a 
proven seller. It wasn’t enough; he went bankrupt that year. In a letter of March 27, 1900, to 
actor and belles-lettrist Volney Streamer (1850–1915) Chambers assures Streamer that he has 
secured “the plates and copyrights” of The King in Yellow (and from the plural one assumes 
In the Quarter). This allowed him to republish the collection (now shorn of “In the Court of 
the Dragon”) with Harper & Brothers in 1902. Even the Modernist trend-setters at The Dial 
welcomed the reprint of “some of the best short stories that…Chambers has ever written.” 

In 1909 the London publisher Constable ran off four printings of its (complete) edition, 
and republished it again in 1911, 1916, and 1919. In 1929, Whitman Publishing released a trun-
cated edition entitled The Mask and Other Stories, containing “The Mask,” “The Yellow Sign,” 
“The Demoiselle d’Ys,” “The Street of the Four Winds,” and “The Street of Our Lady of the 
Fields.” Appleton brought out a memorial edition of The King in Yellow in 1938 with a foreword 
by Rupert Hughes, but again without “In the Court of the Dragon.” Other significant editions 
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in the previous century include Ace Books (1965, 1977, 1982), Books for Libraries (1969), Buc-
caneer Books (1976), a Spanish translation (Barcelona, 1984), and Dedalus Books (1989). Dover 
Books (1970) and Chaosium (2000) both released collections of Chambers weird fiction that 
include only the Yellow Mythos stories from The King in Yellow.

The Play
Sticking strictly to the letter of Chambers’ text, what can we say about The King in Yellow, about 
“this beautiful, stupendous creation, terrible in its simplicity, irresistible in its truth?” What can 
we say about the Play? We know of three characters with speaking roles: Camilla, Cassilda, and 
the Stranger. Cassilda also addresses a King, implying a fourth character on stage, most likely 
the titular King in Yellow. The Stranger may bear the Pallid Mask, and may be the Phantom 
of Truth, two concepts which readers of the Play become familiar with. However, Chambers 
never explicitly identifies anyone, including the Stranger or the King. Camilla and Cassilda 
may be sisters, mother and daughter, or rivals at court. The Play is set entirely or partially in the 
city of Carcosa, as dialogue from the Play echoes “through the dim streets of Carcosa.”

We know that the Play has at least two acts, and likely only two acts: Hildred Castaigne 
describes the difference in effect between the “banality and innocence of the first act” and the 
“awful effect” of the words in the second act. Tessie reads into “the second part,” which “nobody 
ever ventured to discuss.” Once the poison enters in the second act, why would the playwright 
need a third? The speed with which Tessie reads the play (see “The Yellow Sign,” note 41) also 
implies the play is short.

Act I has at least two scenes, since both of the quotes Chambers explicitly provides from 
the Play occur in Act I, Scene 2. Act I, Scene 2 appears to be set at a masquerade ball, as 
Camilla and Cassilda urge the Stranger to unmask at that point. “The last lines of the first 
act” consist of “awful words echoing through the dim streets of Carcosa,” quite possibly an 
“agonized scream” from Camilla. In addition two the two epigraphs, Chambers quotes at least 
one more line of the Play, spoken by Cassilda: “Not upon us, oh King, not upon us!” Given the 
meter and Chambers’ repetition in two stories of the phrase “The scolloped tatters of the King 
in Yellow must hide Yhtill forever,” it seems likely to be another quotation from the Play.

The words of the Play are beautiful, “more soothing than music,” “the supreme essence of 
art.” The Play exerts an almost hypnotic or seductive power upon some readers, even after only 
one line, although illness may have rendered both Alec and Hildred especially susceptible to 
its effect. One might consider the Play a complex of, or transmission medium for, toxic memes 
that reprogram the reader with alien malware. Reading the Play through instills madness and 
horror, not because of its subject matter but because of its sheer beauty:

No definite principles had been violated in those wicked pages, no doctrine promulgated, 
no convictions outraged. It could not be judged by any known standard, yet, although it 
was acknowledged that the supreme note of art had been struck in The King in Yellow, all 
felt that human nature could not bear the strain, nor thrive on words in which the essence 
of purest poison lurked.
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Although many critics maintain that the Play reveals the Truth of human existence as a 
cosmic sham, the text does not explicitly support this post-Lovecraftian reading or any other. 
In Supernatural Horror in Literature (1927), Lovecraft himself associates the Play with “the 
accursed cult of Hastur—from primordial Carcosa…some nightmare memory of which seems 
to lurk latent and ominous at the back of all men’s minds.” The play might trigger ancestral 
memory or reveal cosmic future truths; all we know is that it reveals the Yellow Sign and other 
aspects of Carcosa, resolves the mystery of the Hyades, and possibly enfolds the reader in the 
embrace of the King in Yellow.

The Play was published before the events of “The Mask,” the earliest-set story in the 
Yellow Mythos cycle. According to our calculations (“The Yellow Sign,” note 40) that means 
before 1891, as that story takes place over a two-year period at least three years before “The 
Yellow Sign.” (If one assumes that Jack Scott in “The Mask” is not Mr. Scott in “The Yellow 
Sign” then the Play might be published as late as 1893.) Upon its publication, it “spread like an 
infectious disease, from city to city, from continent to continent, barred out here, confiscated 
there, denounced by Press and pulpit, censured even by the most advanced of literary anar-
chists.” The author may or may not have shot himself.

It was not originally written in French or in France, as the French Government “seized the 
translated copies which had just arrived in Paris.” Given its spread “from city to city,” it was 
possibly not originally published in London (or the United Kingdom) either, since London 
“became eager to read it” after Paris banned it. Bookstores sold copies of the Play somewhere, 
perhaps New York, as Scott refused to look at them there and Hildred Castaigne bought a copy 
openly during his convalescence. However, it might have been originally written in English, 
rejected by right-thinking publishers, and first published in Paris only to have the copies seized 
and pulped. But some, of course, found their way into artists’ studios like those of Boris Yvain 
and Jack Scott.

La Décadence
“I suppose no man living today is in a position to understand why so many of the 
writers of the 1890s thought that yellow was an especially ominous color.” 

—James Blish, “More Light” (1970)

When H.P. Lovecraft described The King in Yellow as possessing “a trivial and affected culti-
vation of the Gallic studio atmosphere” he was likely unaware that Chambers had spent seven 
years in actual Gallic studios before assembling the collection. Lovecraft reductively singled 
out Trilby (1894), a best-selling novel of hypnotism by George du Maurier (1834–1896) set 
in Paris’ bohemian art world, as Chambers’ commercial influence. In addition to the specific 
sources cited in the annotations—Poe, Heine, Baudelaire, Maupassant, Schwob, Bierce, and 
others—Chambers was responding to the Decadent movement as a whole.

Baudelaire called his work decadent, meaning that it rejected both progress and the social 
order in favor of the pursuit of the fantastic and the beautiful, even (or especially) within the 
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“evil.” Baudelaire’s illustrator Félicien Rops (1833–1898) added explicit Satanism and eroticism 
to the mix. A generation later, Joris-Karl Huysmans’ novel À rebours (Against the Grain; 1884) 
became a Decadent manifesto, exalting artifice, color, shock, and the exquisite over the natural, 
logical, orderly, and banal. A flock of writers and artists competed to explore the most perverse, 
criminal, exciting, and recherché topics in florid yet ironic tones; Anatole Baju (1861–1903) 
founded a magazine for the movement, Le Décadent (1886–1889). Unsustainable at length, “la 
Décadence” mostly burned itself out by 1895: Oscar Wilde’s prison sentence took much of the 
fun out of shocking the bourgeois, Baju became a doctrinaire socialist, and Huysmans’ novels 
shifted to documenting his own conversion to Roman Catholicism.

The rise and fall of the Decadent movement (roughly 1884–1895) neatly brackets Cham-
bers’ own time in Paris (1886–1893) as an art student—but as a bourgeois art student with 
typically American beliefs in progress, romantic love, and nature. In short, Chambers and the 
Decadents were natural opposites. What better spark for the hateful, yet poisonously beautiful 
Play could there have been than peers and even friends (Chambers recalled Verlaine fondly) 
caught up in what must have seemed to the young, outdoorsy Brooklyn lad an utter seductive 
evil? And if some secret, shameful part of Chambers also wanted to cavort with prostitutes and 
paint nightmares, how much more powerful would that have made his horror at the Play and 
the King in Yellow who reveals (and revels in) nihilistic madness?

Chambers could have taken the notion of an imaginary book from Rabelais (who provides 
the epigraph for “The Demoiselle d’Ys”), Laurence Sterne, or even Maupassant: the narrator 
of “Le Horla” (1887) consults The Unrecognized Inhabitants of the Ancient and Modern World, 
a mythical tome by “Dr. Hermann Herestauss.” He gives his Play the fate of Baudelaire’s 
proto-Decadent masterpiece Flowers of Evil (see “The Mask,” note 32) and of Oscar Wilde’s 
play Salome, banned in London and translated into French (see “The Yellow Sign,” note 34). 
More specifically, Chambers very probably derived the notion of a yellow book that corrodes 
the reader’s morality from Oscar Wilde’s novel The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891). Compare 
Chambers’ Yellow Play to Wilde’s yellow book:

His eye fell on the yellow book that Lord Henry had sent him…. After a few minutes he 
became absorbed. It was the strangest book that he had ever read. It seemed to him that in 
exquisite raiment, and to the delicate sound of flutes, the sins of the world were passing in 
dumb show before him. Things that he had dimly dreamed of were suddenly made real to 
him. Things of which he had never dreamed were gradually revealed….

There were in it metaphors as monstrous as orchids and as subtle in colour. The life of the 
senses was described in the terms of mystical philosophy. One hardly knew at times whether 
one was reading the spiritual ecstasies of some mediaeval saint or the morbid confessions of 
a modern sinner. It was a poisonous book.

Why a yellow book? In his cultural history The Eighteen Nineties (1913) the journalist Hol-
brook Jackson (1874–1948) sets the scene: “Yellow became the color of the hour, the symbol of 
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the time-spirit. It was associated with all that was bizarre and queer in art and life, with all that 
was outrageously modern.” In other words, yellow was the color of Decadence.

The Encores
In Chambers’ time The King in Yellow received many rapturous reviews comparing the new 
author to Poe and Maupassant. Even the reviews that shied away from the weird horror of the 
Yellow Mythos found the Paris tales well-told and affecting. And as noted above, it sold far 
above Neely’s initial modest expectations for the volume and stayed in print for most of the 
decade. In 1897, Rupert Hughes described the collection as having “something truly great in the 
conception…[with] a very fine sense of the weird and the artistic.” He concluded, “the general 
design and the really mystical effect of this book must place it high among tales of its sort.”

Later critics concurred with Hughes. Lovecraft said The King in Yellow “really achieves 
notable heights of cosmic fear in spite of uneven interest,” and wrote that Chambers “even 
improves on Bierce in creating a shuddering background of horror.” E.F. Bleiler almost reluc-
tantly called it “the most important book in American supernatural fiction between Poe and 
the moderns.” Horrorist T.E.D. Klein described Chambers’ tales as “facile” but deferred to the 
collection’s “powerful atmosphere of futility and doom.”

Expert in the Gothic David Punter cast the collection as inspired by “the decadent interest 
in Poe,” identifying Chambers’ concern with blasphemy and “sub-Baudelairean diabolism.” 
Punter finds “the fatal ambivalence of beauty” central to the stories, and notes Chambers’ 
modernist technique combining oblique and self-contradictory “fragments” with a “truly dec-
adent” style. Critic S.T. Joshi deprecates Chambers’ work as a whole, but does admit to “a few 
weird tales of transcendent beauty and horror,” primarily among them the Yellow Mythos 
stories and “The Demoiselle of Ys.” He notes: “The best of Chambers was a product of the 
‘Yellow Nineties,’ and gains its power in large part by capturing the languor and pathos of that 
distinctive period.”

Its influence on the field, and even in broader culture, was immediate. Some scholars find 
Chambersian notions of incompleteness and shock in Cleveland Moffett’s “The Mysterious 
Card” (1896), and Sidney Levett-Yeats’ fantasy “The Devil’s Manuscript” (1899) entitles its di-
abolic book The Yellow Dragon. More clearly yet, The Descendant (1897) by the realist novelist 
Ellen Glasgow refers to Chambers’ book when one of her characters reads The King in Yellow 
(the collection, not the Play) on a train and, apparently as a result, demolishes his own com-
fortable life.

Lord Dunsany may have had the King in Yellow in mind when he created his own 
city-emptying unseen yellow emperor, Thuba Mleen, in “Bethmoora” (1910) and “The Hash-
ish-Man” (1910). Chambers may also have influenced Thomas Pynchon’s early novel The Crying 
of Lot 49 (1966), featuring a suppressed play and a weird initiatory Sign. Jorge Luis Borges, a 
vast reader in the weird, might likewise have carried hints of Carcosa into his own imaginary 
city of Uqbar, expanding into the real world by means of a text (“Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” 
[1940]). Perhaps uniquely in horror, Chambers also inspired an actual government building: 
Carcosa, the residence of the British High Commissioner in Malaya, designed in 1896 by 
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architect Arthur Benison Hubback. The High Commissioner Frank Swettenham so named 
the house because he read Chambers and liked the sound of the name.

H.P. Lovecraft first read Chambers in March or April of 1927, and took away a renewed 
appreciation for oblique references as horror signifiers. He had already invented his own poi-
sonous book, the Necronomicon (in 1922), but inserted a reference to Chambers into his “Histo-
ry of the Necronomicon” (1927), reporting that “Chambers is said to have derived the idea of his 
early novel The King in Yellow” from that grimoire. He further recycled Chambers’ Yellow Sign, 
Lake of Hali, and Yian (and Bierce’s Hastur) in “The Whisperer in Darkness” (written in 1930). 
In addition to the mad recital therein borrowed from “Repairer of Reputations” (see that story, 
note 92), Lovecraft also perhaps references Chambers’ “spidery wormy crablike creatures” from 
“The Maker of Moons” with his own crab-fungi from Yuggoth. He also homaged Chambers’ 
Inner Asian city of Yian from that story as “The Gardens of Yin” in The Fungi from Yuggoth 
(1930), and as Yian-Ho in “Through the Gates of the Silver Key” (1934) and “The Diary of 
Alonzo Typer” (1936).

Raymond Chandler references the book (or perhaps the Play?) in his own crime story 
“The King in Yellow” (1938), in which detective Steve Grayce sees trumpeter “King” Leopardi 
dead in yellow pajamas and muses, “The King in Yellow. I read a book with that title once.” 
On such musical notes, we can adduce the Blue Öyster Cult song “E.T.I. (Extra Terrestrial 
Intelligence)” (1976), which contains the lyrics “Books by the blameless and by the dead; King 
in yellow, queen in red,” the album Dim Carcosa (2001) by Belgian black metal band Ancient 
Rites, and the song “Yellowman” (2017) by the rapper Yung Lean: “I’ll, I’ll be your Yellowman 
Carcosa land” and “Draped up in silk all my robe; Shadows with me where I go.” Lawrence 
Watt-Evans’ Dûs novels (1980-1984) and Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Darkover series (1958-
1996) similarly borrowed Chambers-Bierce names for their own fantastic ends.

In 1933 Raymond Lefebre adapted “The Repairer of Reputations” into a play, called The 
King in Yellow: A Spectral Tragedy. It was first performed in Nantes in Brittany that year, and 
was translated into English by Maurice Bernhard in 1958. Other adaptations of Chambers 
include the short film The Yellow Sign (Aaron Vanek, 2001) and the art film Corpse (Christo-
pher Ernst, 2018). Carcosa burst back into mass consciousness with Season 1 of True Detective 
(2014), as writer Nic Pizzolatto replaced his own first draft “Cypress King” and “Stone Court” 
with Chambers’ King in Yellow and Carcosa, leaning into Chambers’ structural unreliability 
and mise-en-abyme.

Finally, just as the Lovecraft Mythos has metastasized in recent years, so too has the Yel-
low Mythos. Indeed, August Derleth attempted to subsume the latter into the former with his 
own Hastur Mythos cycle, beginning with his “The Return of Hastur” (1939). A few individual 
tales paved the way into Carcosa proper: James Blish’s “More Light” (1970), Karl Edward Wag-
ner’s “The River of Night’s Dreaming” (1981), and “Broadalbin” (1995), “Ambrose” (1996), and 
“Sosostris” (2000) by John Scott Tynes. Tynes also re-cast the Hastur Mythos as an expression 
of ennui and despair, independent of tentacled gods, in his essays “The Road to Hali” (1990) 
and “The Hastur Mythos” (1999).

Anthologies edited by Peter Worthy (Rehearsals for Oblivion (Act I) (2006)), D.J. Tyrer 
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(The King in Yellow: An Anthology [2007], expanded as A Terrible Thing [2016]), and Joseph 
Pulver, Sr. (A Season in Carcosa [2012] and Cassilda’s Song [2016]) offer many more examples 
of would-be Carcosan fiction. Brian Keene’s “‘The King,’ in: ‘Yellow’” (2004) compels notice. 
Robin D. Laws draws on both the Yellow and the Paris halves of Chambers’ book for his own 
stylistically variegated collection New Tales of the Yellow Sign (2012), in which Toronto coffee-
houses replace Gallic studios and the dreads of the 21st century map to the unreliable madness 
of Chambers’ Yellow Decade.

Reconstructions of the Play
This list restricts itself to attempts to reconstruct the actual text of the Play, including Cham-
bers’ original lines and characters. It does not include fragments, adaptations (such as Lefe-
bvre’s play based on “The Repairer of Reputations”), modern recastings (such as John Scott 
Tynes’ “In the Court of the Yellow King”), or the like.
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Appendix III: 
Three Names From Bierce

“It is worth observing that the author derives most of the names and allusions con-
nected with his eldritch land of primal memory f rom the tales of Ambrose Bierce.”

	 —H.P. Lovecraft, Supernatural Horror in Literature (1927)

Much, though hardly all, of the appeal of the Yellow Mythos comes from the evocative names 
that Chambers introduces so elliptically. Along with his own Aldones, Naotalba, Uoht, Thale, 
Demhe, and Yhtill (see “The Repairer of Reputations,” note 92), Chambers deploys three 
names from the fiction of Ambrose Bierce to undeniable effect. Carcosa and Hali appear in 
“An Inhabitant of Carcosa” (1886), and Hali contributes an epigraph to “The Death of Halpin 
Frayser” (1891). Hastur originates in Bierce’s tale “Haïta the Shepherd” (1891). 

“Inhabitant” and “Haïta” appeared in the first edition of Bierce’s collection Tales of Soldiers 
and Civilians (1892), where Chambers read them, or possibly in the British edition of that 
work, entitled In the Midst of Life (1892). (Bierce scholar Donald T. Blume argues conclusively 
for an 1892 actual publication date for Soldiers and Civilians, despite its U.S. copyright date of 
1891.) In 1909, Bierce removed them from that collection and included them retroactively in 
his book of weird stories, Can Such Things Be? (1893). In its 1893 and 1903 editions, Can Such 
Things Be? contained “The Death of Halpin Frayser” but not “Inhabitant” or “Haïta.”  Later 
editions of that collection (including the 1918 edition owned by Lovecraft) contain all three 
stories, where modern readers most commonly encounter them.

These essays go backward, not forward, describing not the names’ role in Chambers’ fiction 
(for that, see the stories and annotations) but their appearances in Bierce and their possible 
origins. Admittedly, some of the theories offered seem far less likely than others, but both 
Bierce and Chambers enjoyed misdirection.

Carcosa
In Bierce’s story, the narrator Hoseib Alar Robardin, dweller in “the ancient and famous city of 
Carcosa” discovers himself in an abandoned graveyard surrounded by ruins. After encounter-
ing a lynx and a bearded, skin-clad archer holding a torch who ignores him, he sees Aldebaran 
and the Hyades overhead. He follows an owl’s call and discovers a dead tree that had grown 
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up through his own grave. Robardin is a ghost, and the sunrise reveals that only “mounds 
and tumuli” remain of Carcosa. The final line reveals that Robardin has told his tale via “the 
medium Bayrolles.”

At one point, Robardin wonders that he can see “even the stars in absence of the darkness” 
but this is not because the stars are black, as they are in Chambers’ Carcosa, but because as 
a ghost the darkness does not hide things from him. So if Bierce’s Carcosa is not Chambers’ 
Carcosa, where is it? Bierce deliberately left only a few clues: 

•	 The landscape is hilly, with trees and grass; Bierce’s description of a “desert” im-
plies only that the area is deserted, not that it is dry.

•	 The weather features low, gray clouds, with “raw and chill” air.
•	 Robardin sees a lynx, an owl, wolves, and the constellation Taurus, all implying a 

Northern Hemisphere location.
•	 Robardin’s name sounds vaguely Arabic, as does his salutation, “God keep you.”

Most theorists derive Bierce’s name Carcosa from the city of Carcassonne, in south-
ern France near the Pyrenees. The Romans expanded the Gallic hill fort of Carsac, nam-
ing it Carsaco, which became Carcaso or Carcasum. Briefly (725–759) in Moorish hands, 
and for a time dominated by the Cathar heresy, it became a strategic border fortress, then 
a wool manufacturing and trading center. The chansonnier Gustave Nadaud (1820–1893) 
wrote “Carcassonne” (1870), a poem about a peasant who dies without seeing the city, which 
Bierce may have read in a collection, Poems of Places (1876–1879) edited by Henry Wad-
sworth Longfellow.

Less relevantly to Bierce, but likely still a topic of conversation in Chambers’ artistic set, the 
architect Eugène Viollet-le-Duc (1814–1879) directed a controversial “restoration” of Carcas-
sonne’s medieval fortifications from 1853 until his death. The architects of the École des Beaux-
Arts virulently opposed Viollet-le-Duc’s once-radical politics and ever-Gothic sensibilities, a 
war in microcosm possibly reflected by the King in Yellow’s “reconstruction” of Carcosa. Some 
critics feel that Nadaud’s poem and this controversy could have primed Chambers to use the 
name Carcosa once he read it in Bierce.

Chambers only refers to Carcosa once more in his later works. The characters Louis and 
Ferris in Chambers’ tale “The Silent Land” (1896) both know a story that begins: “There was 
once a King in Carcosa, and there was given unto him a mouth speaking great things and 
blasphemies.” Inspired by a line from Nadaud’s song, Dunsany wrote the story “Carcassonne” 
in 1910, although he set it in a dreamland not in France. Lovecraft refers to Carcassonne as a 
“glorious and half-fabulous” city in the opening of “He” (1925).

Blume argues that Bierce originally intended the story to be read as set in the California of 
the far future, noting his repeated use of a future America returned to barbarism in other sto-
ries. In the first (1886) appearance of the tale in the San Francisco News Letter, Bierce attributed 
Hali’s quote to “Brayconne’s Meditations” and Robardin reads his gravestone beginning with 
“In memoriam.” Bierce satirically describes a similar incident in a cemetery in Yerba Buena in 
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his newspaper column in 1887. He de-Americanized the tale for 1892 book publication.
Blume suggests Bierce formed the name from the Bay Area towns of San Carlos and Santa 

Clara (I might add Contra Costa County), noting the “vaguely Spanish” sound of Carcosa. 
Indeed, there was a Spanish galleon captain of the 16th century named Antonio de Carcosa, 
and ancestry.com notes several Mexicans born in the 1850s with that surname. The name may 
originally have been Jewish: a Castilian rabbi named Yom-Tov Carcosa, or Corcos, participated 
in a colloquium at Tortosa in Aragon in 1415. In Latin, the obscure word carcosum means “rot-
ten,” another possible derivation.

Cthulhu Mythos author Richard Tierney suggests Petra as the “original” for Carcosa, set-
ting his own pre-Roman Carcosa in the Jordan Valley in The House of the Toad (1993). The poem 
“Petra” (1845) by John William Burgon references graves, the Pleiades, and Taurus; a poem 
about the city in Ruins of Many Lands (1849) by Nicholas Michell references an owl, a wolf, 
and an armed torch-bearer. The Middle East holds another Carcosa, the Hellenistic city of 
Qarquza (the Roman legionary post Circesium, modern Buseira) in Syria.

Further east still lies Khara-Khoto, the Tangut “black city” in Inner Mongolia. Although 
not excavated until 1913, it was known by that name (not least in the Universal Geography of 
Élisée Reclus (1830–1905); English translation 1884) as a ruin in Bierce’s time. Finally, the con-
nection of Venice with masks leads some writers to connect Carcosa with the Venetian island 
of La Certosa. Constance Sackville, Countess de la Warr (1846–1929) mentions an Adriatic 
island of Carcosa near Dubrovnik (called Ragusa under Venetian rule) in her memoir An 
Eastern Cruise in the ‘Edeline’ (1883), but consulting the contemporary Austro-Hungarian mili-
tary map of the region yielded no place of that name.

Hali
Bierce introduces two stories with quotations from the sage Hali:

“For there be divers sorts of death—some wherein the body remaineth; and in some it 
vanisheth quite away with the spirit. This commonly occurreth only in solitude (such is 
God ’s will) and, none seeing the end, we say the man is lost, or gone on a long journey—
which indeed he hath; but sometimes it hath happened in sight of many, as abundant 
testimony showeth. In one kind of death the spirit also dieth, and this it hath been 
known to do while yet the body was in vigor for many years. Sometimes, as is veritably 
attested, it dieth with the body, but after a season is raised up again in that place where 
the body did decay.”

	 —“An Inhabitant of Carcosa”

“For by death is wrought greater change than hath been shown.  Whereas in general the 
spirit that removed cometh back upon occasion, and is sometimes seen of those in flesh 
(appearing in the form of the body it bore) yet it hath happened that the veritable body 
without the spirit hath walked.  And it is attested of those encountering who have lived 
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to speak thereon that a lich so raised up hath no natural affection, nor remembrance thereof, 
but only hate.  Also, it is known that some spirits which in life were benign become by 
death evil altogether.”

	 —“The Death of Halpin Frayser”

We can tell that Hali has much to say about death, ghosts, revenants, and the spirit-body 
duality in general. (This may be why Chambers named a lake of the dead after him; see “In the 
Court of the Dragon,” note 25.) Whether Hali was an occultist, a philosopher, or something else 
entirely remains unknown. Robardin says “Hali (whom God rest)” at the beginning of “Inhab-
itant” but given that Robardin may dwell centuries in our future, that doesn’t necessarily mean 
Hali is dead in 1892. The first quotation, in slightly different language, Bierce originally attributed 
to “Brayconne’s Meditations,” changing it in 1892 after writing “The Death of Halpin Frayser.” 
Needless to say, both quotations are original to Bierce, regardless of the “true identity” of Hali.

Bierce may have taken the name from Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832), who references an 
astrologer named Hali in Kenilworth (1821): “Does Hali already see an infortune in the House 
of Life?” Hali, or Haly, is a medieval romanization of the common Arabic names usually trans-
literated Ali or Khalid; as such, it could potentially refer to millions of people across history. 
However, some candidates remain more likely than others to be the “real” Hali:

•	 Khalid ibn Yazid ibn Mu’awiyah (d. 704). Umayyad prince and governor of Egypt, 
and a noted bibliophile and scholar with interests in astronomy and medicine. 
Later generations gave him the reputation of an alchemist, usually transliterating 
his name Calid, but “Hali” is attested in the literature. Alan Moore uses this “Hali” 
in his comics Neonomicon (2010) and Providence (2015).

•	 Ali bin Ahmad al-Imrani (d. 955). Mathematician and astrologer born in Mosul. 
Cited as Hali or Haly Imbrani or Embrani.

•	 ‘Ali ibn al-‘Abbas al-Majusi (d. 990?). Persian physician and psychologist at the 
Buyid court in Shiraz. “Al-Majusi” means “the Magian” referring to his Zoroas-
trian family. Known as Haly Abbas, or as Masoudi; mentioned in the Canterbury 
Tales (1387) as Haly.

•	 Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Abi’l Rijal al-Shaybani (fl. 1025). Court astrologer to Emir 
al-Muizz ibn Bâdis of Tunis. Known in the late medieval era and the Renaissance 
as Hali or Haly Abenragel, as Haly de Subradiis after his treatise Latinized as De 
subradiis planetarum, or just Hali.

•	 Abu’l-Hassan Ali ibn Ridwan al-Misri (988–1061). Physician, astrologer, logician, 
and astronomer in Egypt and Baghdad. Cited by Renaissance authorities as Hali 
or Haly Abenrudian.

•	 Ali ibn Omar Abu’l-Hassan al-Marrakushi (fl. 1280). Astronomer and astrologer, 
author of major treatises on spherical astronomy and on astronomical instruments. 
Cited in the early modern era as Hali ben Omar.
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In addition, Bierce scholar M.E. Grenander identifies Hali as “an Urdu writer contem-
porary with Bierce who had some knowledge of English,” referring to the poet Altaf Husain 
(1837–1914). He wrote under the name Hali, an Urdu pseudonym meaning “of the present.” 
Four women named Halia appear in Greek mythology: a Nereid, a nymph raped by her sons, 
a woman who mated with a serpent, and a Lydian princess.

Marion Zimmer Bradley claimed that Hali was the Arabic name for Taurus, an assertion 
I have not been able to confirm. Since the 8th century, the Arabic name for Taurus has been 
at-Tawr, cognate with the Greek. Like the Hebrews, the early Arabs may have also called the 
constellation after the first letter of their alphabet, ’Alif, which is somewhat closer to Hali.

Finally, Leslie Klinger points out that Hali appears on the map of Arabia in the 11th edition 
(1910) of the Encyclopedia Britannica as a city (the modern Muhayil) in the mountains south-
east of Mecca. Lovecraft owned that edition, as it happens. Slightly more relevantly, a different, 
coastal city in Arabia also named Hali (the outlet of the Wadi Hali, now dammed by the Hali 
Dam near Keyad) appears in the 9th edition (1889) to which Bierce would have had access.

Hastur
Bierce introduces Hastur in “Haïta the Shepherd” as “the god of shepherds.” He proves suscep-
tible to extortion by his worshiper Haïta: “And Hastur, knowing that Haïta was a youth who 
kept his word, spared the cities and turned the waters into the sea.” Hastur may or may not get 
his own back by vexing Haïta with a woman who is Happiness, but does not appear in any way 
evil or even malicious. A hint of Lovecraft’s pairing of Hastur and the Magnum Innomiandum 
(the “Great One Who is Not (or Not to Be) Named”) appears when Bierce says “Hastur, who 
never disclosed himself.”

For lack of a better guess, most critics follow Marion Zimmer Bradley in deriving the 
name from Asturias, a northern coastal province of Spain named for its inhabitants, the As-
tures. (Their name may come from the Basque asta and ura, for “rock” and “water.”) Like Haï-
ta’s country, it is mountainous and rainy, and famous for its sheep. (“Pasture” is another possible 
derivation for Hastur, as is its cognate pastor, meaning “shepherd” in Latin.) Oviedo, the capital 
of Asturias, lies approximately 500 miles west of Carcassonne; Bierce might easily have seen 
both “Astures” and “Carcaso” in close proximity on a map of the Roman Empire.

Linguist Enno Littmann gives hastûr as the Romany word for “hand.” Most modern dic-
tionaries of Romany give vast, but “hand” is hasta in Sanskrit and hast in Punjabi. Littman 
sources numerous dialectal variants, including hast-ûm, hast-ûr (“your hand”) and kustúr, the 
last two both from Syria. Hasta (“the Hand”) is also the name of a nakshatra, or lunar mansion, 
of Hindu astrology, corresponding to the constellation Corvus.

Bierce may have been intrigued by the (likely untrue) legend that his ancestor Augus-
tin Bearse was of Roma extraction, and found the word in some forgotten (or un-digitized) 
19th-century vocabulary list. His interest in the topic might also have been piqued by his 
secretaryship of the Bohemian Club of San Francisco; see “The Street of the First Shell,” note 
35 for the connection between bohemians and Roma.
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Robert W. Chambers on the Web
The texts of The King in Yellow and many other Chambers works are in the public domain, 
available from Project Gutenberg, the Hathi Trust, archive.org, the Kindle reprint house Del-
phi, and many other sources.

Donald Clarke at the Miskatonic University Department of Literature maintains a thor-
ough Robert W. Chambers bibliography, along with texts of most of his weird fiction.

http://www.yankeeclassic.com/miskatonic/dliterature/authors/chambers/rwcmain1.htm

Larry Loc’s Robert W. Chambers Research Project did not survive the shuttering of for-
tunecity but can be recovered using the Internet Wayback Machine. Its conclusions about 
Chambers’ life and work do not match up with current research, but Loc’s underlying data 
remain valuable.

http://www.fortunecity.com/roswell/goldendawn/31/research.html

Another site doomed by fallen hosts, Robert W. Chambers and the King in Yellow is also 
recoverable with the Wayback Machine. Henrik Johnsson provides extensive summaries of the 
Yellow stories, along with useful discussions of the various editions of The King in Yellow and 
other topics.

http://www.geocities.com/Area51/Corridor/5582/chambers.html

Christophe Thill’s The King in Yellow: An Introduction is sparser than the previous two sites, 
and also now only recoverable via Wayback Machine.

http://home.worldnet.fr/~c_thill/chambers/presgb.html

The Yellow Site wiki explores the characters, places, and stories of “the Yellow Mythos” across 
many sources, especially more recent tales. Broader than it is deep, but rewarding for browsers.

http://kinginyellow.wikia.com
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