
Oscar Wilde’s “THE HARLOT’S HOUSE”

We caught the tread of dancing feet,

We loitered down the moonlit street,

And stopped beneath the Harlot’s House.

Inside, above the din and fray,

We heard the loud musicians play

The “Treues Liebes,” of Strauss.

Like strange mechanical grotesques,

Making fantastic arabesques,

The shadows raced across the blind.

We watched the ghostly dancers spin,

To sound of horn and violin,

Like black leaves wheeling in the wind.

Like wire-pulled Automatons,

Slim silhouetted skeletons

Went sidling through the slow quadrille,

Then took each other by the hand,

And danced a stately saraband;

Their laughter echoed thin and shrill.

Wilde’s famous novel The 

Picture of Dorian Gray is a 

“story of a handsome young 

man and his selfish pursuit of 

sensual pleasures” (NA 1687)  

Until the end, the character 

maintains his good looks while 

his portrait “mysteriously 

changes into a horrible image 

of his corrupted soul.”

As such, the novel exemplifies 

the Victorian image of “keeping 

up appearances” or putting on a 

false front. It highlights an 

interest in artifice and covering 

up darker secrets. 

“The Harlot’s House” also 

centers upon images of 

darkness, empty pleasure, and 

artificial beauty.



Sometimes a clock-work puppet pressed

A phantom lover to her breast,

Sometimes they seemed to try and sing.

Sometimes a horrible Marionette

Came out, and smoked its cigarette

Upon the steps like a live thing.

Then turning to my love I said,

“The dead are dancing with the dead,

The dust is whirling with the dust.”

But she, she heard the violin,

And left my side and entered in:

Love passed into the House of Lust.

Then suddenly the tune went false,

The dancers wearied of the waltz,

The shadows ceased to wheel and whirl,

And down the long and silent street,

The dawn with silver-sandalled feet,

Crept like a frightened girl.

The prostitute is described as 

a “clock-work puppet” who 

tends to a “phantom lover.” 

The descriptions are haunting 

poetic images, especially the 

personification of dawn at the 

end described as beautifully 

“silver-sandalled” yet 

creeping in like a “frightened 

girl.” 



IMPRESSION DU MATIN

The Thames nocturne of blue and gold

Changed to a Harmony in gray:

A barge with ochre-colored hay

Dropt from the wharf: and chill and cold

The yellow fog came creeping down

The bridges, till the houses’ walls

Seemed changed to shadows, and St. Paul’s

Loomed like a bubble o’er the town.

Then suddenly arose the clang

Of waking life; the streets were stirred

With country waggons: and a bird

Flew to the glistening roofs and sang.

But one pale woman all alone,

The daylight kissing her wan hair,

Loitered beneath the gas lamp’s flare,

With lips of flame and heart of stone.

For me, the French title 

calls to mind that French 

Impressionism occurred in 

Wilde’s era, that is, during 

the later Victorian period. 

Here, we have an 

impression of the morning 

in London with a lot of 

sensual details, particularly 

colors and the sounds 

“waking life.”

Again, Wilde shows us a 

striking image of artifice 

and emptiness: the pale 

woman alone in the early 

morning “with lips of flame 

and heart of stone.”


