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DE PROFUNDIS 

By Oscar Wilde, 1905 

 

. . . Suffering is one very long moment.  We cannot divide it by seasons.  We can only record its 
moods, and chronicle their return.  With us time itself does not progress.  It revolves.  It seems 
to circle round one centre of pain.  The paralysing immobility of a life every circumstance of 
which is regulated after an unchangeable pattern, so that we eat and drink and lie down and 
pray, or kneel at least for prayer, according to the inflexible laws of an iron formula: this 
immobile quality, that makes each dreadful day in the very minutest detail like its brother, 
seems to communicate itself to those external forces the very essence of whose existence is 
ceaseless change.  Of seed-time or harvest, of the reapers bending over the corn, or the grape 
gatherers threading through the vines, of the grass in the orchard made white with broken 
blossoms or strewn with fallen fruit: of these we know nothing and can know nothing. 

*** 

I must say to myself that I ruined myself, and that nobody great or small can be ruined except by 
his own hand.  I am quite ready to say so.  I am trying to say so, though they may not think it at 
the present moment.  This pitiless indictment I bring without pity against myself.  Terrible as 
was what the world did to me, what I did to myself was far more terrible still. 

I was a man who stood in symbolic relations to the art and culture of my age.  I had realised this 
for myself at the very dawn of my manhood, and had forced my age to realise it afterwards.  Few 
men hold such a position in their own lifetime, and have it so acknowledged.  It is usually 
discerned, if discerned at all, by the historian, or the critic, long after both the man and his age 
have passed away.  With me it was different.  I felt it myself, and made others feel it. 

Now I have realised that it is in me, I see quite clearly what I ought to do; in fact, must do.  And 
when I use such a phrase as that, I need not say that I am not alluding to any external sanction 
or command.  I admit none.  I am far more of an individualist than I ever was.  Nothing seems to 
me of the smallest value except what one gets out of oneself.  My nature is seeking a fresh mode 
of self-realisation.  That is all I am concerned with.  And the first thing that I have got to do is to 
free myself from any possible bitterness of feeling against the world. 

When first I was put into prison some people advised me to try and forget who I was.  It was 
ruinous advice.  It is only by realising what I am that I have found comfort of any kind.  Now I 
am advised by others to try on my release to forget that I have ever been in a prison at all.  I 
know that would be equally fatal.  It would mean that I would always be haunted by an 
intolerable sense of disgrace, and that those things that are meant for me as much as for 
anybody else—the beauty of the sun and moon, the pageant of the seasons, the music of 
daybreak and the silence of great nights, the rain falling through the leaves, or the dew creeping 
over the grass and making it silver—would all be tainted for me, and lose their healing power, 
and their power of communicating joy.  To regret one’s own experiences is to arrest one’s own 
development.  To deny one’s own experiences is to put a lie into the lips of one’s own life.  It is 
no less than a denial of the soul. 

Still, in the very fact that people will recognise me wherever I go, and know all about my life, as 
far as its follies go, I can discern something good for me.  It will force on me the necessity of 
again asserting myself as an artist, and as soon as I possibly can.  If I can produce only one 
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beautiful work of art I shall be able to rob malice of its venom, and cowardice of its sneer, and to 
pluck out the tongue of scorn by the roots. 

*** 

I see a far more intimate and immediate connection between the true life of Christ and the true 
life of the artist; Christ realised in the entire sphere of human relations that imaginative 
sympathy which in the sphere of Art is the sole secret of creation.  He understood the leprosy of 
the leper, the darkness of the blind, the fierce misery of those who live for pleasure, the strange 
poverty of the rich.  Some one wrote to me in trouble, ‘When you are not on your pedestal you 
are not interesting.’  How remote was the writer from what Matthew Arnold calls ‘the Secret of 
Jesus.’  Either would have taught him that whatever happens to another happens to oneself, and 
if you want an inscription to read at dawn and at night-time, and for pleasure or for pain, write 
up on the walls of your house in letters for the sun to gild and the moon to silver, ‘Whatever 
happens to oneself happens to another.’ […] Wherever there is a romantic movement in art there 
somehow, and under some form, is Christ, or the soul of Christ.  He is in Romeo and Juliet, in 
the Winter’s Tale, in Provençal poetry, in the Ancient Mariner, in La Belle Dame sans merci, 
and in Chatterton’s Ballad of Charity. We owe to him the most diverse things and people.  

*** 

To each of us different fates are meted out.  My lot has been one of public infamy, of long 
imprisonment, of misery, of ruin, of disgrace, but I am not worthy of it—not yet, at any rate.  I 
remember that I used to say that I thought I could bear a real tragedy if it came to me with 
purple pall and a mask of noble sorrow, but that the dreadful thing about modernity was that it 
put tragedy into the raiment of comedy, so that the great realities seemed commonplace or 
grotesque or lacking in style.  It is quite true about modernity.  It has probably always been true 
about actual life.  It is said that all martyrdoms seemed mean to the looker on.  The nineteenth 
century is no exception to the rule. 

Everything about my tragedy has been hideous, mean, repellent, lacking in style; [prisoners’] 
very dress makes us grotesque.  We are the zanies of sorrow.  We are clowns whose hearts are 
broken.  We are specially designed to appeal to the sense of humour.  On November 13th, 1895, I 
was brought down here from London.  From two o’clock till half-past two on that day I had to 
stand on the centre platform of Clapham Junction in convict dress, and handcuffed, for the 
world to look at.  I had been taken out of the hospital ward without a moment’s notice being 
given to me.  Of all possible objects I was the most grotesque.  When people saw me they 
laughed.  Each train as it came up swelled the audience.  Nothing could exceed their 
amusement.  That was, of course, before they knew who I was.  As soon as they had been 
informed they laughed still more.  For half an hour I stood there in the grey November rain 
surrounded by a jeering mob. 

For a year after that was done to me I wept every day at the same hour and for the same space of 
time.  That is not such a tragic thing as possibly it sounds to you.  To those who are in prison 
tears are a part of every day’s experience.  A day in prison on which one does not weep is a day 
on which one’s heart is hard, not a day on which one’s heart is happy. 

Well, now I am really beginning to feel more regret for the people who laughed than for 
myself.  Of course when they saw me I was not on my pedestal, I was in the pillory.  But it is a 
very unimaginative nature that only cares for people on their pedestals.  A pedestal may be a 
very unreal thing.  A pillory is a terrific reality.  They should have known also how to interpret 
sorrow better.  I have said that behind sorrow there is always sorrow.  It were wiser still to say 
that behind sorrow there is always a soul.  And to mock at a soul in pain is a dreadful thing.  In 
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the strangely simple economy of the world people only get what they give, and to those who have 
not enough imagination to penetrate the mere outward of things, and feel pity, what pity can be 
given save that of scorn? 

*** 

A great friend of mine—a friend of ten years’ standing—came to see me some time ago, and told 
me that he did not believe a single word of what was said against me, and wished me to know 
that he considered me quite innocent, and the victim of a hideous plot.  I burst into tears at what 
he said, and told him that while there was much amongst the definite charges that was quite 
untrue and transferred to me by revolting malice, still that my life had been full of perverse 
pleasures, and that unless he accepted that as a fact about me and realised it to the full I could 
not possibly be friends with him any more, or ever be in his company.  It was a terrible shock to 
him, but we are friends, and I have not got his friendship on false pretences. 

*** 

I am to be released, if all goes well with me, towards the end of May, and hope to go at once to 
some little sea-side village […] The sea, as Euripides says in one of his plays about Iphigeneia, 
washes away the stains and wounds of the world. 

I hope to be at least a month with my friends, and to gain peace and balance, and a less troubled 
heart, and a sweeter mood.  I have a strange longing for the great simple primeval things, such 
as the sea, to me no less of a mother than the Earth.  It seems to me that we all look at Nature 
too much, and live with her too little.   

*** 

All trials are trials for one’s life, just as all sentences are sentences of death; and three times have 
I been tried.  The first time I left the box to be arrested, the second time to be led back to the 
house of detention, the third time to pass into a prison for two years.  Society, as we have 
constituted it, will have no place for me, has none to offer; but Nature, whose sweet rains fall on 
unjust and just alike, will have clefts in the rocks where I may hide, and secret valleys in whose 
silence I may weep undisturbed.  She will hang the night with stars so that I may walk abroad in 
the darkness without stumbling, and send the wind over my footprints so that none may track 
me to my hurt: she will cleanse me in great waters, and with bitter herbs make me whole. 

 


