
The Loves of Lady Purple 
 
 Inside the pink-striped booth of the Asiatic Professor only the marvellous existed and 
there was no such thing as daylight. 
 The puppet master is always dusted with a little darkness. In direct relation to his skill 
he propagates the most bewildering enigmas for, the more lifelike his marionettes, the more 
godlike his manipulations and the more radical the symbiosis between inarticulate doll and 
articulating fingers. The puppeteer speculates in a no-man's-limbo between the real and that 
which, although we know very well it is not, nevertheless seems to be real. He is the 
intermediary between us, his audience, the living, and they, the dolls, the undead, who 
cannot live at all and yet who mimic the living in every detail since, though they cannot 
speak or weep, still they project those signals of signification we instantly recognise as 
language. 
 The master of marionettes vitalises inert stuff with the dynamics of his self. The 
sticks dance, make love, pretend to speak and, finally, personate death; yet, so many 
Lazaruses out of their graves they spring again in time for the next performance and no 
worms drip from their noses nor dust clogs their eyes. All complete, they once again offer 
their brief imitations of men and women with an exquisite precision which is all the more 
disturbing because we know it to be false; and so this art, if viewed theologically, may, 
perhaps, be blasphemous. 
 Although he was only a poor travelling showman, the Asiatic Professor had become a 
consummate virtuoso of puppetry. He transported his collapsible theatre, the cast of his 
single drama and a variety of properties in a horse-drawn cart and, after he played his play in 
many beautiful cities which no longer exist, such as Shanghai, Constantinople and St 
Petersburg, he and his small entourage arrived at last in a country in Middle Europe where 
the mountains sprout jags as sharp and unnatural as those a child outlines with his crayon, a 
dark, superstitious Transylvania where they wreathed suicides with garlic, pierced them 
through the heart with stakes and buried them at crossroads while warlocks continually 
practised rites of immemorial beastliness in the forests. 
 He had only the two assistants, a deaf boy in his teens, his nephew, to whom he 
taught his craft, and a foundling dumb girl no more than seven or eight they had picked up 
on their travels. When the Professor spoke, nobody could understand him for he knew only 
his native tongue, which was an incomprehensible rattle of staccato ks and ts, so he did not 
speak at all in the ordinary course of things and, if they had taken separate paths to silence, 
all, in the end, signed a perfect pact with it. But, when the Professor and his nephew sat in 
the sun outside their booth in the mornings before performances, they held interminable 
dialogues in sign language punctuated by soft, wordless grunts and whistles so that the 
choreographed quiet of their discourse was like the mating dance of tropic birds. And this 
means of communication, so delicately distanced from humanity, was peculiarly apt for the 
Professor, who had rather the air of a visitant from another world where the mode of being 
was conducted in nuances rather than affirmatives. This was due partly to his extreme age, 
for he was very old although he carried his years lightly even if, these days, in this climate, he 
always felt a little chilly and so wrapped himself always in a moulting, woollen shawl; yet, 
more so, it was caused by his benign indifference to everything except the simulacra of the 



living he himself created. 
 Besides, however far the entourage travelled, not one of its members had ever 
comprehended to any degree the foreign. They were all natives of the fairground and, after 
all, all fairs are the same. Perhaps every single fair is no more than a dissociated fragment of 
one single, great, original fair which was inexplicably scattered long ago in a diaspora of the 
amazing. Whatever its location, a fair maintains its invariable, self-consistent atmosphere. 
Hieratic as knights in chess, the painted horses on the roundabouts describe perpetual circles 
as immutable as those of the planets and as immune to the drab world of here and now 
whose inmates come to gape at such extraordinariness, such freedom from actuality. The 
huckster's raucous invitations are made in a language beyond language, or, perhaps, in that 
ur-language of grunt and bark which lies behind all language. Everywhere, the same old 
women hawk glutinous candies which seem devised only to make flies drunk on sugar and, 
though the outward form of such excessive sweets may vary from place to place, their 
nature, never. A universal cast of two-headed dogs, dwarfs, alligator men, bearded ladies and 
giants in leopard-skin loin cloths reveal their singularities in the sideshows and, wherever 
they come from, they share the sullen glamour of deformity, an internationality which 
acknowledges no geographic boundaries. Here, the grotesque is the order of the day. 
 The Asiatic Professor picked up the crumbs that fell from this heaping table yet never 
seemed in the least at home there for his affinities did not lie with its harsh sounds and 
primary colouring although it was the only home he knew. He had the wistful charm of a 
Japanese flower which only blossoms when dropped in water for he, too, revealed his 
passions through a medium other than himself and this was his heroine, the puppet, Lady 
Purple. 
 She was the Queen of Night. There were glass rubies in her head for eyes and her 
ferocious teeth, carved out of mother o' pearl, were always on show for she had a permanent 
smile. Her face was as white as chalk because it was covered with the skin of supplest white 
leather which also clothed her torso, jointed limbs and complication of extremities. Her 
beautiful hands seemed more like weapons because her nails were so long, five inches of 
pointed tin enamelled scarlet, and she wore a wig of black hair arranged in a chignon more 
heavily elaborate than any human neck could have endured. This monumental chevelure was 
stuck through with many brilliant pins tipped with pieces of broken mirror so that, every 
time she moved, she cast a multitude of scintillating reflections which danced about the 
theatre like mice of light. Her clothes were all of deep, dark, slumbrous colours -- profound 
pinks, crimson and the vibrating purple with which she was synonymous, a purple the colour 
of blood in a love suicide. 
 She must have been the masterpiece of a long-dead, anonymous artisan and yet she 
was nothing but a curious structure until the Professor touched her strings, for it was he who 
filled her with necromantic vigour. He transmitted to her an abundance of the life he himself 
seemed to possess so tenuously and, when she moved, she did not seem so much a 
cunningly simulated woman as a monstrous goddess, at once preposterous and magnificent, 
who transcended the notion she was dependent on his hands and appeared wholly real and 
yet entirely other. Her actions were not so much an imitation as a distillation and 
intensification of those of a born woman and so she could become the quintessence of 
eroticism, for no woman born would have dared to be so blatantly seductive. 



 The Professor allowed no one else to touch her. He himself looked after her 
costumes and jewellery. When the show was over, he placed his marionette in a specially 
constructed box and carried her back to the lodging house where he and his children shared 
a room, for she was too precious to be left in the flimsy theatre, and, besides, he could not 
sleep unless she lay beside him. 
 The catchpenny title of the vehicle for this remarkable actress was: The Notorious 
Amours of Lady Purple, the Shameless Oriental Venus. Everything in the play was entirely exotic. 
The incantatory ritual of the drama instantly annihilated the rational and imposed upon the 
audience a magic alternative in which nothing was in the least familiar. The series of tableaux 
which illustrated her story were in themselves so filled with meaning that when the Professor 
chanted her narrative in his impenetrable native tongue, the compulsive strangeness of the 
spectacle was enhanced rather than diminished. As he crouched above the stage directing his 
heroine's movements, he recited a verbal recitative in a voice which clanged, rasped and 
swooped up and down in a weird duet with the stringed instrument from which the dumb 
girl struck peculiar intervals. But it was impossible to mistake him when the Professor spoke 
in the character of Lady Purple herself for then his voice modulated to a thick, lascivious 
murmur like fur soaked in honey which sent unwilling shudders of pleasure down the spines 
of the watchers. In the iconography of the melodrama, Lady Purple stood for passion, and 
all her movements were calculations in an angular geometry of sexuality. 
 The Professor somehow always contrived to have a few handbills printed off in the 
language of the country where they played. These always gave the title of his play and then 
they used to read as follows: 
 
 Come and see all that remains of Lady Purple, the famous prostitute and wonder of the East! 
 
 A unique sensation. See how the unappeasable appetites of Lady Purple turned her at 
last into the very puppet you see before you, pulled only by the strings of lust. Come and see 
the very doll, the only surviving relic of the shameless Oriental Venus herself. 
 
 The bewildering entertainment possessed almost a religious intensity for, since there 
can be no spontaneity in a puppet drama, it always tends towards the rapt intensity of ritual, 
and, at its conclusion, as the audience stumbled from the darkened booth, it had almost 
suspended disbelief and was more than half convinced, as the Professor assured them so 
eloquently, that the bizarre figure who had dominated the stage was indeed the petrification 
of a universal whore and had once been a woman in whom too much life had negated life 
itself, whose kisses had withered like acids and whose embrace blasted like lightning. But the 
Professor and his assistants immediately dismantled the scenery and put away the dolls who 
were, after all, only mundane wood and, next day, the play was played again. 
 This is the story of Lady Purple as performed by the Professor's puppets to the 
delirious obbligato of the dumb girl's samisen and the audible click of the limbs of the actors. 
 

The Notorious Amours of Lady Purple  
the Shameless Oriental Venus 

 



 When she was only a few days old, her mother wrapped her in a tattered blanket and 
abandoned her on the door-step of a prosperous merchant and his barren wife. These 
respectable bourgeois were to become the siren's first dupes. They lavished upon her all the 
attentions which love and money could devise and yet they reared a flower which, although 
perfumed, was carnivorous. At the age of twelve, she seduced her foster father. Utterly 
besotted with her, he trusted to her the key of the safe where he kept all his money and she 
immediately robbed it of every farthing. 
 Packing his treasure in a laundry basket together with the clothes and jewellery he had 
already given her, she then stabbed her first lover and his wife, her foster mother, in their 
bellies with a knife used in the kitchen to slice fish. Then she set fire to their house to cover 
the traces of her guilt. She annihilated her own childhood in the blaze that destroyed her first 
home and, springing like a corrupt phoenix from the pyre of her crime, she rose again in the 
pleasure quarters, where she at once hired herself out to the madame of the most imposing 
brothel. 
 In the pleasure quarters, life passed entirely in artificial day for the bustling noon of 
those crowded alleys came at the time of drowsing midnight for those who lived outside that 
inverted, sinister, abominable world which functioned only to gratify the whims of the 
senses. Every rococo desire the mind of man might, in its perverse ingenuity, devise found 
ample gratification here, amongst the halls of mirrors, the flagellation parlours, the cabarets 
of nature-defying copulations and the ambiguous soirees held by men-women and female 
men. Flesh was the speciality of every house and it came piping hot, served up with all the 
garnishes imaginable. The Professor's puppets dryly and perfunctorily performed these 
tactical manoeuvres like toy soldiers in a mock battle of carnality. 
 Along the streets, the women for sale, the mannequins of desire, were displayed in 
wicker cages so that potential customers could saunter past inspecting them at leisure. These 
exalted prostitutes sat motionless as idols. Upon their real features had been painted 
symbolic abstractions of the various aspects of allure and the fantastic elaboration of their 
dress hinted it covered a different kind of skin. The cork heels of their shoes were so high 
they could not walk but only totter and the sashes round their waists were of brocade so stiff 
the movements of the arms were cramped and scant so they presented attitudes of physical 
unease which, though powerfully moving, derived partly, at least, from the deaf assistant's 
lack of manual dexterity, for his apprenticeship had not as yet reached even the journeyman 
stage. Therefore the gestures of these hetaerae were as stylised as if they had been clockwork. 
Yet, however fortuitously, all worked out so well it seemed each one was as absolutely 
circumscribed as a figure in rhetoric, reduced by the rigorous discipline of her vocation to 
the nameless essence of the idea of woman, a metaphysical abstraction of the female which 
could, on payment of a specific fee, be instantly translated into an oblivion either sweet or 
terrible, depending on the nature of her talents. 
 Lady Purple's talents verged on the unspeakable. Booted, in leather, she became a 
mistress of the whip before her fifteenth birthday. Subsequently, she graduated in the 
mysteries of the torture chamber, where she thoroughly researched all manner of ingenious 
mechanical devices. She utilised a baroque apparatus of funnel, humiliation, syringe, 
thumbscrew, contempt and spiritual anguish; to her lovers, such severe usage was both bread 
and wine and a kiss from her cruel mouth was the sacrament of suffering. 



 Soon she became successful enough to be able to maintain her own establishment. 
When she was at the height of her fame, her slightest fancy might cost a young man his 
patrimony and, as soon as she squeezed him dry of fortune, hope and dreams, for she was 
quite remorseless, she abandoned him; or else she might, perhaps, lock him up in her closet 
and force him to watch her while she took for nothing to her usually incredibly expensive 
bed a beggar encountered by chance on the street. She was no malleable, since frigid, 
substance upon which desires might be executed; she was not a true prostitute for she was 
the object on which men prostituted themselves. She, the sole perpetrator of desire, 
proliferated malign fantasies all around her and used her lovers as the canvas on which she 
executed boudoir masterpieces of destruction. Skins melted in the electricity she generated. 
 Soon, either to be rid of them or, simply, for pleasure, she took to murdering her 
lovers. From the leg of a politician she poisoned she cut out the thighbone and took it to a 
craftsman who made it into a flute for her. She persuaded succeeding lovers to play tunes for 
her on this instrument and, with the supplest and most serpentine grace, she danced for 
them to its unearthly music. At this point, the dumb girl put down her samisen and took up 
a bamboo pipe from which issued weird cadences and, though it was by no means the 
climax of the play, this dance was the apex of the Professor's performance for, as she 
stamped, wheeled and turned to the sound of her malign chamber music, Lady Purple 
became entirely the image of irresistible evil. 
 She visited men like a plague, both bane and terrible enlightenment, and she was as 
contagious as the plague. The final condition of all her lovers was this: they went clothed in 
rags held together with the discharge of their sores, and their eyes held an awful vacancy, as 
if their minds had been blown out like candles. A parade of ghastly spectres, they trundled 
across the stage, their passage implemented by medieval horrors for, here, an arm left its 
socket and whisked up out of sight into the flies and, there, a nose hung in the air after a 
gaunt shape that went tottering noseless forward. 
 So foreclosed Lady Purple's pyrotechnical career, which ended as if it had been 
indeed a firework display, in ashes, desolation and silence. She became more ghastly than 
those she had infected. Circe at last became a swine herself and, seared to the bone by her 
own flame, walked the pavements like a desiccated shadow. Disaster obliterated her. Cast 
out with stones and oaths by those who had once adulated her, she was reduced to 
scavenging on the seashore, where she plucked hair from the heads of the drowned to sell to 
wigmakers who catered to the needs of more fortunate since less diabolic courtesans. 
 Now her finery, her paste jewels and her enormous super-imposition of black hair 
hung up in the green room and she wore a drab rag of coarse hemp for the final scene of her 
desperate decline, when, outrageous nymphomaniac, she practised extraordinary necrophilies 
on the bloated corpses the sea tossed contemptuously at her feet for her dry rapacity had 
become entirely mechanical and still she repeated her former actions though she herself was 
utterly other. She abrogated her humanity. She became nothing but wood and hair. She 
became a marionette herself, herself her own replica, the dead yet moving image of the 
shameless Oriental Venus. 
 
 The Professor was at last beginning to feel the effects of age and travel. Sometimes 
he complained in noisy silence to his nephew of pains, aches, stiffening muscles, tautening 



sinews, and shortness of breath. He began to limp a little and left to the boy all the rough 
work of mantling and dismantling. Yet the balletic mime of Lady Purple grew all the more 
remarkable with the passage of the years, as though his energy, channelled for so long into a 
single purpose, refined itself more and more in time and was finally reduced to a single, 
purified, concentrated essence which was transmitted entirely to the doll; and the Professor's 
mind attained a condition not unlike that of the swordsman trained in Zen, whose sword is 
his soul, so that neither sword nor swordsman has meaning without the presence of the 
other. Such swordsmen, armed, move towards their victims like automata, in a state of 
perfect emptiness, no longer aware of any distinction between self or weapon. Master and 
marionette had arrived at this condition. 
 Age could not touch Lady Purple for, since she had never aspired to mortality, she 
effortlessly transcended it and, though a man who was less aware of the expertise it needed 
to make her so much as raise her left hand might, now and then, have grieved to see how 
she defied ageing, the Professor had no fancies of that kind. Her miraculous inhumanity 
rendered their friendship entirely free from the anthropomorphic, even on the night of the 
Feast of All Hallows when, the mountain-dwellers murmured, the dead held masked balls in 
the graveyards while the devil played the fiddle for them. 
 The rough audience received their copeck's worth of sensation and filed out into a 
fairground which still roared like a playful tiger with life. The foundling girl put away her 
samisen and swept out the booth while the nephew set the stage afresh for the next day's 
matinee. Then the Professor noticed Lady Purple had ripped a seam in the drab shroud she 
wore in the final act. Chattering to himself with displeasure, he undressed her as she swung 
idly, this way and that way, from her anchored strings and then he sat down on a wooden 
property stool on the stage and plied his needle like a good housewife. The task was more 
difficult than it seemed at first for the fabric was also torn and required an embroidery of 
darning so he told his assistants to go home together to the lodging house and let him finish 
his task alone. 
 A small oil-lamp hanging from a nail at the side of the stage cast an insufficient but 
tranquil light. The white puppet glimmered fitfully through the mists which crept into the 
theatre from the night outside through all the chinks and gaps in the tarpaulin and now 
began to fold their chiffon drapes around her as if to decorously conceal her or else to 
render her more translucently enticing. The mist softened her painted smile a little and her 
head dangled on one side. In the last act, she wore a loose, black wig, the locks of which 
hung down as far as her softly upholstered flanks, and the ends of her hair flickered with her 
random movements, creating upon the white blackboard of her back one of those 
fluctuating optical effects which make us question the veracity of our vision. As he often did 
when he was alone with her, the Professor chatted to her in his native language, rattling away 
an intimacy of nothings, of the weather, of his rheumatism, of the unpalatability and expense 
of the region's coarse, black bread, while the small winds took her as their partner in a 
scarcely perceptible valse triste and the mist grew minute by minute thicker, more pallid and 
more viscous. 
 The old man finished his mending. He rose and, with a click or two of his old bones, 
he went to put the forlorn garment neatly on its greenroom hanger beside the glowing, winy 
purple gown splashed with rosy peonies, sashed with carmine, that she wore for her 



appalling dance. He was about to lay her, naked, in her coffin-shaped case and carry her back 
to their chilly bedroom when he paused. He was seized with the childish desire to see her 
again in all her finery once more that night. He took her dress off its hanger and carried it to 
where she drifted, at nobody's volition but that of the wind. As he put her clothes on her, he 
murmured to her as if she were a little girl for the vulnerable flaccidity of her arms and legs 
made a six-foot baby of her. 
 "There, there, my pretty; this arm here, that's right! Oops a daisy, easy does it. . ." 
 Then he tenderly took off her penitential wig and clucked his tongue to see how 
defencelessly bald she was beneath it. His arms cracked under the weight of her immense 
chignon and he had to stretch up on tiptoe to set it in place because, since she was as large as 
life, she was rather taller than he. But then the ritual of apparelling was over and she was 
complete again. 
 Now she was dressed and decorated, it seemed her dry wood had all at once put out 
an entire springtime of blossoms for the old man alone to enjoy. She could have acted as the 
model for the most beautiful of women, the image of that woman whom only a man's 
memory and imagination can devise, for the lamp light fell too mildly to sustain her air of 
arrogance and so gently it made her long nails look as harmless as ten fallen petals. The 
Professor had a curious habit; he always used to kiss his doll good night. 
 A child kisses its toy before she pretends it sleeps although, even though she is only a 
child, she knows its eyes are not constructed to close so it will always be a sleeping beauty no 
kiss will waken. One in the grip of savage loneliness might kiss the face he sees before him in 
the mirror for want of any other face to kiss. These are kisses of the same kind; they are the 
most poignant of caresses, for they are too humble and too despairing to wish or seek for 
any response. 
 Yet, in spite of the Professor's sad humility, his chapped and withered mouth opened 
on hot, wet, palpitating flesh. 
 The sleeping wood had wakened. Her pearl teeth crashed against his with the sound 
of cymbals and her warm, fragrant breath blew around him like an Italian gale. Across her 
suddenly moving face flashed a whole kaleidoscope of expression, as though she were 
running instantaneously through the entire repertory of human feeling, practising, in an 
endless moment of time, all the scales of emotion as if they were music. Crushing vines, her 
arms, curled about the Professor's delicate apparatus of bone and skin with the insistent 
pressure of an actuality by far more authentically living than that of his own, time-desiccated 
flesh. Her kiss emanated from the dark country where desire is objectified and lives. She 
gained entry into the world by a mysterious loophole in its metaphysics and, during her kiss, 
she sucked his breath from his lungs so that her own bosom heaved with it. 
 So, unaided, she began her next performance with an apparent improvisation which 
was, in reality, only a variation upon a theme. She sank her teeth into his throat and drained 
him. He did not have the time to make a sound. When he was empty, he slipped straight out 
of her embrace down to her feet with a dry rustle, as of a cast armful of dead leaves, and 
there he sprawled on the floorboards, as empty, useless and bereft of meaning as his own 
tumbled shawl. 
 She tugged impatiently at the strings which moored her and out they came in bunches 
from her head, her arms and her legs. She stripped them off her fingertips and stretched out 



her long, white hands, flexing and unflexing them again and again. For the first time for 
years, or, perhaps, for ever, she closed her blood-stained teeth thankfully, for her cheeks still 
ached from the smile her maker had carved into the stuff of her former face. She stamped 
her elegant feet to make the new blood flow more freely there. 
 Unfurling and unravelling itself, her hair leaped out of its confinements of combs, 
cords and lacquer to root itself back into her scalp like cut grass bounding out of the stack 
and back again into the ground. First, she shivered with pleasure to feel the cold, for she 
realised she was experiencing a physical sensation; then either she remembered or else she 
believed she remembered that the sensation of cold was not a pleasurable one so she knelt 
and, drawing off the old man's shawl, wrapped it carefully about herself. Her every motion 
was instinct with a wonderful, reptilian liquidity. The mist outside now seemed to rush like a 
tide into the booth and broke against her in white breakers so that she looked like a baroque 
figurehead, lone survivor of a shipwreck, thrown up on a shore by the tide. 
 But whether she was renewed or newly born, returning to life or becoming alive, 
awakening from a dream or coalescing into the form of fantasy generated in her wooden 
skull by the mere repetition so many times of the same invariable actions, the brain beneath 
the reviving hair contained only the scantiest notion of the possibilities now open to it. All 
that had seeped into the wood was the notion that she might perform the forms of life not 
so much by the skill of another as by her own desire that she did so, and she did not possess 
enough equipment to comprehend the complex circularity of the logic which inspired her 
for she had only been a marionette. But, even if she could not perceive it, she could not 
escape the tautological paradox in which she was trapped; had the marionette all the time 
parodied the living or was she, now living, to parody her own performance as a marionette? 
Although she was now manifestly a woman, young and beautiful, the leprous whiteness of 
her face gave her the appearance of a corpse animated solely by demonic will. 
 Deliberately, she knocked the lamp down from its hook on the wall. A puddle of oil 
spread at once on the boards of the stage. A little flame leaped across the fuel and 
immediately began to eat the curtains. She went down the aisle between the benches to the 
little ticket booth. Already, the stage was an inferno and the corpse of the Professor tossed 
this way and that on an uneasy bed of fire. But she did not look behind her after she slipped 
out into the fairground although soon the theatre was burning like a paper lantern ignited by 
its own candle. 
 Now it was so late that the sideshows, gingerbread stalls and liquor booths were 
locked and shuttered and only the moon, half obscured by drifting cloud, gave out a meagre, 
dirty light, which sullied and deformed the flimsy pasteboard facades, so the place, deserted, 
with curds of vomit, the refuse of revelry, underfoot, looked utterly desolate. 
 She walked rapidly past the silent roundabouts, accompanied only by the fluctuating 
mists, towards the town, making her way like a homing pigeon, out of logical necessity, to 
the single brothel it contained. 
 


