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There are critics who claim that Mervyn Peake's Gormenghast trilogy about a crumbling,
far-future world is an even greater work of fantasy than Tolkien's Lord of the Rings. Certainly, the
adventures of Titus, 77th Earl of Gormenghast and heir to the House of Groan, told with a
mixture of wit and dazzling imagination, rate among the great works of the genre, and
thoroughly deserve John Clute's accolade in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (1995) when he
calls Gormenghast "one of the most richly realised alternate worlds in all the literature of fantasy
or sf." Fans of the trilogy include the musicians Nigel Kennedy, Sting and Phil Collins; chef Keith
Floyd, who claims to have found some kitchens in Spain which instantly reminded him of the
ancestral kitchens in the book; and the writers Michael Moorcock and Anthony Burgess, who
once referred to the work as '"a rich wine of fancy chilled by the intellect to just the right
temperature. '' A stage version of Gormenghast has already been produced, and Walt Disney
studios own the film rights.

Mervyn Laurence Peake (1911-1968) was born in Ruling in southern China, where his father
was a medical missionary, and the memories of those '"rich, alien years'' shaped much of his later
career when he returned to England and began working as an artist and writer. His love of
fantasy was demonstrated in his first book, Captain Slaughterboard Drops Anchor, published in
1939; and during the subsequent war years while he was serving in the Royal Engineers he started
work on what would ultimately become the Gormenghast trilogy. At the end of the hostilities,
Peake was the first artist to be sent to the Belsen concentration camp, another profoundly
affecting experience. Shortly after completing the three comic masterpieces about Titus Groan, he
was found to be suffering from a form of Parkinson's disease which tragically shortened his life.
'"Danse Macabre," originally published in Science Fantasy in 1963, is one of Mervyn Peake's few
short stories, and a tale as curious as anything he wrote. It is also about the ability to fly—not
human beings, though, but people's clothes . . .

 Whether it was the full moon that woke me, I do not know. It may have been.
Or it may be that the melancholy which had settled on my spirit and which
coloured my dreams, had become too strong for me to bear and had broken
through my sleep and left me, of a sudden, aware and trembling.

It is no part of my story to tell you of the unhappy circumstances which had
driven my dear wife away from me. I cannot tell you of that dreadful separation.
It is sufficient to say that in spite of, or it may be because of our ill omen'd
love, we were driven apart, although, as you shall hear, this desperate act
brought nothing but horror in the end.

I had drawn wide the curtains when I had gone to bed, for the night was
close, and now, with my eyes wide open, I found that my bedroom was filled
with the light of the moon.

Facing me, as I lay upon my side was my wardrobe, a tall piece of furniture,



and my gaze wandered across the panels until they came to rest upon one of the
metal door knobs.

Uneasy as I was, I had as yet no concrete cause for alarm; and would have
closed my eyes had it not been that all at once my heart stopped beating. For the
metal knob on which my gaze was fixed had begun, very slowly, very surely, to
revolve, without a sound.

I cannot recall with any exactness what thoughts possessed me during the
interminable turning of that brass knob. All I know is that what febrile thoughts
I had were soaked in fear, so that my brain began to sweat no less than my
body. But I could not turn my eyes away, nor close them. I could only watch as
the cupboard door itself began to sway slowly open with hideous deliberation
until it lay wide to the moon-filled room.

And then it happened ... happened in the stillness when not so much as the
call of a little owl from the nearby woods or a sigh in the leaves, disturbed the
small hours of that summer night, when my dress clothes on their hanger sailed
slowly out of the depths of the wardrobe and with infinite smoothness came to a
rest in mid-air immediately before my dressing table.

So unexpected, so ludicrous was this, that it was a wonder I did not lose my
nerve and scream. But the terror was caught in my throat and I made no sound
but continued to watch as the trousers slid from the cross-bar of the hanger until
their extremities were no more than a couple of inches from the floor, in which
position they remained, loose and empty. No sooner had this happened than an
agitation at the shoulders made it plain that the white waistcoat and the long
black tailcoat were trying to dislodge themselves from the hanger and then, all
at once they were free, and the hanger, leaving behind it in the room a headless,
handless, footless spectre, floated into the depths of the cupboard and the door
closed upon it.

By now the limp arms, for all their lack of hands, appeared in dumbshow to
be knotting a white tie about a white collar, and then, most strange of all, the
empty figure at the next moment was leaning forward in mid-air at an angle of
thirty degrees from the floor flinging the limp sleeves forward as though about
to dive and with a whisk of the "tails" it floated across the room and out of the
window.

Before I knew what I was doing I had reached the window and was just in
time to see far away beyond the lawn, my dress clothes skimming their way
towards the oak wood where they disappeared into the darkness beneath the
trees.

How long I stood staring down across the lawn to the long dense margin of
the oak wood I do not know, nor yet, when at last I returned across the room,
how long I stared at the knob on the wardrobe door, before I had the courage to
grip it and turn it and fling it open. I only know that at last I did so and saw the
naked wooden hanger suspended there.

At last I slammed the door upon them and turned my back upon the
cupboard. I began to pace the room in a fever of fearful foreboding. At last I
fell exhausted upon my bed. It was only when dawn broke that I fell into a
clammy sleep.

When I awoke it was past mid-day. The countryside was alive with familiar
sounds; the squabbling of sparrows in the ivy outside the window; a dog
barking and the drone of a tractor several fields across and listening



half-asleep, it was a full minute before I recollected the nightmare I had
suffered. Of course it was a nightmare! What else could it have been? With a
short laugh I flung the bedclothes from me and got to my feet and began to dress.
It was only when I was about to open the wardrobe door that I paused for a
moment. The dream had been too vivid to be entirely disregarded even in the
same light of a summer day but again 1 laughed, and the sound of my own
laughter chilled me. It was like a child I once heard shouting out in his terror,
"I'm not afraid of you. I'm not afraid of you."

Opening the door of the cupboard 1 sighed with relief for there, hanging
demurely in the semi-darkness, were my evening clothes. Taking a tweed jacket
from its hanger, I was about to close the door when I saw, clinging to the knee
of my evening trousers, a wisp of grass.

It had always been a habit of mine, almost a fixation you might say, to keep
my clothes in good condition. It seemed odd to me this being so, that, having
brushed my suit a night or two previously, there should be any kind of blemish.
Why had the wisp of grass not caught my attention? However, strange as it
seemed, I told myself there must, of course, be some simple explanation, and I
dismissed the little problem from my mind.

Why I do not quite know, but I told no one of the dream, perhaps because
anything strange or bizarre is distasteful to me and I presumed, perhaps
wrongly, that such things are distasteful to others also. The memory of that
horrible night lingered all day with me. Had it not been that I hate to be thought
peculiar I think I would have found release in confiding the silly dream to
someone or other. You see it was not simply frightening; it was ludicrous too.
Something more to smile about than to be afraid of. But I found I could not
smile.

The next six days passed uneventfully enough. On the seventh evening,
which was a Friday, I went to bed much later than is my usual practice, for
some friends who had come to dinner with me had stayed talking until well
after midnight and when they had gone I began to read, so that it was close upon
two o'clock before I climbed to my bedroom where I sank upon the bed still
fully clothed and continued for at least twenty minutes more to read my book.

By now I was drowsy but before I got to my feet in order to undress, I found
that against my will I was directing my gaze at the cupboard. Fully believing
that the dream had indeed been a dream, and nothing but a dream, the hideous
habit had taken hold of me, so that the last thing I saw before I fell asleep was
always, the doorknob.

And again it moved, and again as terrible to me as ever before, it went on
turning with the deliberate rotation and my heart seemed to be stuck between
my ribs, hammering for release in the silence of the second ghastly night. The
sweat poured out of my skin and the avid taste of terror filled my mouth.

The fact that it was happening all over again; that it was a repetition in no
way helped me, for it appeared that what was once unbelievable was now an
unarguable fact.

Slowly, inexorably, the knob turned and the cupboard door swung open and
my evening clothes floated out as before and the trousers slid until they touched
the ground, the hanger dislodged itself from the shoulders and it seemed there
was no change in the absurd, yet ghastly ritual, until it came to that moment



when the apparition was about to turn to the window. This time it turned to me,
and, though it had no face, I knew it was looking at me.

Then, as its entire body began to shake violently, I closed my eyes for no
more than a second but during that instant the clothes had disappeared through
the open window.

I leapt to my feet and rushed to the window. At first I could see nothing for I
was directing my gaze at the lawn that stretched away for about sixty yards to
the outskirts of the woods. No creature, ghost or mortal could have covered that
distance in the few seconds it took me to reach the window. But then, some
movement in the semi-darkness caused me to look down, and there it was,
standing on the narrow gravel path immediately below me. Its back was to the
house and its sleeves were raised a little on either side, empty though they
were.

Being exactly above the headless creature I found that I was forced to see
down into the horrible darkness of that circular pit whose outward rim was
formed by the stiff, white collar. As I started, nauseated, it began to skim, or
glide—towards the lawn; it is hard to find a word that can adequately suggest
the way it propelled itself across the ground, the tailcoat unnaturally upright,
and the trouser-ends appearing almost to trail the grass, although they did not
really touch the ground.

That I was dressed, I think, gave me courage, for, in spite of my inner terror,
I ran down the stairs and out of the house and was just in time to see the
apparition about to disappear into the woods beyond the lawn. I noted, as I ran,
the spot at which it entered the forest, and fearing that I might lose the unholy
thing, I raced feverishly across the widespread lawn.

It was well that I did this for on reaching the margin of the oak wood, I
caught a glimpse of the high white collar and the gleam of cuffs away ahead and
to the right.

Of course I knew the forest well enough by daylight but by night it seemed a
very different place, yet I followed as best I could, stumbling at times and all
but losing sight of the floating thing as it flitted through the trees ahead of me.
There seemed to be no hesitancy in its progress and it occurred to me that,
judging by the direction it was taking, it must very soon be coming upon the
first of those long rides that ran from east to west across the forest.

And this was so, for it was only a few moments later that the foliage cleared
above my head and I found myself standing on the verge of the long grassy
avenue of oaks and not a hundred paces to my left I saw my bodiless vesture.

Bodiless it may have been, but it did not appear so in spite of the lack of
feet or hands or head. For it became obvious that the garments were in a high
state of agitation, turning this way and that, sometimes circling an oak tree on
the far side of the avenue, sometimes floating an inch above the ground with the
shoulders stooping forwards, almost as though in spite of its heedlessness it
peered down the long dwindling perspective of the forest ride.

Then, of a sudden, my heart leapt to my mouth; for my evening dress (its
cuffs and collar gleaming in the dim light) had begun to tremble violently, and
turning my eyes in the direction in which the suit was facing, I saw, gliding
towards us from a great way off, an ice-blue evening dress.



Nearer and nearer it came, nearer and nearer, floating with an effortless
beauty, the long skirt trailing the ground. But there were no feet, and there were
no amis or hands. And there was no head and yet there was something familiar
about it as at last it reached my black attire and as I saw the sleeve of my coat
pass itself around the ice-blue silken waist of the hollow lady and a dance
began which chilled my blood, for although the movements were slow, almost
leisurely, yet the headless thing was vibrating like the plucked string of a
fiddle.

In contrast to this horrible vacillation, the evening dress of the other dancer
moved in a strangely frozen manner made all the more horrible by its lack of
arms. As I watched I began to feel a horrible sickness in my body and my knees
began to give. In reaching for support I gripped a branch at my side and to my
horror it snapped off in my hands, with a report, which in the silence of the
night sounded like a gun-shot. I lost my balance and fell upon my knees, but
recovering at once I turned my gaze to the dancers. They were gone—gone as
though they had never been. The avenue of tall trees stretched away in solemn,
moonlit silence.

And then I saw what seemed to be a little heap of material jumbled untidily
together on the sward. Steeling myself 1 stepped out into the moonlight and
made my way, step by step towards the lifeless heap, and on reaching to within
twelve feet of it I saw that it was composed of black material intertwined with
a lovelier fabric the colour of blue ice.

I began to sweat where I stood, and I cannot tell how long I must have
remained there, the sickness mounting in my stomach and my brain, when a
movement in the untidy heap led at once to a further movement, and then before
my eyes the parts began to disentangle themselves and to rise one by one from
the ground and to reassemble in the air, and in another instant they were gone;
the lovely dress skimming the grass in the direction from which it had come
until it dwindled to an ice-blue speck in the distance of the ride. My suit, no
less swiftly, fled in the opposite direction and was gone and I was left alone.

How I reached my home I shall never know—more I think by instinct than by
reason, for I was feverish and deadly tired.

When at last I stumbled up the stairs and into my room I fell upon my knees
and could not rise again for several minutes. When I did regain my feet I turned
my gaze to the wardrobe, and stared at the brass knob until a gust of courage
filled me and I turned the handle and the door swung open.

And there, hanging as primly as ever, were my tails and trousers.

During the week that followed I lived in a state of nervous excitement; an
excitement most beastly. I was frightened, but I was also fascinated. I found
myself thinking of nothing else but what would happen on the following Friday.
The few friends I saw in the vicinity of my house were shocked at my
appearance for my face, which was naturally a fresh and ruddy colour, had
turned grey. My hands trembled and my eyes kept darting here and there as
though I were at bay.

I told no one of what had happened. It was not that I was brave. It was more
that I was cowardly. I have always had a distaste for the unearthly or anything
remotely smacking of the supernatural and I would never have lifted my head



again in public if I knew myself to be regarded as some kind of metaphysical
crank. I knew that I would rather go through this business alone, frightened as I
was, than risk the raised eyebrows—the sidelong glance. When possible over
the next seven days I avoided my friends. But there was one particular
engagement which I could not avoid, nor wished to avoid.

I had promised, faithfully promised, to join some friends who were giving a
small dinner party on the following Friday. But it was not just that—for if that
had been all I would have invented some plausible excuse. No, it was for a
very different reason. It was because my wife was to be there—our mutual
friends, in their ignorance, were eager to re-unite us. They had seen our illness
mounting. For myself, my whole system was sick, for in truth I was but half a
creature without her. And she? She who left me, seeing no hope for us but only
strengthening of that perverse and hideous thing that drives men to their own
destruction, the more the love, the more the wish to hurt. What of her? Like me,
they told me, those friends of mine, she also was sickening fast.

We were too proud to meet of our own will. Too proud, or too selfish. And
so this dinner had been cunningly arranged and the time came when I arrived
and was greeted by my hostess and my host and began to mix with the guests.

There was dinner and there was a little dancing, and, were I not to have
been possessed, I might have enjoyed the evening, but my face kept turning to a
little gold clock on the mantelpiece and from the clock to the door beyond the
curtains that led to the hall.

As the evening wore on I began to suffer an absolute darkness of the spirit
when suddenly she appeared and my heart gave a great bound and I trembled
desperately, for though she was completely beautiful, it was not her face I
noticed first but the ice-blue of her dress.

We came together as though we had never parted and though we knew that
our meeting had been engineered, yet there was suddenly too much joy in us for
any thought of resentment to darken our thoughts.

But underneath our mounting joy was terror, for we could see in one
another's eyes that we had suffered the same nightmare. We knew that, as we
danced, our clothes were only waiting for the moment, two hours ahead, when
some kind of dreaded thing could arrive and invest them with another life.

What were we to do? One thing we knew at once and that was that we must
get away from the music and the gathering— a gathering which felt pleased
with itself no doubt, for we must have looked like lovers as we left the room
trembling and hand in hand.

We knew we must keep together. But I also knew, as she knew, that if we
were to break the spell at all we must attack; and end our role. But how? What
could we do? Firstly, we must stay together, secondly we must remain in our
evening clothes.

The last hours before three o'clock were as long as all the days of our lives.
I had driven her back to my house, or our house again, and we had rested there
for the most part in silence. At first we talked of what it could mean but it was
beyond us. We had been chosen, so it seemed, to be the playthings of some
demon.

We had all but fallen asleep when the first tremor swarmed my spine. Her
head had been on my shoulder and she awoke in an instant to find me rising to
my feet, my body quaking and the material of my back and across my shoulders



beginning to flap gently like a sail. Even in my horror I turned to her and she
was rising also from the divan, rising as though drawn upwards with no effort
and most horrible of all, there was a kind of blur across her lovely face, as
though her features were less real than before.

"Oh Harry," she cried, "Harry, where are you?" and she flung out her hand to
me, and, oh, how precious was the touch of one another's fingers, for they had
seemed to be no longer there, and by now our faces had fled also and our feet
and our hands, yet we could feel the ground with our feet and the pressure of
our cold palms.

Then there came to us the long shudder and the beginning of the 
malevolence. All I could see of her now was her ice-blue dress but an evil of
some kind, a malevolent evil, seemed to be entering our clothes—a vile
restlessness, and we were torn apart and from that moment I was never able to
touch her again, or receive the blessing of her fingertips. And then, against our
wills, we began to move, and as we moved together towards the windows I
heard her voice again, "Harry! Harry," very faint and far away, although we
were quite close to one another, "Harry! Harry, don't leave me."

I could do nothing for we were swept together out of the wide windows and
without touching the lawn with our feet were flung to and fro in the air as though
our clothes had but one object—to shake themselves free of us. There was no
way of knowing how long this silent tumult went on. I only knew it was fraught
with evil.

But, as the moments passed there seemed to come a slackening in the
violence, and though the sense of evil was in essence as vile as ever, yet it
seemed that the clothes were tiring. By the time they entered the wood, they
appeared to rest themselves on our bodies and though we heard nothing, it was
as though they were gasping for breath, or gasping for strength. It was as though
there was the will to kill us, but the means of doing so eluded them. By the time
we reached the ride we were moving laboriously and a little later we collapsed
together beneath the oak tree.

It was almost dawn when I recovered my consciousness. I was drenched
with an icy dew.

For a moment I had no idea where I was but then the whole thing rose in my
mind, and turning my head to right and left I found I was alone. My wife had
gone.

In an agony of mind I stumbled home and up the stairs and into my bedroom.
It was dark and I struck a match. I hardly knew which way I was facing as I
struck it but I was not long left in doubt for before me was the long mirror of the
wardrobe. There facing me by the light of the match was a headless man, his
shirt front, his cuffs and his collar were gleaming.

Turning away in horror, not only at the sight, but at the idea that the
apparition was even now at large and that our straggle with the demons had
been of no avail, I struck another match and turned to the bed.

Two people were lying there side by side, and peering closer I could see
that they were smiling peacefully. My wife lay nearest to the window and I lay
in my accustomed place, in the shadow of the wardrobe. We were both dead.


