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Short Fiction 
  



A Rose for Emily by William Faulkner 

Introduction1 

“A Rose for Emily" is a short story by American author William Faulkner first published in the 
April 30, 1930 issue of The Forum. The story takes place in the fictional city, Jefferson, 
Mississippi. It was Faulkner's first short story published in a national magazine. Faulkner 
described the title as "allegorical,” saying “the meaning was, here was a woman who had had a 
tragedy, an irrevocable tragedy and nothing could be done about it, and I pitied her and this was 
a salute . . . to a woman you would hand a rose."2 

I 

WHEN Miss Emily Grierson died, our whole town went to her funeral: the men through a sort of 
respectful affection for a fallen monument, the women mostly out of curiosity to see the inside of 
her house, which no one save an old man-servant--a combined gardener and cook--had seen in 
at least ten years. 

It was a big, squarish frame house that had once been white, decorated with cupolas and spires 
and scrolled balconies in the heavily lightsome style of the seventies, set on what had once been 
our most select street. But garages and cotton gins had encroached and obliterated even the 
august names of that neighborhood; only Miss Emily's house was left, lifting its stubborn and 
coquettish decay above the cotton wagons and the gasoline pumps-an eyesore among eyesores. 
And now Miss Emily had gone to join the representatives of those august names where they lay 
in the cedar-bemused cemetery among the ranked and anonymous graves of Union and 
Confederate soldiers who fell at the battle of Jefferson. 

Alive, Miss Emily had been a tradition, a duty, and a care; a sort of hereditary obligation upon 
the town, dating from that day in 1894 when Colonel Sartoris, the mayor--he who fathered the 
edict that no Negro woman should appear on the streets without an apron-remitted her taxes, 
the dispensation dating from the death of her father on into perpetuity. Not that Miss Emily 
would have accepted charity. Colonel Sartoris invented an involved tale to the effect that Miss 
Emily's father had loaned money to the town, which the town, as a matter of business, preferred 
this way of repaying. Only a man of Colonel Sartoris' generation and thought could have 
invented it, and only a woman could have believed it. 

When the next generation, with its more modern ideas, became mayors and aldermen, this 
arrangement created some little dissatisfaction. On the first of the year they mailed her a tax 
notice. February came, and there was no reply. They wrote her a formal letter, asking her to call 
at the sheriff's office at her convenience. A week later the mayor wrote her himself, offering to 
call or to send his car for her, and received in reply a note on paper of an archaic shape, in a thin, 
flowing calligraphy in faded ink, to the effect that she no longer went out at all. The tax notice 
was also enclosed, without comment. 

                                                        
1 Wikipedia contributors. "A Rose for Emily." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 
3 Oct. 2015. Web. 4 Nov. 2015. 
2 Faulkner at Nagano, ed. Robert Jelliffe (Tokyo: Kenkyusha Ltd., 1956), pp. 70–71. 



They called a special meeting of the Board of Aldermen. A deputation waited upon her, knocked 
at the door through which no visitor had passed since she ceased giving china-painting lessons 
eight or ten years earlier. They were admitted by the old Negro into a dim hall from which a 
stairway mounted into still more shadow. It smelled of dust and disuse--a close, dank smell. The 
Negro led them into the parlor. It was furnished in heavy, leather-covered furniture. When the 
Negro opened the blinds of one window, they could see that the leather was cracked; and when 
they sat down, a faint dust rose sluggishly about their thighs, spinning with slow motes in the 
single sun-ray. On a tarnished gilt easel before the fireplace stood a crayon portrait of Miss 
Emily's father. 

They rose when she entered--a small, fat woman in black, with a thin gold chain descending to 
her waist and vanishing into her belt, leaning on an ebony cane with a tarnished gold head. Her 
skeleton was small and spare; perhaps that was why what would have been merely plumpness in 
another was obesity in her. She looked bloated, like a body long submerged in motionless water, 
and of that pallid hue. Her eyes, lost in the fatty ridges of her face, looked like two small pieces 
of coal pressed into a lump of dough as they moved from one face to another while the visitors 
stated their errand. 

She did not ask them to sit. She just stood in the door and listened quietly until the spokesman 
came to a stumbling halt. Then they could hear the invisible watch ticking at the end of the gold 
chain. 

Her voice was dry and cold. "I have no taxes in Jefferson. Colonel Sartoris explained it to me. 
Perhaps one of you can gain access to the city records and satisfy yourselves." 

"But we have. We are the city authorities, Miss Emily. Didn't you get a notice from the sheriff, 
signed by him?" 

"I received a paper, yes," Miss Emily said. "Perhaps he considers himself the sheriff . . . I have no 
taxes in Jefferson." 

"But there is nothing on the books to show that, you see We must go by the--" 

"See Colonel Sartoris. I have no taxes in Jefferson." 

"But, Miss Emily--" 

"See Colonel Sartoris." (Colonel Sartoris had been dead almost ten years.) "I have no taxes in 
Jefferson. Tobe!" The Negro appeared. "Show these gentlemen out." 

II 

So SHE vanquished them, horse and foot, just as she had vanquished their fathers thirty years 
before about the smell. 

That was two years after her father's death and a short time after her sweetheart--the one we 
believed would marry her --had deserted her. After her father's death she went out very little; 
after her sweetheart went away, people hardly saw her at all. A few of the ladies had the temerity 



to call, but were not received, and the only sign of life about the place was the Negro man--a 
young man then--going in and out with a market basket. 

"Just as if a man--any man--could keep a kitchen properly," the ladies said; so they were not 
surprised when the smell developed. It was another link between the gross, teeming world and 
the high and mighty Griersons. 

A neighbor, a woman, complained to the mayor, Judge Stevens, eighty years old. 

"But what will you have me do about it, madam?" he said. 

"Why, send her word to stop it," the woman said. "Isn't there a law? " 

"I'm sure that won't be necessary," Judge Stevens said. "It's probably just a snake or a rat that 
nigger of hers killed in the yard. I'll speak to him about it." 

The next day he received two more complaints, one from a man who came in diffident 
deprecation. "We really must do something about it, Judge. I'd be the last one in the world to 
bother Miss Emily, but we've got to do something." That night the Board of Aldermen met--
three graybeards and one younger man, a member of the rising generation. 

"It's simple enough," he said. "Send her word to have her place cleaned up. Give her a certain 
time to do it in, and if she don't. .." 

"Dammit, sir," Judge Stevens said, "will you accuse a lady to her face of smelling bad?" 

So the next night, after midnight, four men crossed Miss Emily's lawn and slunk about the house 
like burglars, sniffing along the base of the brickwork and at the cellar openings while one of 
them performed a regular sowing motion with his hand out of a sack slung from his shoulder. 
They broke open the cellar door and sprinkled lime there, and in all the outbuildings. As they 
recrossed the lawn, a window that had been dark was lighted and Miss Emily sat in it, the light 
behind her, and her upright torso motionless as that of an idol. They crept quietly across the 
lawn and into the shadow of the locusts that lined the street. After a week or two the smell went 
away. 

That was when people had begun to feel really sorry for her. People in our town, remembering 
how old lady Wyatt, her great-aunt, had gone completely crazy at last, believed that the 
Griersons held themselves a little too high for what they really were. None of the young men 
were quite good enough for Miss Emily and such. We had long thought of them as a tableau, 
Miss Emily a slender figure in white in the background, her father a spraddled silhouette in the 
foreground, his back to her and clutching a horsewhip, the two of them framed by the back-flung 
front door. So when she got to be thirty and was still single, we were not pleased exactly, but 
vindicated; even with insanity in the family she wouldn't have turned down all of her chances if 
they had really materialized. 

When her father died, it got about that the house was all that was left to her; and in a way, 
people were glad. At last they could pity Miss Emily. Being left alone, and a pauper, she had 
become humanized. Now she too would know the old thrill and the old despair of a penny more 
or less. 



The day after his death all the ladies prepared to call at the house and offer condolence and aid, 
as is our custom Miss Emily met them at the door, dressed as usual and with no trace of grief on 
her face. She told them that her father was not dead. She did that for three days, with the 
ministers calling on her, and the doctors, trying to persuade her to let them dispose of the body. 
Just as they were about to resort to law and force, she broke down, and they buried her father 
quickly. 

We did not say she was crazy then. We believed she had to do that. We remembered all the 
young men her father had driven away, and we knew that with nothing left, she would have to 
cling to that which had robbed her, as people will. 

III 

SHE WAS SICK for a long time. When we saw her again, her hair was cut short, making her look 
like a girl, with a vague resemblance to those angels in colored church windows--sort of tragic 
and serene. 

The town had just let the contracts for paving the sidewalks, and in the summer after her 
father's death they began the work. The construction company came with niggers and mules and 
machinery, and a foreman named Homer Barron, a Yankee--a big, dark, ready man, with a big 
voice and eyes lighter than his face. The little boys would follow in groups to hear him cuss the 
niggers, and the niggers singing in time to the rise and fall of picks. Pretty soon he knew 
everybody in town. Whenever you heard a lot of laughing anywhere about the square, Homer 
Barron would be in the center of the group. Presently we began to see him and Miss Emily on 
Sunday afternoons driving in the yellow-wheeled buggy and the matched team of bays from the 
livery stable. 

At first we were glad that Miss Emily would have an interest, because the ladies all said, "Of 
course a Grierson would not think seriously of a Northerner, a day laborer." But there were still 
others, older people, who said that even grief could not cause a real lady to forget noblesse 
oblige- - 

without calling it noblesse oblige. They just said, "Poor Emily. Her kinsfolk should come to her." 
She had some kin in Alabama; but years ago her father had fallen out with them over the estate 
of old lady Wyatt, the crazy woman, and there was no communication between the two families. 
They had not even been represented at the funeral. 

And as soon as the old people said, "Poor Emily," the whispering began. "Do you suppose it's 
really so?" they said to one another. "Of course it is. What else could . . ." This behind their 
hands; rustling of craned silk and satin behind jalousies closed upon the sun of Sunday 
afternoon as the thin, swift clop-clop-clop of the matched team passed: "Poor Emily." 

She carried her head high enough--even when we believed that she was fallen. It was as if she 
demanded more than ever the recognition of her dignity as the last Grierson; as if it had wanted 
that touch of earthiness to reaffirm her imperviousness. Like when she bought the rat poison, 
the arsenic. That was over a year after they had begun to say "Poor Emily," and while the two 
female cousins were visiting her. 



"I want some poison," she said to the druggist. She was over thirty then, still a slight woman, 
though thinner than usual, with cold, haughty black eyes in a face the flesh of which was 
strained across the temples and about the eyesockets as you imagine a lighthouse-keeper's face 
ought to look. "I want some poison," she said. 

"Yes, Miss Emily. What kind? For rats and such? I'd recom--" 

"I want the best you have. I don't care what kind." 

The druggist named several. "They'll kill anything up to an elephant. But what you want is--" 

"Arsenic," Miss Emily said. "Is that a good one?" 

"Is . . . arsenic? Yes, ma'am. But what you want--" 

"I want arsenic." 

The druggist looked down at her. She looked back at him, erect, her face like a strained flag. 
"Why, of course," the druggist said. "If that's what you want. But the law requires you to tell 
what you are going to use it for." 

Miss Emily just stared at him, her head tilted back in order to look him eye for eye, until he 
looked away and went and got the arsenic and wrapped it up. The Negro delivery boy brought 
her the package; the druggist didn't come back. When she opened the package at home there 
was written on the box, under the skull and bones: "For rats." 

IV 

So THE NEXT day we all said, "She will kill herself"; and we said it would be the best thing. 
When she had first begun to be seen with Homer Barron, we had said, "She will marry him." 
Then we said, "She will persuade him yet," because Homer himself had remarked--he liked men, 
and it was known that he drank with the younger men in the Elks' Club--that he was not a 
marrying man. Later we said, "Poor Emily" behind the jalousies as they passed on Sunday 
afternoon in the glittering buggy, Miss Emily with her head high and Homer Barron with his hat 
cocked and a cigar in his teeth, reins and whip in a yellow glove. 

Then some of the ladies began to say that it was a disgrace to the town and a bad example to the 
young people. The men did not want to interfere, but at last the ladies forced the Baptist 
minister--Miss Emily's people were Episcopal-- to call upon her. He would never divulge what 
happened during that interview, but he refused to go back again. The next Sunday they again 
drove about the streets, and the following day the minister's wife wrote to Miss Emily's relations 
in Alabama. 

So she had blood-kin under her roof again and we sat back to watch developments. At first 
nothing happened. Then we were sure that they were to be married. We learned that Miss Emily 
had been to the jeweler's and ordered a man's toilet set in silver, with the letters H. B. on each 
piece. Two days later we learned that she had bought a complete outfit of men's clothing, 
including a nightshirt, and we said, "They are married." We were really glad. We were glad 
because the two female cousins were even more Grierson than Miss Emily had ever been. 



So we were not surprised when Homer Barron--the streets had been finished some time since--
was gone. We were a little disappointed that there was not a public blowing-off, but we believed 
that he had gone on to prepare for Miss Emily's coming, or to give her a chance to get rid of the 
cousins. (By that time it was a cabal, and we were all Miss Emily's allies to help circumvent the 
cousins.) Sure enough, after another week they departed. And, as we had expected all along, 
within three days Homer Barron was back in town. A neighbor saw the Negro man admit him at 
the kitchen door at dusk one evening. 

And that was the last we saw of Homer Barron. And of Miss Emily for some time. The Negro 
man went in and out with the market basket, but the front door remained closed. Now and then 
we would see her at a window for a moment, as the men did that night when they sprinkled the 
lime, but for almost six months she did not appear on the streets. Then we knew that this was to 
be expected too; as if that quality of her father which had thwarted her woman's life so many 
times had been too virulent and too furious to die. 

When we next saw Miss Emily, she had grown fat and her hair was turning gray. During the next 
few years it grew grayer and grayer until it attained an even pepper-and-salt iron-gray, when it 
ceased turning. Up to the day of her death at seventy-four it was still that vigorous iron-gray, 
like the hair of an active man. 

From that time on her front door remained closed, save for a period of six or seven years, when 
she was about forty, during which she gave lessons in china-painting. She fitted up a studio in 
one of the downstairs rooms, where the daughters and granddaughters of Colonel Sartoris' 
contemporaries were sent to her with the same regularity and in the same spirit that they were 
sent to church on Sundays with a twenty-five-cent piece for the collection plate. Meanwhile her 
taxes had been remitted. 

Then the newer generation became the backbone and the spirit of the town, and the painting 
pupils grew up and fell away and did not send their children to her with boxes of color and 
tedious brushes and pictures cut from the ladies' magazines. The front door closed upon the last 
one and remained closed for good. When the town got free postal delivery, Miss Emily alone 
refused to let them fasten the metal numbers above her door and attach a mailbox to it. She 
would not listen to them. 

Daily, monthly, yearly we watched the Negro grow grayer and more stooped, going in and out 
with the market basket. Each December we sent her a tax notice, which would be returned by 
the post office a week later, unclaimed. Now and then we would see her in one of the downstairs 
windows--she had evidently shut up the top floor of the house--like the carven torso of an idol in 
a niche, looking or not looking at us, we could never tell which. Thus she passed from generation 
to generation--dear, inescapable, impervious, tranquil, and perverse. 

And so she died. Fell ill in the house filled with dust and shadows, with only a doddering Negro 
man to wait on her. We did not even know she was sick; we had long since given up trying to get 
any information from the Negro 

He talked to no one, probably not even to her, for his voice had grown harsh and rusty, as if from 
disuse. 



She died in one of the downstairs rooms, in a heavy walnut bed with a curtain, her gray head 
propped on a pillow yellow and moldy with age and lack of sunlight. 

V 

THE NEGRO met the first of the ladies at the front door and let them in, with their hushed, 
sibilant voices and their quick, curious glances, and then he disappeared. He walked right 
through the house and out the back and was not seen again. 

The two female cousins came at once. They held the funeral on the second day, with the town 
coming to look at Miss Emily beneath a mass of bought flowers, with the crayon face of her 
father musing profoundly above the bier and the ladies sibilant and macabre; and the very old 
men --some in their brushed Confederate uniforms--on the porch and the lawn, talking of Miss 
Emily as if she had been a contemporary of theirs, believing that they had danced with her and 
courted her perhaps, confusing time with its mathematical progression, as the old do, to whom 
all the past is not a diminishing road but, instead, a huge meadow which no winter ever quite 
touches, divided from them now by the narrow bottle-neck of the most recent decade of years. 

Already we knew that there was one room in that region above stairs which no one had seen in 
forty years, and which would have to be forced. They waited until Miss Emily was decently in the 
ground before they opened it. 

The violence of breaking down the door seemed to fill this room with pervading dust. A thin, 
acrid pall as of the tomb seemed to lie everywhere upon this room decked and furnished as for a 
bridal: upon the valance curtains of faded rose color, upon the rose-shaded lights, upon the 
dressing table, upon the delicate array of crystal and the man's toilet things backed with 
tarnished silver, silver so tarnished that the monogram was obscured. Among them lay a collar 
and tie, as if they had just been removed, which, lifted, left upon the surface a pale crescent in 
the dust. Upon a chair hung the suit, carefully folded; beneath it the two mute shoes and the 
discarded socks. 

The man himself lay in the bed. 

For a long while we just stood there, looking down at the profound and fleshless grin. The body 
had apparently once lain in the attitude of an embrace, but now the long sleep that outlasts love, 
that conquers even the grimace of love, had cuckolded him. What was left of him, rotted beneath 
what was left of the nightshirt, had become inextricable from the bed in which he lay; and upon 
him and upon the pillow beside him lay that even coating of the patient and biding dust. 

Then we noticed that in the second pillow was the indentation of a head. One of us lifted 
something from it, and leaning forward, that faint and invisible dust dry and acrid in the 
nostrils, we saw a long strand of iron-gray hair. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What is meaningful in the final detail that the strand of hair on the second pillow is 
“iron-gray”?  

2. Who is the unnamed narrator? For whom does he profess to be speaking? 



3. Why does “A Rose for Emily” seem better told from his point of view than if it were told 
from the point of view of the main character?  

4. What foreshadowings of the discovery of the body of Homer Barron are we given earlier 
in the story? Share your experience in reading “A Rose for Emily”: did the 
foreshadowings give away the ending for you? Did they heighten your interest?  

5. What contrasts does the narrator draw between changing reality and Emily’s refusal or 
inability to recognize change?  

6. How do the character and background of Emily Grierson differ from those of Homer 
Barron? What general observations about the society that Faulkner depicts can be made 
from his portraits of these two characters and from his account of life in this one 
Mississippi town?  

7. Does the story seem to you totally grim, or do you find any humor in it? 
8. What do you infer to be the author’s attitude toward Emily Grierson? Is she simply a 

murderous madwoman? Why do you suppose Faulkner calls his story “A Rose . . . ”?  
 

 

  



The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman 
 Introduction3 

"The Yellow Wallpaper" is a short story by the American writer Charlotte Perkins Gilman, first 
published in January 1892 in The New England Magazine. It is regarded as an important early 
work of American feminist literature, illustrating attitudes in the 19th century toward women's 
health, both physical and mental. Presented in the first person, the story is a collection of 
journal entries written by a woman whose physician husband (John) has rented an old mansion 
for the summer. 

 
It is very seldom that mere ordinary people like John and myself secure ancestral halls for the 
summer. 

A colonial mansion, a hereditary estate, I would say a haunted house, and reach the height of 
romantic felicity—but that would be asking too much of fate! 

Still I will proudly declare that there is something queer about it. 

Else, why should it be let so cheaply? And why have stood so long untenanted? 

John laughs at me, of course, but one expects that in marriage. 

John is practical in the extreme. He has no patience with faith, an intense horror of superstition, 
and he scoffs openly at any talk of things not to be felt and seen and put down in figures. 

John is a physician, and PERHAPS—(I would not say it to a living soul, of course, but this is 
dead paper and a great relief to my mind)—PERHAPS that is one reason I do not get well faster. 

You see he does not believe I am sick! 

And what can one do? 

If a physician of high standing, and one's own husband, assures friends and relatives that there 
is really nothing the matter with one but temporary nervous depression—a slight hysterical 
tendency—what is one to do? 

My brother is also a physician, and also of high standing, and he says the same thing. 

So I take phosphates or phosphites—whichever it is, and tonics, and journeys, and air, and 
exercise, and am absolutely forbidden to "work" until I am well again. 

Personally, I disagree with their ideas. 

Personally, I believe that congenial work, with excitement and change, would do me good. 

But what is one to do? 

                                                        
3 Wikipedia contributors. "The Yellow Wallpaper." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free 
Encyclopedia, 11 Nov. 2015. Web. 11 Nov. 2015. 



I did write for a while in spite of them; but it DOES exhaust me a good deal—having to be so sly 
about it, or else meet with heavy opposition. 

I sometimes fancy that in my condition if I had less opposition and more society and stimulus—
but John says the very worst thing I can do is to think about my condition, and I confess it 
always makes me feel bad. 

So I will let it alone and talk about the house. 

The most beautiful place! It is quite alone, standing well back from the road, quite three miles 
from the village. It makes me think of English places that you read about, for there are hedges 
and walls and gates that lock, and lots of separate little houses for the gardeners and people. 

There is a DELICIOUS garden! I never saw such a garden—large and shady, full of box-bordered 
paths, and lined with long grape-covered arbors with seats under them. 

There were greenhouses, too, but they are all broken now. 

There was some legal trouble, I believe, something about the heirs and coheirs; anyhow, the 
place has been empty for years. 

That spoils my ghostliness, I am afraid, but I don't care—there is something strange about the 
house—I can feel it. 

I even said so to John one moonlight evening, but he said what I felt was a DRAUGHT, and shut 
the window. 

I get unreasonably angry with John sometimes. I'm sure I never used to be so sensitive. I think it 
is due to this nervous condition. 

But John says if I feel so, I shall neglect proper self-control; so I take pains to control myself—
before him, at least, and that makes me very tired. 

I don't like our room a bit. I wanted one downstairs that opened on the piazza and had roses all 
over the window, and such pretty old-fashioned chintz hangings! but John would not hear of it. 

He said there was only one window and not room for two beds, and no near room for him if he 
took another. 

He is very careful and loving, and hardly lets me stir without special direction. 

I have a schedule prescription for each hour in the day; he takes all care from me, and so I feel 
basely ungrateful not to value it more. 

He said we came here solely on my account, that I was to have perfect rest and all the air I could 
get. "Your exercise depends on your strength, my dear," said he, "and your food somewhat on 
your appetite; but air you can absorb all the time." So we took the nursery at the top of the 
house. 



It is a big, airy room, the whole floor nearly, with windows that look all ways, and air and 
sunshine galore. It was nursery first and then playroom and gymnasium, I should judge; for the 
windows are barred for little children, and there are rings and things in the walls. 

The paint and paper look as if a boys' school had used it. It is stripped off—the paper—in great 
patches all around the head of my bed, about as far as I can reach, and in a great place on the 
other side of the room low down. I never saw a worse paper in my life. 

One of those sprawling flamboyant patterns committing every artistic sin. 

It is dull enough to confuse the eye in following, pronounced enough to constantly irritate and 
provoke study, and when you follow the lame uncertain curves for a little distance they suddenly 
commit suicide—plunge off at outrageous angles, destroy themselves in unheard of 
contradictions. 

The color is repellent, almost revolting; a smouldering unclean yellow, strangely faded by the 
slow-turning sunlight. 

It is a dull yet lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulphur tint in others. 

No wonder the children hated it! I should hate it myself if I had to live in this room long. 

There comes John, and I must put this away,—he hates to have me write a word. 

We have been here two weeks, and I haven't felt like writing before, since that first day. 

I am sitting by the window now, up in this atrocious nursery, and there is nothing to hinder my 
writing as much as I please, save lack of strength. 

John is away all day, and even some nights when his cases are serious. 

I am glad my case is not serious! 

But these nervous troubles are dreadfully depressing. 

John does not know how much I really suffer. He knows there is no REASON to suffer, and that 
satisfies him. 

Of course it is only nervousness. It does weigh on me so not to do my duty in any way! 

I meant to be such a help to John, such a real rest and comfort, and here I am a comparative 
burden already! 

Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little I am able,—to dress and entertain, and 
order things. 

It is fortunate Mary is so good with the baby. Such a dear baby! 

And yet I CANNOT be with him, it makes me so nervous. 

I suppose John never was nervous in his life. He laughs at me so about this wall-paper! 



At first he meant to repaper the room, but afterwards he said that I was letting it get the better of 
me, and that nothing was worse for a nervous patient than to give way to such fancies. 

He said that after the wall-paper was changed it would be the heavy bedstead, and then the 
barred windows, and then that gate at the head of the stairs, and so on. 

"You know the place is doing you good," he said, "and really, dear, I don't care to renovate the 
house just for a three months' rental." 

"Then do let us go downstairs," I said, "there are such pretty rooms there." 

Then he took me in his arms and called me a blessed little goose, and said he would go down to 
the cellar, if I wished, and have it whitewashed into the bargain. 

But he is right enough about the beds and windows and things. 

It is an airy and comfortable room as any one need wish, and, of course, I would not be so silly 
as to make him uncomfortable just for a whim. 

I'm really getting quite fond of the big room, all but that horrid paper. 

Out of one window I can see the garden, those mysterious deepshaded arbors, the riotous old-
fashioned flowers, and bushes and gnarly trees. 

Out of another I get a lovely view of the bay and a little private wharf belonging to the estate. 
There is a beautiful shaded lane that runs down there from the house. I always fancy I see people 
walking in these numerous paths and arbors, but John has cautioned me not to give way to 
fancy in the least. He says that with my imaginative power and habit of story-making, a nervous 
weakness like mine is sure to lead to all manner of excited fancies, and that I ought to use my 
will and good sense to check the tendency. So I try. 

I think sometimes that if I were only well enough to write a little it would relieve the press of 
ideas and rest me. 

But I find I get pretty tired when I try. 

It is so discouraging not to have any advice and companionship about my work. When I get 
really well, John says we will ask Cousin Henry and Julia down for a long visit; but he says he 
would as soon put fireworks in my pillow-case as to let me have those stimulating people about 
now. 

I wish I could get well faster. 

But I must not think about that. This paper looks to me as if it KNEW what a vicious influence it 
had! 

There is a recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a broken neck and two bulbous eyes stare at 
you upside down. 

I get positively angry with the impertinence of it and the everlastingness. Up and down and 
sideways they crawl, and those absurd, unblinking eyes are everywhere. There is one place 



where two breadths didn't match, and the eyes go all up and down the line, one a little higher 
than the other. 

I never saw so much expression in an inanimate thing before, and we all know how much 
expression they have! I used to lie awake as a child and get more entertainment and terror out of 
blank walls and plain furniture than most children could find in a toy store. 

I remember what a kindly wink the knobs of our big, old bureau used to have, and there was one 
chair that always seemed like a strong friend. 

I used to feel that if any of the other things looked too fierce I could always hop into that chair 
and be safe. 

The furniture in this room is no worse than inharmonious, however, for we had to bring it all 
from downstairs. I suppose when this was used as a playroom they had to take the nursery 
things out, and no wonder! I never saw such ravages as the children have made here. 

The wall-paper, as I said before, is torn off in spots, and it sticketh closer than a brother—they 
must have had perseverance as well as hatred. 

Then the floor is scratched and gouged and splintered, the plaster itself is dug out here and 
there, and this great heavy bed which is all we found in the room, looks as if it had been through 
the wars. 

But I don't mind it a bit—only the paper. 

There comes John's sister. Such a dear girl as she is, and so careful of me! I must not let her find 
me writing. 

She is a perfect and enthusiastic housekeeper, and hopes for no better profession. I verily believe 
she thinks it is the writing which made me sick! 

But I can write when she is out, and see her a long way off from these windows. 

There is one that commands the road, a lovely shaded winding road, and one that just looks off 
over the country. A lovely country, too, full of great elms and velvet meadows. 

This wall-paper has a kind of sub-pattern in a different shade, a particularly irritating one, for 
you can only see it in certain lights, and not clearly then. 

But in the places where it isn't faded and where the sun is just so—I can see a strange, 
provoking, formless sort of figure, that seems to skulk about behind that silly and conspicuous 
front design. 

There's sister on the stairs! 

Well, the Fourth of July is over! The people are gone and I am tired out. John thought it might 
do me good to see a little company, so we just had mother and Nellie and the children down for 
a week. 

Of course I didn't do a thing. Jennie sees to everything now. 



But it tired me all the same. 

John says if I don't pick up faster he shall send me to Weir Mitchell in the fall. 

But I don't want to go there at all. I had a friend who was in his hands once, and she says he is 
just like John and my brother, only more so! 

Besides, it is such an undertaking to go so far. 

I don't feel as if it was worthwhile to turn my hand over for anything, and I'm getting dreadfully 
fretful and querulous. 

I cry at nothing, and cry most of the time. 

Of course I don't when John is here, or anybody else, but when I am alone. 

And I am alone a good deal just now. John is kept in town very often by serious cases, and 
Jennie is good and lets me alone when I want her to. 

So I walk a little in the garden or down that lovely lane, sit on the porch under the roses, and lie 
down up here a good deal. 

I'm getting really fond of the room in spite of the wall-paper. Perhaps BECAUSE of the wall-
paper. 

It dwells in my mind so! 

I lie here on this great immovable bed—it is nailed down, I believe—and follow that pattern 
about by the hour. It is as good as gymnastics, I assure you. I start, we'll say, at the bottom, 
down in the corner over there where it has not been touched, and I determine for the 
thousandth time that I WILL follow that pointless pattern to some sort of a conclusion. 

I know a little of the principle of design, and I know this thing was not arranged on any laws of 
radiation, or alternation, or repetition, or symmetry, or anything else that I ever heard of. 

It is repeated, of course, by the breadths, but not otherwise. 

Looked at in one way each breadth stands alone, the bloated curves and flourishes—a kind of 
"debased Romanesque" with delirium tremens—go waddling up and down in isolated columns 
of fatuity. 

But, on the other hand, they connect diagonally, and the sprawling outlines run off in great 
slanting waves of optic horror, like a lot of wallowing seaweeds in full chase. 

The whole thing goes horizontally, too, at least it seems so, and I exhaust myself in trying to 
distinguish the order of its going in that direction. 

They have used a horizontal breadth for a frieze, and that adds wonderfully to the confusion. 

There is one end of the room where it is almost intact, and there, when the crosslights fade and 
the low sun shines directly upon it, I can almost fancy radiation after all,—the interminable 



grotesques seem to form around a common centre and rush off in headlong plunges of equal 
distraction. 

It makes me tired to follow it. I will take a nap I guess. 

I don't know why I should write this. 

I don't want to. 

I don't feel able. 

And I know John would think it absurd. But I MUST say what I feel and think in some way—it is 
such a relief! 

But the effort is getting to be greater than the relief. 

Half the time now I am awfully lazy, and lie down ever so much. 

John says I musn't lose my strength, and has me take cod liver oil and lots of tonics and things, 
to say nothing of ale and wine and rare meat. 

Dear John! He loves me very dearly, and hates to have me sick. I tried to have a real earnest 
reasonable talk with him the other day, and tell him how I wish he would let me go and make a 
visit to Cousin Henry and Julia. 

But he said I wasn't able to go, nor able to stand it after I got there; and I did not make out a very 
good case for myself, for I was crying before I had finished. 

It is getting to be a great effort for me to think straight. Just this nervous weakness I suppose. 

And dear John gathered me up in his arms, and just carried me upstairs and laid me on the bed, 
and sat by me and read to me till it tired my head. 

He said I was his darling and his comfort and all he had, and that I must take care of myself for 
his sake, and keep well. 

He says no one but myself can help me out of it, that I must use my will and self-control and not 
let any silly fancies run away with me. 

There's one comfort, the baby is well and happy, and does not have to occupy this nursery with 
the horrid wall-paper. 

If we had not used it, that blessed child would have! What a fortunate escape! Why, I wouldn't 
have a child of mine, an impressionable little thing, live in such a room for worlds. 

I never thought of it before, but it is lucky that John kept me here after all, I can stand it so 
much easier than a baby, you see. 

Of course I never mention it to them any more—I am too wise,—but I keep watch of it all the 
same. 

There are things in that paper that nobody knows but me, or ever will. 



Behind that outside pattern the dim shapes get clearer every day. 

It is always the same shape, only very numerous. 

And it is like a woman stooping down and creeping about behind that pattern. I don't like it a 
bit. I wonder—I begin to think—I wish John would take me away from here! 

It is so hard to talk with John about my case, because he is so wise, and because he loves me so. 

But I tried it last night. 

It was moonlight. The moon shines in all around just as the sun does. 

I hate to see it sometimes, it creeps so slowly, and always comes in by one window or another. 

John was asleep and I hated to waken him, so I kept still and watched the moonlight on that 
undulating wall-paper till I felt creepy. 

The faint figure behind seemed to shake the pattern, just as if she wanted to get out. 

I got up softly and went to feel and see if the paper DID move, and when I came back John was 
awake. 

"What is it, little girl?" he said. "Don't go walking about like that—you'll get cold." 

I thought it was a good time to talk, so I told him that I really was not gaining here, and that I 
wished he would take me away. 

"Why darling!" said he, "our lease will be up in three weeks, and I can't see how to leave before. 

"The repairs are not done at home, and I cannot possibly leave town just now. Of course if you 
were in any danger, I could and would, but you really are better, dear, whether you can see it or 
not. I am a doctor, dear, and I know. You are gaining flesh and color, your appetite is better, I 
feel really much easier about you." 

"I don't weigh a bit more," said I, "nor as much; and my appetite may be better in the evening 
when you are here, but it is worse in the morning when you are away!" 

"Bless her little heart!" said he with a big hug, "she shall be as sick as she pleases! But now let's 
improve the shining hours by going to sleep, and talk about it in the morning!" 

"And you won't go away?" I asked gloomily. 

"Why, how can I, dear? It is only three weeks more and then we will take a nice little trip of a few 
days while Jennie is getting the house ready. Really dear you are better!" 

"Better in body perhaps—" I began, and stopped short, for he sat up straight and looked at me 
with such a stern, reproachful look that I could not say another word. 

"My darling," said he, "I beg of you, for my sake and for our child's sake, as well as for your own, 
that you will never for one instant let that idea enter your mind! There is nothing so dangerous, 



so fascinating, to a temperament like yours. It is a false and foolish fancy. Can you not trust me 
as a physician when I tell you so?" 

So of course I said no more on that score, and we went to sleep before long. He thought I was 
asleep first, but I wasn't, and lay there for hours trying to decide whether that front pattern and 
the back pattern really did move together or separately. 

On a pattern like this, by daylight, there is a lack of sequence, a defiance of law, that is a constant 
irritant to a normal mind. 

The color is hideous enough, and unreliable enough, and infuriating enough, but the pattern is 
torturing. 

You think you have mastered it, but just as you get well underway in following, it turns a back-
somersault and there you are. It slaps you in the face, knocks you down, and tramples upon you. 
It is like a bad dream. 

The outside pattern is a florid arabesque, reminding one of a fungus. If you can imagine a 
toadstool in joints, an interminable string of toadstools, budding and sprouting in endless 
convolutions—why, that is something like it. 

That is, sometimes! 

There is one marked peculiarity about this paper, a thing nobody seems to notice but myself, 
and that is that it changes as the light changes. 

When the sun shoots in through the east window—I always watch for that first long, straight 
ray—it changes so quickly that I never can quite believe it. 

That is why I watch it always. 

By moonlight—the moon shines in all night when there is a moon—I wouldn't know it was the 
same paper. 

At night in any kind of light, in twilight, candle light, lamplight, and worst of all by moonlight, it 
becomes bars! The outside pattern I mean, and the woman behind it is as plain as can be. 

I didn't realize for a long time what the thing was that showed behind, that dim sub-pattern, but 
now I am quite sure it is a woman. 

By daylight she is subdued, quiet. I fancy it is the pattern that keeps her so still. It is so puzzling. 
It keeps me quiet by the hour. 

I lie down ever so much now. John says it is good for me, and to sleep all I can. 

Indeed he started the habit by making me lie down for an hour after each meal. 

It is a very bad habit I am convinced, for you see I don't sleep. 

And that cultivates deceit, for I don't tell them I'm awake—O no! 

The fact is I am getting a little afraid of John. 



He seems very queer sometimes, and even Jennie has an inexplicable look. 

It strikes me occasionally, just as a scientific hypothesis,—that perhaps it is the paper! 

I have watched John when he did not know I was looking, and come into the room suddenly on 
the most innocent excuses, and I've caught him several times LOOKING AT THE PAPER! And 
Jennie too. I caught Jennie with her hand on it once. 

She didn't know I was in the room, and when I asked her in a quiet, a very quiet voice, with the 
most restrained manner possible, what she was doing with the paper—she turned around as if 
she had been caught stealing, and looked quite angry—asked me why I should frighten her so! 

Then she said that the paper stained everything it touched, that she had found yellow smooches 
on all my clothes and John's, and she wished we would be more careful! 

Did not that sound innocent? But I know she was studying that pattern, and I am determined 
that nobody shall find it out but myself! 

Life is very much more exciting now than it used to be. You see I have something more to expect, 
to look forward to, to watch. I really do eat better, and am more quiet than I was. 

John is so pleased to see me improve! He laughed a little the other day, and said I seemed to be 
flourishing in spite of my wall-paper. 

I turned it off with a laugh. I had no intention of telling him it was BECAUSE of the wall-paper—
he would make fun of me. He might even want to take me away. 

I don't want to leave now until I have found it out. There is a week more, and I think that will be 
enough. 

I'm feeling ever so much better! I don't sleep much at night, for it is so interesting to watch 
developments; but I sleep a good deal in the daytime. 

In the daytime it is tiresome and perplexing. 

There are always new shoots on the fungus, and new shades of yellow all over it. I cannot keep 
count of them, though I have tried conscientiously. 

It is the strangest yellow, that wall-paper! It makes me think of all the yellow things I ever saw—
not beautiful ones like buttercups, but old foul, bad yellow things. 

But there is something else about that paper—the smell! I noticed it the moment we came into 
the room, but with so much air and sun it was not bad. Now we have had a week of fog and rain, 
and whether the windows are open or not, the smell is here. 

It creeps all over the house. 

I find it hovering in the dining-room, skulking in the parlor, hiding in the hall, lying in wait for 
me on the stairs. 

It gets into my hair. 



Even when I go to ride, if I turn my head suddenly and surprise it—there is that smell! 

Such a peculiar odor, too! I have spent hours in trying to analyze it, to find what it smelled like. 

It is not bad—at first, and very gentle, but quite the subtlest, most enduring odor I ever met. 

In this damp weather it is awful, I wake up in the night and find it hanging over me. 

It used to disturb me at first. I thought seriously of burning the house—to reach the smell. 

But now I am used to it. The only thing I can think of that it is like is the COLOR of the paper! A 
yellow smell. 

There is a very funny mark on this wall, low down, near the mopboard. A streak that runs round 
the room. It goes behind every piece of furniture, except the bed, a long, straight, even 
SMOOCH, as if it had been rubbed over and over. 

I wonder how it was done and who did it, and what they did it for. Round and round and 
round—round and round and round—it makes me dizzy! 

I really have discovered something at last. 

Through watching so much at night, when it changes so, I have finally found out. 

The front pattern DOES move—and no wonder! The woman behind shakes it! 

Sometimes I think there are a great many women behind, and sometimes only one, and she 
crawls around fast, and her crawling shakes it all over. 

Then in the very bright spots she keeps still, and in the very shady spots she just takes hold of 
the bars and shakes them hard. 

And she is all the time trying to climb through. But nobody could climb through that pattern—it 
strangles so; I think that is why it has so many heads. 

They get through, and then the pattern strangles them off and turns them upside down, and 
makes their eyes white! 

If those heads were covered or taken off it would not be half so bad. 

I think that woman gets out in the daytime! 

And I'll tell you why—privately—I've seen her! 

I can see her out of every one of my windows! 

It is the same woman, I know, for she is always creeping, and most women do not creep by 
daylight. 

I see her on that long road under the trees, creeping along, and when a carriage comes she hides 
under the blackberry vines. 

I don't blame her a bit. It must be very humiliating to be caught creeping by daylight! 



I always lock the door when I creep by daylight. I can't do it at night, for I know John would 
suspect something at once. 

And John is so queer now, that I don't want to irritate him. I wish he would take another room! 
Besides, I don't want anybody to get that woman out at night but myself. 

I often wonder if I could see her out of all the windows at once. 

But, turn as fast as I can, I can only see out of one at one time. 

And though I always see her, she MAY be able to creep faster than I can turn! 

I have watched her sometimes away off in the open country, creeping as fast as a cloud shadow 
in a high wind. 

If only that top pattern could be gotten off from the under one! I mean to try it, little by little. 

I have found out another funny thing, but I shan't tell it this time! It does not do to trust people 
too much. 

There are only two more days to get this paper off, and I believe John is beginning to notice. I 
don't like the look in his eyes. 

And I heard him ask Jennie a lot of professional questions about me. She had a very good report 
to give. 

She said I slept a good deal in the daytime. 

John knows I don't sleep very well at night, for all I'm so quiet! 

He asked me all sorts of questions, too, and pretended to be very loving and kind. 

As if I couldn't see through him! 

Still, I don't wonder he acts so, sleeping under this paper for three months. 

It only interests me, but I feel sure John and Jennie are secretly affected by it. 

Hurrah! This is the last day, but it is enough. John is to stay in town over night, and won't be out 
until this evening. 

Jennie wanted to sleep with me—the sly thing! but I told her I should undoubtedly rest better for 
a night all alone. 

That was clever, for really I wasn't alone a bit! As soon as it was moonlight and that poor thing 
began to crawl and shake the pattern, I got up and ran to help her. 

I pulled and she shook, I shook and she pulled, and before morning we had peeled off yards of 
that paper. 

A strip about as high as my head and half around the room. 



And then when the sun came and that awful pattern began to laugh at me, I declared I would 
finish it to-day! 

We go away to-morrow, and they are moving all my furniture down again to leave things as they 
were before. 

Jennie looked at the wall in amazement, but I told her merrily that I did it out of pure spite at 
the vicious thing. 

She laughed and said she wouldn't mind doing it herself, but I must not get tired. 

How she betrayed herself that time! 

But I am here, and no person touches this paper but me—not ALIVE! 

She tried to get me out of the room—it was too patent! But I said it was so quiet and empty and 
clean now that I believed I would lie down again and sleep all I could; and not to wake me even 
for dinner—I would call when I woke. 

So now she is gone, and the servants are gone, and the things are gone, and there is nothing left 
but that great bedstead nailed down, with the canvas mattress we found on it. 

We shall sleep downstairs to-night, and take the boat home to-morrow. 

I quite enjoy the room, now it is bare again. 

How those children did tear about here! 

This bedstead is fairly gnawed! 

But I must get to work. 

I have locked the door and thrown the key down into the front path. 

I don't want to go out, and I don't want to have anybody come in, till John comes. 

I want to astonish him. 

I've got a rope up here that even Jennie did not find. If that woman does get out, and tries to get 
away, I can tie her! 

But I forgot I could not reach far without anything to stand on! 

This bed will NOT move! 

I tried to lift and push it until I was lame, and then I got so angry I bit off a little piece at one 
corner—but it hurt my teeth. 

Then I peeled off all the paper I could reach standing on the floor. It sticks horribly and the 
pattern just enjoys it! All those strangled heads and bulbous eyes and waddling fungus growths 
just shriek with derision! 



I am getting angry enough to do something desperate. To jump out of the window would be 
admirable exercise, but the bars are too strong even to try. 

Besides I wouldn't do it. Of course not. I know well enough that a step like that is improper and 
might be misconstrued. 

I don't like to LOOK out of the windows even—there are so many of those creeping women, and 
they creep so fast. 

I wonder if they all come out of that wall-paper as I did? 

But I am securely fastened now by my well-hidden rope—you don't get ME out in the road there! 

I suppose I shall have to get back behind the pattern when it comes night, and that is hard! 

It is so pleasant to be out in this great room and creep around as I please! 

I don't want to go outside. I won't, even if Jennie asks me to. 

For outside you have to creep on the ground, and everything is green instead of yellow. 

But here I can creep smoothly on the floor, and my shoulder just fits in that long smooch around 
the wall, so I cannot lose my way. 

Why there's John at the door! 

It is no use, young man, you can't open it! 

How he does call and pound! 

Now he's crying for an axe. 

It would be a shame to break down that beautiful door! 

"John dear!" said I in the gentlest voice, "the key is down by the front steps, under a plantain 
leaf!" 

That silenced him for a few moments. 

Then he said—very quietly indeed, "Open the door, my darling!" 

"I can't," said I. "The key is down by the front door under a plantain leaf!" 

And then I said it again, several times, very gently and slowly, and said it so often that he had to 
go and see, and he got it of course, and came in. He stopped short by the door. 

"What is the matter?" he cried. "For God's sake, what are you doing!" 

I kept on creeping just the same, but I looked at him over my shoulder. 

"I've got out at last," said I, "in spite of you and Jane. And I've pulled off most of the paper, so 
you can't put me back!" 



Now why should that man have fainted? But he did, and right across my path by the wall, so that 
I had to creep over him every time! 

 
Discussion Questions: 

1. Several times at the beginning of the story, the narrator says such things as “What is one 
to do?” and “What can one do?” What do these comments refer to? What, if anything, do 
they suggest about women’s roles at the time the story was written?  

2. The narrator says, “I get unreasonably angry with John sometimes” (paragraph 24). How 
unreasonable is her anger at him? What does the fact that she feels it is unreasonable say 
about her?  

3. What do her changing feelings about the wallpaper tell us about the changes in her 
condition?  

4. As the story progresses the wallpaper begins to acquire powerful associations. What does 
it come to symbolize at the story’s end?  

5. “It is so hard to talk with John about my case, because he is so wise, and because he loves 
me so” (paragraph 122). His wisdom is, to say the least, open to question, but what about 
his love? Do you think he suffers merely from a failure of perception, or is there a failure 
of affection as well?  

6. Where precisely in the story do you think it becomes clear that she has begun to 
hallucinate?  

7. What does the woman behind the wallpaper represent? Why does the narrator come to 
identify with her?  

8. How ill does the narrator seem at the beginning of the story? How ill does she seem at 
the end? How do you account for the change in her condition? 

 

  



The Open Window by H. H. Munro (Saki) 

Introduction4 

Hector Hugh Munro (18 December 1870 – 14 November 1916), better known by the pen name 
Saki, and also frequently as H. H. Munro, was a British writer whose witty, mischievous and 
sometimes macabre stories satirize Edwardian society and culture. He is considered a master of 
the short story, and often compared to O. Henry and Dorothy Parker. Influenced by Oscar 
Wilde, Lewis Carroll and Rudyard Kipling, he himself influenced A. A. Milne, Noël Coward and 
P. G. Wodehouse. 

 

"My aunt will be down presently, Mr. Nuttel," said a very self-possessed young lady of fifteen; 
"in the meantime you must try and put up with me." 

Framton Nuttel endeavored to say the correct something which should duly flatter the niece of 
the moment without unduly discounting the aunt that was to come. Privately he doubted more 
than ever whether these formal visits on a succession of total strangers would do much towards 
helping the nerve cure which he was supposed to be undergoing. 

"I know how it will be," his sister had said when he was preparing to migrate to this rural 
retreat; "you will bury yourself down there and not speak to a living soul, and your nerves will be 
worse than ever from moping. I shall just give you letters of introduction to all the people I know 
there. Some of them, as far as I can remember, were quite nice." 

Framton wondered whether Mrs. Sappleton, the lady to whom he was presenting one of the 
letters of introduction came into the nice division. 

"Do you know many of the people round here?" asked the niece, when she judged that they had 
had sufficient silent communion. 

"Hardly a soul," said Framton. "My sister was staying here, at the rectory, you know, some four 
years ago, and she gave me letters of introduction to some of the people here." 

He made the last statement in a tone of distinct regret. 

"Then you know practically nothing about my aunt?" pursued the self-possessed young lady. 

"Only her name and address," admitted the caller. He was wondering whether Mrs. Sappleton 
was in the married or widowed state. An undefinable something about the room seemed to 
suggest masculine habitation. 

"Her great tragedy happened just three years ago," said the child; "that would be since your 
sister's time." 
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"Her tragedy?" asked Framton; somehow in this restful country spot tragedies seemed out of 
place. 

"You may wonder why we keep that window wide open on an October afternoon," said the niece, 
indicating a large French window that opened on to a lawn. 

"It is quite warm for the time of the year," said Framton; "but has that window got anything to 
do with the tragedy?" 

"Out through that window, three years ago to a day, her husband and her two young brothers 
went off for their day's shooting. They never came back. In crossing the moor to their favorite 
snipe-shooting ground they were all three engulfed in a treacherous piece of bog. It had been 
that dreadful wet summer, you know, and places that were safe in other years gave way suddenly 
without warning. Their bodies were never recovered. That was the dreadful part of it." Here the 
child's voice lost its self-possessed note and became falteringly human. "Poor aunt always thinks 
that they will come back someday, they and the little brown spaniel that was lost with them, and 
walk in at that window just as they used to do. That is why the window is kept open every 
evening till it is quite dusk. Poor dear aunt, she has often told me how they went out, her 
husband with his white waterproof coat over his arm, and Ronnie, her youngest brother, singing 
'Bertie, why do you bound?' as he always did to tease her, because she said it got on her nerves. 
Do you know, sometimes on still, quiet evenings like this, I almost get a creepy feeling that they 
will all walk in through that window--" 

She broke off with a little shudder. It was a relief to Framton when the aunt bustled into the 
room with a whirl of apologies for being late in making her appearance. 

"I hope Vera has been amusing you?" she said. 

"She has been very interesting," said Framton. 

"I hope you don't mind the open window," said Mrs. Sappleton briskly; "my husband and 
brothers will be home directly from shooting, and they always come in this way. They've been 
out for snipe in the marshes today, so they'll make a fine mess over my poor carpets. So like you 
menfolk, isn't it?" 

She rattled on cheerfully about the shooting and the scarcity of birds, and the prospects for duck 
in the winter. To Framton it was all purely horrible. He made a desperate but only partially 
successful effort to turn the talk on to a less ghastly topic, he was conscious that his hostess was 
giving him only a fragment of her attention, and her eyes were constantly straying past him to 
the open window and the lawn beyond. It was certainly an unfortunate coincidence that he 
should have paid his visit on this tragic anniversary. 

"The doctors agree in ordering me complete rest, an absence of mental excitement, and 
avoidance of anything in the nature of violent physical exercise," announced Framton, who 
labored under the tolerably widespread delusion that total strangers and chance acquaintances 
are hungry for the least detail of one's ailments and infirmities, their cause and cure. "On the 
matter of diet they are not so much in agreement," he continued. 



"No?" said Mrs. Sappleton, in a voice which only replaced a yawn at the last moment. Then she 
suddenly brightened into alert attention--but not to what Framton was saying. 

"Here they are at last!" she cried. "Just in time for tea, and don't they look as if they were muddy 
up to the eyes!" 

Framton shivered slightly and turned towards the niece with a look intended to convey 
sympathetic comprehension. The child was staring out through the open window with a dazed 
horror in her eyes. In a chill shock of nameless fear Framton swung round in his seat and looked 
in the same direction. 

In the deepening twilight three figures were walking across the lawn towards the window, they 
all carried guns under their arms, and one of them was additionally burdened with a white coat 
hung over his shoulders. A tired brown spaniel kept close at their heels. Noiselessly they neared 
the house, and then a hoarse young voice chanted out of the dusk: "I said, Bertie, why do you 
bound?" 

Framton grabbed wildly at his stick and hat; the hall door, the gravel drive, and the front gate 
were dimly noted stages in his headlong retreat. A cyclist coming along the road had to run into 
the hedge to avoid imminent collision. 

"Here we are, my dear," said the bearer of the white mackintosh, coming in through the window, 
"fairly muddy, but most of it's dry. Who was that who bolted out as we came up?" 

"A most extraordinary man, a Mr. Nuttel," said Mrs. Sappleton; "could only talk about his 
illnesses, and dashed off without a word of goodbye or apology when you arrived. One would 
think he had seen a ghost." 

"I expect it was the spaniel," said the niece calmly; "he told me he had a horror of dogs. He was 
once hunted into a cemetery somewhere on the banks of the Ganges by a pack of pariah dogs, 
and had to spend the night in a newly dug grave with the creatures snarling and grinning and 
foaming just above him. Enough to make anyone lose their nerve." 

Romance at short notice was her specialty. 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Why has Framton Nuttel come to this town? Why has he come to this particular house?  
2. Is Nuttel a likable character? What about the niece? Why or why not? 
3. How does Mrs. Sappleton’s demeanor when she enters the room add to or detract from 

the narrative the niece has told? 
4. What is ironic about the ending of the story?  
5. What is the mood of the story? 
6. Was the girl too cruel to Framton? Do we sympathize with Framton, or do we, like the 

girl, laugh at how foolish he is?  
  



Miss Brill by Katherine Mansfield 

Introduction5 

"Miss Brill" is a 1921 short story by Katherine Mansfield. The text is written in the modernist 
mode, third-person limited point of view, without a set structure. 

ALTHOUGH it was so brilliantly fine–the blue sky powdered with gold and great spots of light 
like white wine splashed over the Jardins Publiques–Miss Brill was glad that she had decided on 
her fur. The air was motionless, but when you opened your mouth there was just a faint chill, 
like a chill from a glass of iced water before you sip, and now and again a leaf came drifting–
from nowhere, from the sky. Miss Brill put up her hand and touched her fur. Dear little thing! It 
was nice to feel it again. She had taken it out of its box that afternoon, shaken out the moth 
powder, given it a good brush, and rubbed the life back into the dim little eyes. "What has been 
happening to me?" said the sad little eyes. Oh, how sweet it was to see them snap at her again 
from the red eiderdown! . . . But the nose, which was of some black composition, wasn't at all 
firm. It must have had a knock, somehow. Never mind–a little dab of black sealing-wax when 
the time came–when it was absolutely necessary . . . Little rogue! Yes, she really felt like that 
about it. Little rogue biting its tail just by her left ear. She could have taken it off and laid it on 
her lap and stroked it. She felt a tingling in her hands and arms, but that came from walking, she 
supposed. And when she breathed, something light and sad–no, not sad, exactly–something 
gentle seemed to move in her bosom. 

There were a number of people out this afternoon, far more than last Sunday. And the band 
sounded louder and gayer. That was because the Season had begun. For although the band 
played all the year round on Sundays, out of season it was never the same. It was like someone 
playing with only the family to listen; it didn't care how it played if there weren't any strangers 
present. Wasn't the conductor wearing a new coat, too? She was sure it was new. He scraped 
with his foot and flapped his arms like a rooster about to crow, and the bandsmen sitting in the 
green rotunda blew out their cheeks and glared at the music. Now there came a little "flutey" 
bit–very pretty!–a little chain of bright drops. She was sure it would be repeated. It was; she 
lifted her head and smiled. 

Only two people shared her "special" seat: a fine old man in a velvet coat, his hands clasped over 
a huge carved walking-stick, and a big old woman, sitting upright, with a roll of knitting on her 
embroidered apron. They did not speak. This was disappointing, for Miss Brill always looked 
forward to the conversation. She had become really quite expert, she thought, at listening as 
though she didn't listen, at sitting in other people's lives just for a minute while they talked 
round her. 

She glanced, sideways, at the old couple. Perhaps they would go soon. Last Sunday, too, hadn't 
been as interesting as usual. An Englishman and his wife, he wearing a dreadful Panama hat and 
she button boots. And she'd gone on the whole time about how she ought to wear spectacles; she 
knew she needed them; but that it was no good getting any; they'd be sure to break and they'd 
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never keep on. And he'd been so patient. He'd suggested everything–gold rims, the kind that 
curve round your ears, little pads inside the bridge. No, nothing would please her. "They'll 
always be sliding down my nose!" Miss Brill had wanted to shake her. 

The old people sat on a bench, still as statues. Never mind, there was always the crowd to watch. 
To and fro, in front of the flower beds and the band rotunda, the couples and groups paraded, 
stopped to talk, to greet, to buy a handful of flowers from the old beggar who had his tray fixed 
to the railings. Little children ran among them, swooping and laughing; little boys with big white 
silk bows under their chins, little girls, little French dolls, dressed up in velvet and lace. And 
sometimes a tiny staggerer6 came suddenly rocking into the open from under the trees, stopped, 
stared, as suddenly sat down "flop," until its small high-stepping mother, like a young hen, 
rushed scolding to its rescue. Other people sat on the benches and green chairs, but they were 
nearly always the same, Sunday after Sunday, and–Miss Brill had often noticed–there was 
something funny about nearly all of them. They were odd, silent, nearly all old, and from the 
way they stared they looked as though they'd just come from dark little rooms or even–even 
cupboards! 

Behind the rotunda the slender trees with yellow leaves down drooping, and through them just a 
line of sea, and beyond the blue sky with gold-veined clouds. 

Tum-tum-tum tiddle-um! tiddle-um! tum tiddley-um tum ta! blew the band. 

Two young girls in red came by and two young soldiers in blue met them, and they laughed and 
paired and went off arm-in-arm. Two peasant women with funny straw hats passed, gravely, 
leading beautiful smoke-coloured donkeys. A cold, pale nun hurried by. A beautiful woman 
came along and dropped her bunch of violets, and a little boy ran after to hand them to her, and 
she took them and threw them away as if they'd been poisoned. Dear me! Miss Brill didn't know 
whether to admire that or not! And now an ermine toque7 and a gentleman in gray met just in 
front of her. He was tall, stiff, dignified, and she was wearing the ermine toque she'd bought 
when her hair was yellow. Now everything, her hair, her face, even her eyes, was the same colour 
as the shabby ermine, and her hand, in its cleaned glove, lifted to dab her lips, was a tiny 
yellowish paw. Oh, she was so pleased to see him–delighted! She rather thought they were going  
to meet that afternoon. She described where she'd been–everywhere, here, there, along by the 
sea. The day was so charming–didn't he agree? And wouldn't he, perhaps? . . . But he shook his 
head, lighted a cigarette, slowly breathed a great deep puff into her face, and even while she was 
still talking and laughing, flicked the match away and walked on. The ermine toque was alone; 
she smiled more brightly than ever. But even the band seemed to know what she was feeling and 
played more softly, played tenderly, and the drum beat, "The Brute! The Brute!" over and over. 
What would she do? What was going to happen now? But as Miss Brill wondered, the ermine 
toque turned, raised her hand as though she'd seen someone else, much nicer, just over there, 
and pattered away. And the band changed again and played more quickly, more gayly than ever, 
and the old couple on Miss Brill's seat got up and marched away, and such a funny old man with 
long whiskers hobbled along in time to the music and was nearly knocked over by four girls 
walking abreast. 
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Oh, how fascinating it was! How she enjoyed it! How she loved sitting here, watching it all! It 
was like a play. It was exactly like a play. Who could believe the sky at the back wasn't painted? 
But it wasn't till a little brown dog trotted on solemn and then slowly trotted off, like a little 
"theatre" dog, a little dog that had been drugged, that Miss Brill discovered what it was that 
made it so exciting. They were all on stage. They weren't only the audience, not only looking on; 
they were acting. Even she had a part and came every Sunday. No doubt somebody would have 
noticed if she hadn't been there; she was part of the performance after all. How strange she'd 
never thought of it like that before! And yet it explained why she made such point of starting 
from home at just the same time each week–so as not to be late for the performance–and it also 
explained why she had a queer, shy feeling at telling her English pupils how she spent her 
Sunday afternoons. No wonder! Miss Brill nearly laughed out loud. She was on the stage. She 
thought of the old invalid gentleman to whom she read the newspaper four afternoons a week 
while he slept in the garden. She had got quite used to the frail head on the cotton pillow, the 
hollowed eyes, the open mouth and the high pinched nose. If he'd been dead she mightn't have 
noticed for weeks; she wouldn't have minded. But suddenly he knew he was having the paper 
read to him by an actress! "An actress!" The old head lifted; two points of light quivered in the 
old eyes. "An actress–are ye?" And Miss Brill smoothed the newspaper as though it were the 
manuscript of her part and said gently; "Yes, I have been an actress for a long time." 

The band had been having a rest. Now they started again. And what they played was warm, 
sunny, yet there was just a faint chill–a something, what was it?–not sadness–no, not sadness–a 
something that made you want to sing. The tune lifted, lifted, the light shone; and it seemed to 
Miss Brill that in another moment all of them, all the whole company, would begin singing. The 
young ones, the laughing ones who were moving together, they would begin and the men's 
voices, very resolute and brave, would join them. And then she too, she too, and the others on 
the benches–they would come in with a kind of accompaniment–something low, that scarcely 
rose or fell, something so beautiful–moving. . . . And Miss Brill's eyes filled with tears and she 
looked smiling at all the other members of the company. Yes, we understand, we understand, 
she thought–though what they understood she didn't know. 

Just at that moment a boy and girl came and sat down where the old couple had been. They were 
beautifully dressed; they were in love. The hero and heroine, of course, just arrived from his 
father's yacht. And still soundlessly singing, still with that trembling smile, Miss Brill prepared 
to listen. 

"No, not now," said the girl. "Not here, I can't." 

"But why? Because of that stupid old thing at the end there?" asked the boy. "Why does she 
come here at all–who wants her? Why doesn't she keep her silly old mug at home?"  

"It's her fu-ur which is so funny," giggled the girl. "It's exactly like a fried whiting." 

"Ah, be off with you!" said the boy in an angry whisper. Then: "Tell me, ma petite chère–" 

"No, not here," said the girl. "Not yet." 



On her way home she usually bought a slice of honeycake at the baker's. It was her Sunday treat. 
Sometimes there was an almond in her slice, sometimes not. It made a great difference. If there 
was an almond it was like carrying home a tiny present–a surprise–something that might very 
well not have been there. She hurried on the almond Sundays and struck the match for the kettle 
in quite a dashing way. 

But to-day she passed the baker's by, climbed the stairs, went into the little dark room–her room 
like a cupboard–and sat down on the red eiderdown. She sat there for a long time. The box that 
the fur came out of was on the bed. She unclasped the necklet quickly; quickly, without looking, 
laid it inside. But when she put the lid on she thought she heard something crying. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What details provide insight into Miss Brill’s character and lifestyle?  
2. What is the point of view in “Miss Brill”? How does this method improve the story? 
3. Where and in what season does Mansfield’s story take place? Would the effect be the 

same if the story were set, say, in a remote Alaskan village in the winter? 
4. What draws Miss Brill to the park every Sunday? What is the nature of the startling 

revelation that delights her on the day this story takes place? 
5. Miss Brill’s sense of herself is at least partly based on her attitudes toward others. Give 

instances of this tendency, showing also how it is connected with her drastic change of 
mood.  

6. What explanations might there be for Miss Brill’s thinking, in the last line of the story, 
that she “heard something crying”?  



An Occurrence At Owl Creek Bridge by Ambrose Bierce 
Introduction8 

“Bitter Bierce” was what his contemporaries called him, and as both man and writer 
he earned the title. In life, he seems to have quarreled with and become estranged 
from everyone he ever met, including his wife and sons. In literature, he is still best 
known for The Devil’s Dictionary, among whose acid definitions are: “History: an 
account mostly false, of events unimportant, which are brought about by rulers 
mostly knaves, and soldiers mostly fools” and “Marriage: the state or condition of a 
community consisting of a master, a mistress, and two slaves, making, in all, two.” 
But “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” remains Bierce’s most popular piece 
of writing. One reason for its enduring popularity is, of course, the surprise ending. 
Yet this story affects the reader on a deeper level than those of some of Bierce’s clever 
contemporaries, such as Frank L. Stockton’s “The Lady or the Tiger?” One reason for 
the story’s greater expressive power is certainly Bierce’s superior artistry. Another 
must surely be his evocation of life, in all of its splendor and its “blessings,” through 
the heightened senses of a man about to die. Here as elsewhere in his work, life turns 
out to be a cruel cheat in the end; but here much more than elsewhere, he makes 
clear, in vivid and sensuous detail, why we cling to it so desperately. 
 

I 

A man stood upon a railroad bridge in northern Alabama, looking down into the swift 
water twenty feet below. The man's hands were behind his back, the wrists bound 
with a cord. A rope closely encircled his neck. It was attached to a stout cross-timber 
above his head and the slack fell to the level of his knees. Some loose boards laid 
upon the sleepers supporting the metals of the railway supplied a footing for him and 
his executioners—two private soldiers of the Federal army, directed by a sergeant 
who in civil life may have been a deputy sheriff. At a short remove upon the same 
temporary platform was an officer in the uniform of his rank, armed. He was a 
captain. A sentinel at each end of the bridge stood with his rifle in the position known 
as "support," that is to say, vertical in front of the left shoulder, the hammer resting on 
the forearm thrown straight across the chest—a formal and unnatural position, 
enforcing an erect carriage of the body. It did not appear to be the duty of these two 
men to know what was occurring at the centre of the bridge; they merely blockaded 
the two ends of the foot planking that traversed it. 

Beyond one of the sentinels nobody was in sight; the railroad ran straight away into a 
forest for a hundred yards, then, curving, was lost to view. Doubtless there was an 
outpost farther along. The other bank of the stream was open ground—a gentle 
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acclivity topped with a stockade of vertical tree trunks, loop-holed for rifles, with a 
single embrasure through which protruded the muzzle of a brass cannon commanding 
the bridge. Mid-way of the slope between bridge and fort were the spectators—a 
single company of infantry in line, at "parade rest," the butts of the rifles on the 
ground, the barrels inclining slightly backward against the right shoulder, the hands 
crossed upon the stock. A lieutenant stood at the right of the line, the point of his 
sword upon the ground, his left hand resting upon his right. Excepting the group of 
four at the centre of the bridge, not a man moved. The company faced the bridge, 
staring stonily, motionless. The sentinels, facing the banks of the stream, might have 
been statues to adorn the bridge. The captain stood with folded arms, silent, observing 
the work of his subordinates, but making no sign. Death is a dignitary who when he 
comes announced is to be received with formal manifestations of respect, even by 
those most familiar with him. In the code of military etiquette silence and fixity are 
forms of deference. 

The man who was engaged in being hanged was apparently about thirty-five years of 
age. He was a civilian, if one might judge from his habit, which was that of a planter. 
His features were good—a straight nose, firm mouth, broad forehead, from which his 
long, dark hair was combed straight back, falling behind his ears to the collar of his 
well-fitting frock-coat. He wore a mustache and pointed beard, but no whiskers; his 
eyes were large and dark gray, and had a kindly expression which one would hardly 
have expected in one whose neck was in the hemp. Evidently this was no vulgar 
assassin. The liberal military code makes provision for hanging many kinds of 
persons, and gentlemen are not excluded. 

The preparations being complete, the two private soldiers stepped aside and each drew 
away the plank upon which he had been standing. The sergeant turned to the captain, 
saluted and placed himself immediately behind that officer, who in turn moved apart 
one pace. These movements left the condemned man and the sergeant standing on the 
two ends of the same plank, which spanned three of the cross-ties of the bridge. The 
end upon which the civilian stood almost, but not quite, reached a fourth. This plank 
had been held in place by the weight of the captain; it was now held by that of the 
sergeant. At a signal from the former the latter would step aside, the plank would tilt 
and the condemned man go down between two ties. The arrangement commended 
itself to his judgment as simple and effective. His face had not been covered nor his 
eyes bandaged. He looked a moment at his "unsteadfast footing," then let his gaze 
wander to the swirling water of the stream racing madly beneath his feet. A piece of 



dancing driftwood caught his attention and his eyes followed it down the current. How 
slowly it appeared to move! What a sluggish stream! 

He closed his eyes in order to fix his last thoughts upon his wife and children. The 
water, touched to gold by the early sun, the brooding mists under the banks at some 
distance down the stream, the fort, the soldiers, the piece of drift—all had distracted 
him. And now he became conscious of a new disturbance. Striking through the 
thought of his dear ones was a sound which he could neither ignore nor understand, a 
sharp, distinct, metallic percussion like the stroke of a blacksmith's hammer upon the 
anvil; it had the same ringing quality. He wondered what it was, and whether 
immeasurably distant or near by—it seemed both. Its recurrence was regular, but as 
slow as the tolling of a death knell. He awaited each stroke with impatience and—he 
knew not why—apprehension. The intervals of silence grew progressively longer; the 
delays became maddening. With their greater infrequency the sounds increased in 
strength and sharpness. They hurt his ear like the thrust of a knife; he feared he would 
shriek. What he heard was the ticking of his watch. 

He unclosed his eyes and saw again the water below him. "If I could free my hands," 
he thought, "I might throw off the noose and spring into the stream. By diving I could 
evade the bullets and, swimming vigorously, reach the bank, take to the woods and 
get away home. My home, thank God, is as yet outside their lines; my wife and little 
ones are still beyond the invader's farthest advance." 

As these thoughts, which have here to be set down in words, were flashed into the 
doomed man's brain rather than evolved from it the captain nodded to the sergeant. 
The sergeant stepped aside. 

II 

Peyton Farquhar was a well-to-do planter, of an old and highly respected Alabama 
family. Being a slave owner and like other slave owners a politician he was naturally 
an original secessionist and ardently devoted to the Southern cause. Circumstances of 
an imperious nature, which it is unnecessary to relate here, had prevented him from 
taking service with the gallant army that had fought the disastrous campaigns ending 
with the fall of Corinth, and he chafed under the inglorious restraint, longing for the 
release of his energies, the larger life of the soldier, the opportunity for distinction. 
That opportunity, he felt, would come, as it comes to all in war time. Meanwhile he 
did what he could. No service was too humble for him to perform in aid of the South, 
no adventure too perilous for him to undertake if consistent with the character of a 



civilian who was at heart a soldier, and who in good faith and without too much 
qualification assented to at least a part of the frankly villainous dictum that all is fair 
in love and war. 

One evening while Farquhar and his wife were sitting on a rustic bench near the 
entrance to his grounds, a gray-clad soldier rode up to the gate and asked for a drink 
of water. Mrs. Farquhar was only too happy to serve him with her own white hands. 
While she was fetching the water her husband approached the dusty horseman and 
inquired eagerly for news from the front. 

"The Yanks are repairing the railroads," said the man, "and are getting ready for 
another advance. They have reached the Owl Creek bridge, put it in order and built a 
stockade on the north bank. The commandant has issued an order, which is posted 
everywhere, declaring that any civilian caught interfering with the railroad, its 
bridges, tunnels or trains will be summarily hanged. I saw the order." 

"How far is it to the Owl Creek bridge?" Farquhar asked. 

"About thirty miles." 

"Is there no force on this side the creek?" 

"Only a picket post half a mile out, on the railroad, and a single sentinel at this end of 
the bridge." 

"Suppose a man—a civilian and student of hanging—should elude the picket post and 
perhaps get the better of the sentinel," said Farquhar, smiling, "what could he 
accomplish?" 

The soldier reflected. "I was there a month ago," he replied. "I observed that the flood 
of last winter had lodged a great quantity of driftwood against the wooden pier at this 
end of the bridge. It is now dry and would burn like tow." 

The lady had now brought the water, which the soldier drank. He thanked her 
ceremoniously, bowed to her husband and rode away. An hour later, after nightfall, he 
repassed the plantation, going northward in the direction from which he had come. He 
was a Federal scout. 

III 

As Peyton Farquhar fell straight downward through the bridge he lost consciousness 
and was as one already dead. From this state he was awakened—ages later, it seemed 



to him—by the pain of a sharp pressure upon his throat, followed by a sense of 
suffocation. Keen, poignant agonies seemed to shoot from his neck downward 
through every fibre of his body and limbs. These pains appeared to flash along well-
defined lines of ramification and to beat with an inconceivably rapid periodicity. They 
seemed like streams of pulsating fire heating him to an intolerable temperature. As to 
his head, he was conscious of nothing but a feeling of fulness—of congestion. These 
sensations were unaccompanied by thought. The intellectual part of his nature was 
already effaced; he had power only to feel, and feeling was torment. He was conscious 
of motion. Encompassed in a luminous cloud, of which he was now merely the fiery 
heart, without material substance, he swung through unthinkable arcs of oscillation, 
like a vast pendulum. Then all at once, with terrible suddenness, the light about him 
shot upward with the noise of a loud plash; a frightful roaring was in his ears, and all 
was cold and dark. The power of thought was restored; he knew that the rope had 
broken and he had fallen into the stream. There was no additional strangulation; the 
noose about his neck was already suffocating him and kept the water from his lungs. 
To die of hanging at the bottom of a river!—the idea seemed to him ludicrous. He 
opened his eyes in the darkness and saw above him a gleam of light, but how distant, 
how inaccessible! He was still sinking, for the light became fainter and fainter until it 
was a mere glimmer. Then it began to grow and brighten, and he knew that he was 
rising toward the surface—knew it with reluctance, for he was now very comfortable. 
"To be hanged and drowned," he thought, "that is not so bad; but I do not wish to be 
shot. No; I will not be shot; that is not fair." 

He was not conscious of an effort, but a sharp pain in his wrist apprised him that he 
was trying to free his hands. He gave the struggle his attention, as an idler might 
observe the feat of a juggler, without interest in the outcome. What splendid effort!—
what magnificent, what superhuman strength! Ah, that was a fine endeavor! Bravo! 
The cord fell away; his arms parted and floated upward, the hands dimly seen on each 
side in the growing light. He watched them with a new interest as first one and then 
the other pounced upon the noose at his neck. They tore it away and thrust it fiercely 
aside, its undulations resembling those of a water-snake. "Put it back, put it back!" He 
thought he shouted these words to his hands, for the undoing of the noose had been 
succeeded by the direst pang that he had yet experienced. His neck ached horribly; his 
brain was on fire; his heart, which had been fluttering faintly, gave a great leap, trying 
to force itself out at his mouth. His whole body was racked and wrenched with an 
insupportable anguish! But his disobedient hands gave no heed to the command. They 
beat the water vigorously with quick, downward strokes, forcing him to the surface. 



He felt his head emerge; his eyes were blinded by the sunlight; his chest expanded 
convulsively, and with a supreme and crowning agony his lungs engulfed a great 
draught of air, which instantly he expelled in a shriek! 

He was now in full possession of his physical senses. They were, indeed, 
preternaturally keen and alert. Something in the awful disturbance of his organic 
system had so exalted and refined them that they made record of things never before 
perceived. He felt the ripples upon his face and heard their separate sounds as they 
struck. He looked at the forest on the bank of the stream, saw the individual trees, the 
leaves and the veining of each leaf—saw the very insects upon them: the locusts, the 
brilliant-bodied flies, the gray spiders stretching their webs from twig to twig. He 
noted the prismatic colors in all the dewdrops upon a million blades of grass. The 
humming of the gnats that danced above the eddies of the stream, the beating of the 
dragon-flies' wings, the strokes of the water-spiders' legs, like oars which had lifted 
their boat—all these made audible music. A fish slid along beneath his eyes and he 
heard the rush of its body parting the water. 

He had come to the surface facing down the stream; in a moment the visible world 
seemed to wheel slowly round, himself the pivotal point, and he saw the bridge, the 
fort, the soldiers upon the bridge, the captain, the sergeant, the two privates, his 
executioners. They were in silhouette against the blue sky. They shouted and 
gesticulated, pointing at him. The captain had drawn his pistol, but did not fire; the 
others were unarmed. Their movements were grotesque and horrible, their forms 
gigantic. 

Suddenly he heard a sharp report and something struck the water smartly within a few 
inches of his head, spattering his face with spray. He heard a second report, and saw 
one of the sentinels with his rifle at his shoulder, a light cloud of blue smoke rising 
from the muzzle. The man in the water saw the eye of the man on the bridge gazing 
into his own through the sights of the rifle. He observed that it was a gray eye and 
remembered having read that gray eyes were keenest, and that all famous markmen 
had them. Nevertheless, this one had missed. 

A counter-swirl had caught Farquhar and turned him half round; he was again looking 
into the forest on the bank opposite the fort. The sound of a clear, high voice in a 
monotonous singsong now rang out behind him and came across the water with a 
distinctness that pierced and subdued all other sounds, even the beating of the ripples 
in his ears. Although no soldier, he had frequented camps enough to know the dread 



significance of that deliberate, drawling, aspirated chant; the lieutenant on shore was 
taking a part in the morning's work. How coldly and pitilessly—with what an even, 
calm intonation, presaging, and enforcing tranquillity in the men—with what 
accurately measured intervals fell those cruel words: 

"Attention, company!... Shoulder arms!... Ready!... Aim!... Fire!" 

Farquhar dived—dived as deeply as he could. The water roared in his ears like the 
voice of Niagara, yet he heard the dulled thunder of the volley and, rising again 
toward the surface, met shining bits of metal, singularly flattened, oscillating slowly 
downward. Some of them touched him on the face and hands, then fell away, 
continuing their descent. One lodged between his collar and neck; it was 
uncomfortably warm and he snatched it out. 

As he rose to the surface, gasping for breath, he saw that he had been a long time 
under water; he was perceptibly farther down stream—nearer to safety. The soldiers 
had almost finished reloading; the metal ramrods flashed all at once in the sunshine as 
they were drawn from the barrels, turned in the air, and thrust into their sockets. The 
two sentinels fired again, independently and ineffectually. 

The hunted man saw all this over his shoulder; he was now swimming vigorously with 
the current. His brain was as energetic as his arms and legs; he thought with the 
rapidity of lightning. 

"The officer," he reasoned, "will not make that martinet's error a second time. It is as 
easy to dodge a volley as a single shot. He has probably already given the command 
to fire at will. God help me, I cannot dodge them all!" 

An appalling plash within two yards of him was followed by a loud, rushing 
sound, diminuendo, which seemed to travel back through the air to the fort and died in 
an explosion which stirred the very river to its deeps! A rising sheet of water curved 
over him, fell down upon him, blinded him, strangled him! The cannon had taken a 
hand in the game. As he shook his head free from the commotion of the smitten water 
he heard the deflected shot humming through the air ahead, and in an instant it was 
cracking and smashing the branches in the forest beyond. 

"They will not do that again," he thought; "the next time they will use a charge of 
grape. I must keep my eye upon the gun; the smoke will apprise me—the report 
arrives too late; it lags behind the missile. That is a good gun." 



Suddenly he felt himself whirled round and round—spinning like a top. The water, the 
banks, the forests, the now distant bridge, fort and men—all were commingled and 
blurred. Objects were represented by their colors only; circular horizontal streaks of 
color—that was all he saw. He had been caught in a vortex and was being whirled on 
with a velocity of advance and gyration that made him giddy and sick. In a few 
moments he was flung upon the gravel at the foot of the left bank of the stream—the 
southern bank—and behind a projecting point which concealed him from his enemies. 
The sudden arrest of his motion, the abrasion of one of his hands on the gravel, 
restored him, and he wept with delight. He dug his fingers into the sand, threw it over 
himself in handfuls and audibly blessed it. It looked like diamonds, rubies, emeralds; 
he could think of nothing beautiful which it did not resemble. The trees upon the bank 
were giant garden plants; he noted a definite order in their arrangement, inhaled the 
fragrance of their blooms. A strange, roseate light shone through the spaces among 
their trunks and the wind made in their branches the music of æolian harps. He had no 
wish to perfect his escape—was content to remain in that enchanting spot until 
retaken. 

A whiz and rattle of grapeshot among the branches high above his head roused him 
from his dream. The baffled cannoneer had fired him a random farewell. He sprang to 
his feet, rushed up the sloping bank, and plunged into the forest. 

All that day he traveled, laying his course by the rounding sun. The forest seemed 
interminable; nowhere did he discover a break in it, not even a woodman's road. He 
had not known that he lived in so wild a region. There was something uncanny in the 
revelation. 

By nightfall he was fatigued, footsore, famishing. The thought of his wife and 
children urged him on. At last he found a road which led him in what he knew to be 
the right direction. It was as wide and straight as a city street, yet it seemed 
untraveled. No fields bordered it, no dwelling anywhere. Not so much as the barking 
of a dog suggested human habitation. The black bodies of the trees formed a straight 
wall on both sides, terminating on the horizon in a point, like a diagram in a lesson in 
perspective. Over-head, as he looked up through this rift in the wood, shone great 
golden stars looking unfamiliar and grouped in strange constellations. He was sure 
they were arranged in some order which had a secret and malign significance. The 
wood on either side was full of singular noises, among which—once, twice, and 
again—he distinctly heard whispers in an unknown tongue. 



His neck was in pain and lifting his hand to it he found it horribly swollen. He knew 
that it had a circle of black where the rope had bruised it. His eyes felt congested; he 
could no longer close them. His tongue was swollen with thirst; he relieved its fever 
by thrusting it forward from between his teeth into the cold air. How softly the turf 
had carpeted the untraveled avenue—he could no longer feel the roadway beneath his 
feet! 

Doubtless, despite his suffering, he had fallen asleep while walking, for now he sees 
another scene—perhaps he has merely recovered from a delirium. He stands at the 
gate of his own home. All is as he left it, and all bright and beautiful in the morning 
sunshine. He must have traveled the entire night. As he pushes open the gate and 
passes up the wide white walk, he sees a flutter of female garments; his wife, looking 
fresh and cool and sweet, steps down from the veranda to meet him. At the bottom of 
the steps she stands waiting, with a smile of ineffable joy, an attitude of matchless 
grace and dignity. Ah, how beautiful she is! He springs forward with extended arms. 
As he is about to clasp her he feels a stunning blow upon the back of the neck; a 
blinding white light blazes all about him with a sound like the shock of a cannon—
then all is darkness and silence! 

Peyton Farquhar was dead; his body, with a broken neck, swung gently from side to 
side beneath the timbers of the Owl Creek bridge. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What has brought Peyton Farquhar to the brink of hanging? 
2. Are you surprised by the story’s conclusion? Can you find hints along the way 

that Farquhar’s escape is an illusion? At what point in the story does the 
illusion begin?  

3. From what point of view is “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” told? 
4. At several places in the story Bierce calls attention to Farquhar’s heightened 

sensibility. How would you explain those almost mystical responses to ordinary 
stimuli?  

5. Where in Bierce’s story do you find examples of irony?  
6. Do you think the story would have been better had Bierce told it in 

chronological order? Why or why not? 
  



The Tell-Tale Heart by Edgar Allan Poe 

Introduction9 

The Tell-Tale Heart" is a short story by Edgar Allan Poe first published in 1843. The story was 
first published in James Russell Lowell's The Pioneer in January 1843. "The Tell-Tale Heart" is 
widely considered a classic of the Gothic fiction genre and is one of Poe's most famous short 
stories. 

It is told by an unnamed narrator who endeavors to convince the reader of his sanity, while 
describing a murder he committed; the victim was an old man with a filmy "vulture-eye", as the 
narrator calls it. The murder is carefully calculated, and the murderer hides the body by 
dismembering it and hiding it under the floorboards. Ultimately the narrator's guilt manifests 
itself in the form of the sound—possibly hallucinatory—of the old man's heart still beating under 
the floorboards. It is unclear what relationship, if any, the old man and his murderer share. The 
narrator denies having any feelings of hatred or resentment for the man. He states: 'I loved the 
old man! He had never wronged me! He had never given me insult!'. He also denies the 
assumption that he killed for greed: 'Object there was none.', 'For his gold I had no desire.' It has 
been suggested that the old man is a father figure, the narrator's landlord, or that the narrator 
works for the old man as a servant, and that perhaps his "vulture-eye" represents some sort of 
veiled secret, or power. The ambiguity and lack of details about the two main characters stand in 
stark contrast to the specific plot details leading up to the murder. 

 

TRUE!—nervous—very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that I 
am mad? The disease had sharpened my senses—not destroyed—not dulled them. Above all was 
the sense of hearing acute. I heard all things in the heaven and in the earth. I heard many things 
in hell. How, then, am I mad? Hearken! and observe how healthily—how calmly I can tell you 
the whole story. 

It is impossible to say how first the idea entered my brain; but once conceived, it haunted me 
day and night. Object there was none. Passion there was none. I loved the old man. He had 
never wronged me. He had never given me insult. For his gold I had no desire. I think it was his 
eye! yes, it was this! He had the eye of a vulture—a pale blue eye, with a film over it. Whenever it 
fell upon me, my blood ran cold; and so by degrees—very gradually—I made up my mind to take 
the life of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever. 

Now this is the point. You fancy me mad. Madmen know nothing. But you should have seen me. 
You should have seen how wisely I proceeded—with what caution—with what foresight—with 
what dissimulation I went to work! I was never kinder to the old man than during the whole 
week before I killed him. And every night, about midnight, I turned the latch of his door and 
opened it—oh so gently! And then, when I had made an opening sufficient for my head, I put in 
a dark lantern, all closed, closed, that no light shone out, and then I thrust in my head. Oh, you 
would have laughed to see how cunningly I thrust it in! I moved it slowly—very, very slowly, so 
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that I might not disturb the old man's sleep. It took me an hour to place my whole head within 
the opening so far that I could see him as he lay upon his bed. Ha! would a madman have been 
so wise as this? And then, when my head was well in the room, I undid the lantern cautiously—
oh, so cautiously—cautiously (for the hinges creaked)—I undid it just so much that a single thin 
ray fell upon the vulture eye. And this I did for seven long nights—every night just at midnight—
but I found the eye always closed; and so it was impossible to do the work; for it was not the old 
man who vexed me, but his Evil Eye. And every morning, when the day broke, I went boldly into 
the chamber, and spoke courageously to him, calling him by name in a hearty tone, and 
inquiring how he has passed the night. So you see he would have been a very profound old man, 
indeed, to suspect that every night, just at twelve, I looked in upon him while he slept. 

Upon the eighth night I was more than usually cautious in opening the door. A watch's minute 
hand moves more quickly than did mine. Never before that night had I felt the extent of my own 
powers—of my sagacity. I could scarcely contain my feelings of triumph. To think that there I 
was, opening the door, little by little, and he not even to dream of my secret deeds or thoughts. I 
fairly chuckled at the idea; and perhaps he heard me; for he moved on the bed suddenly, as if 
startled. Now you may think that I drew back—but no. His room was as black as pitch with the 
thick darkness, (for the shutters were close fastened, through fear of robbers,) and so I knew 
that he could not see the opening of the door, and I kept pushing it on steadily, steadily. 

I had my head in, and was about to open the lantern, when my thumb slipped upon the tin 
fastening, and the old man sprang up in bed, crying out—"Who's there?" 

I kept quite still and said nothing. For a whole hour I did not move a muscle, and in the 
meantime I did not hear him lie down. He was still sitting up in the bed listening;—just as I have 
done, night after night, hearkening to the death watches in the wall. 

Presently I heard a slight groan, and I knew it was the groan of mortal terror. It was not a groan 
of pain or of grief—oh, no!—it was the low stifled sound that arises from the bottom of the soul 
when overcharged with awe. I knew the sound well. Many a night, just at midnight, when all the 
world slept, it has welled up from my own bosom, deepening, with its dreadful echo, the terrors 
that distracted me. I say I knew it well. I knew what the old man felt, and pitied him, although I 
chuckled at heart. I knew that he had been lying awake ever since the first slight noise, when he 
had turned in the bed. His fears had been ever since growing upon him. He had been trying to 
fancy them causeless, but could not. He had been saying to himself—"It is nothing but the wind 
in the chimney—it is only a mouse crossing the floor," or "It is merely a cricket which has made a 
single chirp." Yes, he had been trying to comfort himself with these suppositions: but he had 
found all in vain. All in vain; because Death, in approaching him had stalked with his black 
shadow before him, and enveloped the victim. And it was the mournful influence of the 
unperceived shadow that caused him to feel—although he neither saw nor heard—to feel the 
presence of my head within the room. 

When I had waited a long time, very patiently, without hearing him lie down, I resolved to open 
a little—a very, very little crevice in the lantern. So I opened it—you cannot imagine how 
stealthily, stealthily—until, at length a simple dim ray, like the thread of the spider, shot from 
out the crevice and fell full upon the vulture eye. 



It was open—wide, wide open—and I grew furious as I gazed upon it. I saw it with perfect 
distinctness—all a dull blue, with a hideous veil over it that chilled the very marrow in my bones; 
but I could see nothing else of the old man's face or person: for I had directed the ray as if by 
instinct, precisely upon the damned spot. 

And have I not told you that what you mistake for madness is but over-acuteness of the sense?—
now, I say, there came to my ears a low, dull, quick sound, such as a watch makes when 
enveloped in cotton. I knew that sound well, too. It was the beating of the old man's heart. It 
increased my fury, as the beating of a drum stimulates the soldier into courage. 

But even yet I refrained and kept still. I scarcely breathed. I held the lantern motionless. I tried 
how steadily I could maintain the ray upon the eve. Meantime the hellish tattoo of the heart 
increased. It grew quicker and quicker, and louder and louder every instant. The old man's 
terror must have been extreme! It grew louder, I say, louder every moment!—do you mark me 
well I have told you that I am nervous: so I am. And now at the dead hour of the night, amid the 
dreadful silence of that old house, so strange a noise as this excited me to uncontrollable terror. 
Yet, for some minutes longer I refrained and stood still. But the beating grew louder, louder! I 
thought the heart must burst. And now a new anxiety seized me—the sound would be heard by a 
neighbour! The old man's hour had come! With a loud yell, I threw open the lantern and leaped 
into the room. He shrieked once—once only. In an instant I dragged him to the floor, and pulled 
the heavy bed over him. I then smiled gaily, to find the deed so far done. But, for many minutes, 
the heart beat on with a muffled sound. This, however, did not vex me; it would not be heard 
through the wall. At length it ceased. The old man was dead. I removed the bed and examined 
the corpse. Yes, he was stone, stone dead. I placed my hand upon the heart and held it there 
many minutes. There was no pulsation. He was stone dead. His eye would trouble me no more. 

If still you think me mad, you will think so no longer when I describe the wise precautions I took 
for the concealment of the body. The night waned, and I worked hastily, but in silence. First of 
all I dismembered the corpse. I cut off the head and the arms and the legs. 

I then took up three planks from the flooring of the chamber, and deposited all between the 
scantlings. I then replaced the boards so cleverly, so cunningly, that no human eye—not even 
his—could have detected any thing wrong. There was nothing to wash out—no stain of any 
kind—no blood-spot whatever. I had been too wary for that. A tub had caught all—ha! ha! 

When I had made an end of these labors, it was four o'clock—still dark as midnight. As the bell 
sounded the hour, there came a knocking at the street door. I went down to open it with a light 
heart,—for what had I now to fear? There entered three men, who introduced themselves, with 
perfect suavity, as officers of the police. A shriek had been heard by a neighbour during the 
night; suspicion of foul play had been aroused; information had been lodged at the police office, 
and they (the officers) had been deputed to search the premises. 

I smiled,—for what had I to fear? I bade the gentlemen welcome. The shriek, I said, was my own 
in a dream. The old man, I mentioned, was absent in the country. I took my visitors all over the 
house. I bade them search—search well. I led them, at length, to his chamber. I showed them his 
treasures, secure, undisturbed. In the enthusiasm of my confidence, I brought chairs into the 
room, and desired them here to rest from their fatigues, while I myself, in the wild audacity of 



my perfect triumph, placed my own seat upon the very spot beneath which reposed the corpse of 
the victim. 

The officers were satisfied. My manner had convinced them. I was singularly at ease. They sat, 
and while I answered cheerily, they chatted of familiar things. But, ere long, I felt myself getting 
pale and wished them gone. My head ached, and I fancied a ringing in my ears: but still they sat 
and still chatted. The ringing became more distinct:—It continued and became more distinct: I 
talked more freely to get rid of the feeling: but it continued and gained definiteness—until, at 
length, I found that the noise was not within my ears. 

No doubt I now grew very pale;—but I talked more fluently, and with a heightened voice. Yet the 
sound increased—and what could I do? It was a low, dull, quick sound—much such a sound as a 
watch makes when enveloped in cotton. I gasped for breath—and yet the officers heard it not. I 
talked more quickly—more vehemently; but the noise steadily increased. I arose and argued 
about trifles, in a high key and with violent gesticulations; but the noise steadily increased. Why 
would they not be gone? I paced the floor to and fro with heavy strides, as if excited to fury by 
the observations of the men—but the noise steadily increased. Oh God! what could I do? I 
foamed—I raved—I swore! I swung the chair upon which I had been sitting, and grated it upon 
the boards, but the noise arose over all and continually increased. It grew louder—louder—
louder! And still the men chatted pleasantly, and smiled. Was it possible they heard not? 
Almighty God!—no, no! They heard!—they suspected!—they knew!—they were making a 
mockery of my horror!-this I thought, and this I think. But anything was better than this agony! 
Anything was more tolerable than this derision! I could bear those hypocritical smiles no longer! 
I felt that I must scream or die! and now—again!—hark! louder! louder! louder! louder! 

"Villains!" I shrieked, "dissemble no more! I admit the deed!—tear up the planks! here, here!—It 
is the beating of his hideous heart!" 

Discussion Questions 

1. What does the story's title mean? 
2. The narrator claims he is not mad (i.e. insane).How do we know he is mad? 
3. What is the nature of the relationship between the narrator and his victim? 
4. Why does the narrator want to kill the old man? 
5. After delaying for several nights, what finally causes the narrator to kill the old man? 
6. Of what is the heart symbolic? the eye? 
7. Give one example of how Poe creates suspense in the story? 

  



Cask of Amontillado by Edgar Allan Poe 
Introduction10 

"The Cask of Amontillado" (sometimes spelled "The Casque of Amontillado") is a short story by 
Edgar Allan Poe, first published in the November 1846 issue of Godey's Lady's Book. 

The story is set in an unnamed Italian city at carnival time in an unspecified year, and is about a 
man taking fatal revenge on a friend who, he believes, has insulted him. Like several of Poe's 
stories, and in keeping with the 19th-century fascination with the subject, the narrative revolves 
around a person being buried alive—in this case, by immurement. As in "The Black Cat" and 
"The Tell-Tale Heart", Poe conveys the story from the murderer's perspective. 

THE thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as I best could; but when he ventured upon 
insult, I vowed revenge. You, who so well know the nature of my soul, will not suppose, however, 
that I gave utterance to a threat. At length I would be avenged; this was a point definitively 
settled—but the very definitiveness with which it was resolved, precluded the idea of risk. I must 
not only punish, but punish with impunity. A wrong is unredressed when retribution overtakes 
its redresser. It is equally unredressed when the avenger fails to make himself felt as such to him 
who has done the wrong. 

It must be understood, that neither by word nor deed had I given Fortunato cause to doubt my 
good will. I continued, as was my wont, to smile in his face, and he did not perceive that my 
smile now was at the thought of his immolation. 

He had a weak point—this Fortunato—although in other regards he was a man to be respected 
and even feared. He prided himself on his connoisseurship in wine. Few Italians have the true 
virtuoso spirit. For the most part their enthusiasm is adopted to suit the time and opportunity—
to practise imposture upon the British and Austrian millionaires. In painting and gemmary, 
Fortunato, like his countrymen, was a quack—but in the matter of old wines he was sincere. In 
this respect I did not differ from him materially: I was skilful in the Italian vintages myself, and 
bought largely whenever I could. 

It was about dusk, one evening during the supreme madness of the carnival season, that I 
encountered my friend. He accosted me with excessive warmth, for he had been drinking much. 
The man wore motley. He had on a tight-fitting parti-striped dress, and his head was 
surmounted by the conical cap and bells. I was so pleased to see him, that I thought I should 
never have done wringing his hand. 

I said to him—"My dear Fortunato, you are luckily met. How remarkably well you are looking to-
day! But I have received a pipe of what passes for Amontillado, and I have my doubts." 

"How?" said he. "Amontillado? A pipe? Impossible! And in the middle of the carnival!" 

"I have my doubts," I replied; "and I was silly enough to pay the full Amontillado price without 
consulting you in the matter. You were not to be found, and I was fearful of losing a bargain." 
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"Amontillado!" 

"I have my doubts." 

"Amontillado!" 

"And I must satisfy them." 

"Amontillado!" 

"As you are engaged, I am on my way to Luchesi. If any one has a critical turn, it is he. He will 
tell me—" 

"Luchesi cannot tell Amontillado from Sherry." 

"And yet some fools will have it that his taste is a match for your own." 

"Come, let us go." 

"Whither?" 

"To your vaults." 

"My friend, no; I will not impose upon your good nature. I perceive you have an engagement. 
Luchesi—" 

"I have no engagement;—come." 

"My friend, no. It is not the engagement, but the severe cold with which I perceive you are 
afflicted. The vaults are insufferably damp. They are encrusted with nitre." 

"Let us go, nevertheless. The cold is merely nothing. Amontillado! You have been imposed upon. 
And as for Luchesi, he cannot distinguish Sherry from Amontillado." 

Thus speaking, Fortunato possessed himself of my arm. Putting on a mask of black silk, and 
drawing a roquelaire closely about my person, I suffered him to hurry me to my palazzo. 

There were no attendants at home; they had absconded to make merry in honor of the time. I 
had told them that I should not return until the morning, and had given them explicit orders not 
to stir from the house. These orders were sufficient, I well knew, to insure their immediate 
disappearance, one and all, as soon as my back was turned. 

I took from their sconces two flambeaux, and giving one to Fortunato, bowed him through 
several suites of rooms to the archway that led into the vaults. I passed down a long and winding 
staircase, requesting him to be cautious as he followed. We came at length to the foot of the 
descent, and stood together on the damp ground of the catacombs of the Montresors. 

The gait of my friend was unsteady, and the bells upon his cap jingled as he strode. 

"The pipe," said he. 



"It is farther on," said I; "but observe the white web-work which gleams from these cavern 
walls." 

He turned towards me, and looked into my eyes with two filmy orbs that distilled the rheum of 
intoxication. 

"Nitre?" he asked, at length. 

"Nitre," I replied. "How long have you had that cough?" 

"Ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!" 

My poor friend found it impossible to reply for many minutes. 

"It is nothing," he said, at last. 

"Come," I said, with decision, "we will go back; your health is precious. You are rich, respected, 
admired, beloved; you are happy, as once I was. You are a man to be missed. For me it is no 
matter. We will go back; you will be ill, and I cannot be responsible. Besides, there is Luchesi—" 

"Enough," he said; "the cough is a mere nothing; it will not kill me. I shall not die of a cough." 

"True—true," I replied; "and, indeed, I had no intention of alarming you unnecessarily—but you 
should use all proper caution. A draught of this Medoc will defend us from the damps." 

Here I knocked off the neck of a bottle which I drew from a long row of its fellows that lay upon 
the mould. 

"Drink," I said, presenting him the wine. 

He raised it to his lips with a leer. He paused and nodded to me familiarly, while his bells 
jingled. 

"I drink," he said, "to the buried that repose around us." 

"And I to your long life." 

He again took my arm, and we proceeded. 

"These vaults," he said, "are extensive." 

"The Montresors," I replied, "were a great and numerous family." 

"I forget your arms." 

"A huge human foot d'or, in a field azure; the foot crushes a serpent rampant whose fangs are 
imbedded in the heel." 

"And the motto?" 

"Nemo me impune lacessit." 

"Good!" he said. 



The wine sparkled in his eyes and the bells jingled. My own fancy grew warm with the Medoc. 
We had passed through walls of piled bones, with casks and puncheons intermingling, into the 
inmost recesses of the catacombs. I paused again, and this time I made bold to seize Fortunato 
by an arm above the elbow. 

"The nitre!" I said: "see, it increases. It hangs like moss upon the vaults. We are below the river's 
bed. The drops of moisture trickle among the bones. Come, we will go back ere it is too late. 
Your cough—" 

"It is nothing," he said; "let us go on. But first, another draught of the Medoc." 

I broke and reached him a flagon of De Grâve. He emptied it at a breath. His eyes flashed with a 
fierce light. He laughed and threw the bottle upwards with a gesticulation I did not understand. 

I looked at him in surprise. He repeated the movement—a grotesque one. 

"You do not comprehend?" he said. 

"Not I," I replied. 

"Then you are not of the brotherhood." 

"How?" 

"You are not of the masons." 

"Yes, yes," I said, "yes, yes." 

"You? Impossible! A mason?" 

"A mason," I replied. 

"A sign," he said. 

"It is this," I answered, producing a trowel from beneath the folds of my roquelaire. 

"You jest," he exclaimed, recoiling a few paces. "But let us proceed to the Amontillado." 

"Be it so," I said, replacing the tool beneath the cloak, and again offering him my arm. He leaned 
upon it heavily. We continued our route in search of the Amontillado. We passed through a 
range of low arches, descended, passed on, and descending again, arrived at a deep crypt, in 
which the foulness of the air caused our flambeaux rather to glow than flame. 

At the most remote end of the crypt there appeared another less spacious. Its walls had been 
lined with human remains, piled to the vault overhead, in the fashion of the great catacombs of 
Paris. Three sides of this interior crypt were still ornamented in this manner. From the fourth 
the bones had been thrown down, and lay promiscuously upon the earth, forming at one point a 
mound of some size. Within the wall thus exposed by the displacing of the bones, we perceived a 
still interior recess, in depth about four feet, in width three, in height six or seven. It seemed to 
have been constructed for no especial use in itself, but formed merely the interval between two 



of the colossal supports of the roof of the catacombs, and was backed by one of their 
circumscribing walls of solid granite. 

It was in vain that Fortunato, uplifting his dull torch, endeavored to pry into the depths of the 
recess. Its termination the feeble light did not enable us to see. 

"Proceed," I said; "herein is the Amontillado. As for Luchesi—" 

"He is an ignoramus," interrupted my friend, as he stepped unsteadily forward, while I followed 
immediately at his heels. In an instant he had reached the extremity of the niche, and finding his 
progress arrested by the rock, stood stupidly bewildered. A moment more and I had fettered him 
to the granite. In its surface were two iron staples, distant from each other about two feet, 
horizontally. From one of these depended a short chain, from the other a padlock. Throwing the 
links about his waist, it was but the work of a few seconds to secure it. He was too much 
astounded to resist. Withdrawing the key I stepped back from the recess. 

"Pass your hand," I said, "over the wall; you cannot help feeling the nitre. Indeed it is very damp. 
Once more let me implore you to return. No? Then I must positively leave you. But I must first 
render you all the little attentions in my power." 

"The Amontillado!" ejaculated my friend, not yet recovered from his astonishment. 

"True," I replied; "the Amontillado." 

As I said these words I busied myself among the pile of bones of which I have before spoken. 
Throwing them aside, I soon uncovered a quantity of building stone and mortar. With these 
materials and with the aid of my trowel, I began vigorously to wall up the entrance of the niche. 

I had scarcely laid the first tier of my masonry when I discovered that the intoxication of 
Fortunato had in a great measure worn off. The earliest indication I had of this was a low 
moaning cry from the depth of the recess. It was not the cry of a drunken man. There was then a 
long and obstinate silence. I laid the second tier, and the third, and the fourth; and then I heard 
the furious vibrations of the chain. The noise lasted for several minutes, during which, that I 
might hearken to it with the more satisfaction, I ceased my labors and sat down upon the bones. 
When at last the clanking subsided, I resumed the trowel, and finished without interruption the 
fifth, the sixth, and the seventh tier. The wall was now nearly upon a level with my breast. I 
again paused, and holding the flambeaux over the mason-work, threw a few feeble rays upon the 
figure within. 

A succession of loud and shrill screams, bursting suddenly from the throat of the chained form, 
seemed to thrust me violently back. For a brief moment I hesitated—I trembled. Unsheathing 
my rapier, I began to grope with it about the recess: but the thought of an instant reassured me. 
I placed my hand upon the solid fabric of the catacombs, and felt satisfied. I reapproached the 
wall. I replied to the yells of him who clamored. I re-echoed—I aided—I surpassed them in 
volume and in strength. I did this, and the clamorer grew still. 

It was now midnight, and my task was drawing to a close. I had completed the eighth, the ninth, 
and the tenth tier. I had finished a portion of the last and the eleventh; there remained but a 
single stone to be fitted and plastered in. I struggled with its weight; I placed it partially in its 



destined position. But now there came from out the niche a low laugh that erected the hairs 
upon my head. It was succeeded by a sad voice, which I had difficulty in recognising as that of 
the noble Fortunato. The voice said— 

"Ha! ha! ha!—he! he!—a very good joke indeed—an excellent jest. We will have many a rich 
laugh about it at the palazzo—he! he! he!—over our wine—he! he! he!" 

"The Amontillado!" I said. 

"He! he! he!—he! he! he!—yes, the Amontillado. But is it not getting late? Will not they be 
awaiting us at the palazzo, the Lady Fortunato and the rest? Let us be gone." 

"Yes," I said, "let us be gone." 

"For the love of God, Montressor!" 

"Yes," I said, "for the love of God!" 

But to these words I hearkened in vain for a reply. I grew impatient. I called aloud— 

"Fortunato!" 

No answer. I called again— 

"Fortunato!" 

No answer still. I thrust a torch through the remaining aperture and let it fall within. There came 
forth in return only a jingling of the bells. My heart grew sick—on account of the dampness of 
the catacombs. I hastened to make an end of my labor. I forced the last stone into its position; I 
plastered it up. Against the new masonry I re-erected the old rampart of bones. For the half of a 
century no mortal has disturbed them. In pace requiescat! 

Discussion Questions 

1. What do you think Montresor’s motivation is for killing Fortunato? 
2. Who do you suppose the “you” is in the 1st paragraph of the story? 
3. Why do you suppose Poe sets this story during “the carnival season”? 
4. What strategies does Montresor use to lure Fortunato deep into the catacombs? 
5. How does Poe build suspense as Fortunato is gradually walled into the catacombs? 
6. How does Poe use setting to enhance the atmosphere of horror in the story? 
7. Describe Montresor's family arms. What significance do they have in the story? 

 

  



The Masque of the Red Death by Edgar Allan Poe 
Introduction11  

"The Masque of the Red Death", originally published as "The Mask of the Red Death: A Fantasy" 
(1842), is a short story by Edgar Allan Poe. The story follows Prince Prospero's attempts to avoid 
a dangerous plague, known as the Red Death, by hiding in his abbey. He, along with many other 
wealthy nobles, hosts a masquerade ball within seven rooms of the abbey, each decorated with a 
different color. In the midst of their revelry, a mysterious figure disguised as a Red Death victim 
enters and makes his way through each of the rooms. Prospero dies after confronting this 
stranger, whose "costume" proves to contain nothing tangible inside it; the guests also die in 
turn. 

The story follows many traditions of Gothic fiction and is often analyzed as an allegory about the 
inevitability of death, though some critics advise against an allegorical reading. Many different 
interpretations have been presented, as well as attempts to identify the true nature of the titular 
disease. The story was first published in May 1842 in Graham's Magazine and has since been 
adapted in many different forms, including a 1964 film starring Vincent Price. Additionally, it 
has been alluded to by other works in many types of media. 

 

THE "Red Death" had long devastated the country. No pestilence had ever been so fatal, or so 
hideous. Blood was its Avatar and its seal—the redness and the horror of blood. There were 
sharp pains, and sudden dizziness, and then profuse bleeding at the pores, with dissolution. The 
scarlet stains upon the body and especially upon the face of the victim, were the pest ban which 
shut him out from the aid and from the sympathy of his fellow-men. And the whole seizure, 
progress and termination of the disease, were the incidents of half an hour. 

But the Prince Prospero was happy and dauntless and sagacious. When his dominions were half 
depopulated, he summoned to his presence a thousand hale and light-hearted friends from 
among the knights and dames of his court, and with these retired to the deep seclusion of one of 
his castellated abbeys. This was an extensive and magnificent structure, the creation of the 
prince's own eccentric yet august taste. A strong and lofty wall girdled it in. This wall had gates 
of iron. The courtiers, having entered, brought furnaces and massy hammers and welded the 
bolts. They resolved to leave means neither of ingress or egress to the sudden impulses of 
despair or of frenzy from within. The abbey was amply provisioned. With such precautions the 
courtiers might bid defiance to contagion. The external world could take care of itself. In the 
meantime it was folly to grieve, or to think. The prince had provided all the appliances of 
pleasure. There were buffoons, there were improvisatori, there were ballet-dancers, there were 
musicians, there was Beauty, there was wine. All these and security were within. Without was 
the "Red Death." 
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It was toward the close of the fifth or sixth month of his seclusion, and while the pestilence 
raged most furiously abroad, that the Prince Prospero entertained his thousand friends at a 
masked ball of the most unusual magnificence. 

It was a voluptuous scene, that masquerade. But first let me tell of the rooms in which it was 
held. There were seven—an imperial suite. In many palaces, however, such suites form a long 
and straight vista, while the folding doors slide back nearly to the walls on either hand, so that 
the view of the whole extent is scarcely impeded. Here the case was very different; as might have 
been expected from the duke's love of the bizarre. The apartments were so irregularly disposed 
that the vision embraced but little more than one at a time. There was a sharp turn at every 
twenty or thirty yards, and at each turn a novel effect. To the right and left, in the middle of each 
wall, a tall and narrow Gothic window looked out upon a closed corridor which pursued the 
windings of the suite. These windows were of stained glass whose color varied in accordance 
with the prevailing hue of the decorations of the chamber into which it opened. That at the 
eastern extremity was hung, for example, in blue—and vividly blue were its windows. The 
second chamber was purple in its ornaments and tapestries, and here the panes were purple. 
The third was green throughout, and so were the casements. The fourth was furnished and 
lighted with orange—the fifth with white—the sixth with violet. The seventh apartment was 
closely shrouded in black velvet tapestries that hung all over the ceiling and down the walls, 
falling in heavy folds upon a carpet of the same material and hue. But in this chamber only, the 
color of the windows failed to correspond with the decorations. The panes here were scarlet—a 
deep blood color. Now in no one of the seven apartments was there any lamp or candelabrum, 
amid the profusion of golden ornaments that lay scattered to and fro or depended from the roof. 
There was no light of any kind emanating from lamp or candle within the suite of chambers. But 
in the corridors that followed the suite, there stood, opposite to each window, a heavy tripod, 
bearing a brazier of fire that projected its rays through the tinted glass and so glaringly 
illumined the room. And thus were produced a multitude of gaudy and fantastic appearances. 
But in the western or black chamber the effect of the fire-light that streamed upon the dark 
hangings through the blood-tinted panes, was ghastly in the extreme, and produced so wild a 
look upon the countenances of those who entered, that there were few of the company bold 
enough to set foot within its precincts at all. 

It was in this apartment, also, that there stood against the western wall, a gigantic clock of 
ebony. Its pendulum swung to and fro with a dull, heavy, monotonous clang; and when the 
minute-hand made the circuit of the face, and the hour was to be stricken, there came from the 
brazen lungs of the clock a sound which was clear and loud and deep and exceedingly musical, 
but of so peculiar a note and emphasis that, at each lapse of an hour, the musicians of the 
orchestra were constrained to pause, momentarily, in their performance, to hearken to the 
sound; and thus the waltzers perforce ceased their evolutions; and there was a brief disconcert 
of the whole gay company; and, while the chimes of the clock yet rang, it was observed that the 
giddiest grew pale, and the more aged and sedate passed their hands over their brows as if in 
confused reverie or meditation. But when the echoes had fully ceased, a light laughter at once 
pervaded the assembly; the musicians looked at each other and smiled as if at their own 
nervousness and folly, and made whispering vows, each to the other, that the next chiming of 
the clock should produce in them no similar emotion; and then, after the lapse of sixty minutes, 



(which embrace three thousand and six hundred seconds of the Time that flies,) there came yet 
another chiming of the clock, and then were the same disconcert and tremulousness and 
meditation as before. 

But, in spite of these things, it was a gay and magnificent revel. The tastes of the duke were 
peculiar. He had a fine eye for colors and effects. He disregarded the decora of mere fashion. His 
plans were bold and fiery, and his conceptions glowed with barbaric lustre. There are some who 
would have thought him mad. His followers felt that he was not. It was necessary to hear and see 
and touch him to be sure that he was not. 

He had directed, in great part, the moveable embellishments of the seven chambers, upon 
occasion of this great fete; and it was his own guiding taste which had given character to the 
masqueraders. Be sure they were grotesque. There were much glare and glitter and piquancy 
and phantasm—much of what has been since seen in "Hernani." There were arabesque figures 
with unsuited limbs and appointments. There were delirious fancies such as the madman 
fashions. There was much of the beautiful, much of the wanton, much of the bizarre, something 
of the terrible, and not a little of that which might have excited disgust. To and fro in the seven 
chambers there stalked, in fact, a multitude of dreams. And these—the dreams—writhed in and 
about, taking hue from the rooms, and causing the wild music of the orchestra to seem as the 
echo of their steps. And, anon, there strikes the ebony clock which stands in the hall of the 
velvet. And then, for a moment, all is still, and all is silent save the voice of the clock. The 
dreams are stiff-frozen as they stand. But the echoes of the chime die away—they have endured 
but an instant—and a light, half-subdued laughter floats after them as they depart. And now 
again the music swells, and the dreams live, and writhe to and fro more merrily than ever, taking 
hue from the many-tinted windows through which stream the rays from the tripods. But to the 
chamber which lies most westwardly of the seven, there are now none of the maskers who 
venture; for the night is waning away; and there flows a ruddier light through the blood-colored 
panes; and the blackness of the sable drapery appals; and to him whose foot falls upon the sable 
carpet, there comes from the near clock of ebony a muffled peal more solemnly emphatic than 
any which reaches their ears who indulge in the more remote gaieties of the other apartments. 

But these other apartments were densely crowded, and in them beat feverishly the heart of life. 
And the revel went whirlingly on, until at length there commenced the sounding of midnight 
upon the clock. And then the music ceased, as I have told; and the evolutions of the waltzers 
were quieted; and there was an uneasy cessation of all things as before. But now there were 
twelve strokes to be sounded by the bell of the clock; and thus it happened, perhaps, that more 
of thought crept, with more of time, into the meditations of the thoughtful among those who 
revelled. And thus, too, it happened, perhaps, that before the last echoes of the last chime had 
utterly sunk into silence, there were many individuals in the crowd who had found leisure to 
become aware of the presence of a masked figure which had arrested the attention of no single 
individual before. And the rumor of this new presence having spread itself whisperingly around, 
there arose at length from the whole company a buzz, or murmur, expressive of disapprobation 
and surprise—then, finally, of terror, of horror, and of disgust. 

In an assembly of phantasms such as I have painted, it may well be supposed that no ordinary 
appearance could have excited such sensation. In truth the masquerade license of the night was 



nearly unlimited; but the figure in question had out-Heroded Herod, and gone beyond the 
bounds of even the prince's indefinite decorum. There are chords in the hearts of the most 
reckless which cannot be touched without emotion. Even with the utterly lost, to whom life and 
death are equally jests, there are matters of which no jest can be made. The whole company, 
indeed, seemed now deeply to feel that in the costume and bearing of the stranger neither wit 
nor propriety existed. The figure was tall and gaunt, and shrouded from head to foot in the 
habiliments of the grave. The mask which concealed the visage was made so nearly to resemble 
the countenance of a stiffened corpse that the closest scrutiny must have had difficulty in 
detecting the cheat. And yet all this might have been endured, if not approved, by the mad 
revellers around. But the mummer had gone so far as to assume the type of the Red Death. His 
vesture was dabbled in blood—and his broad brow, with all the features of the face, was 
besprinkled with the scarlet horror. 

When the eyes of Prince Prospero fell upon this spectral image (which with a slow and solemn 
movement, as if more fully to sustain its role, stalked to and fro among the waltzers) he was seen 
to be convulsed, in the first moment with a strong shudder either of terror or distaste; but, in the 
next, his brow reddened with rage. 

"Who dares?" he demanded hoarsely of the courtiers who stood near him—"who dares insult us 
with this blasphemous mockery? Seize him and unmask him—that we may know whom we have 
to hang at sunrise, from the battlements!" 

It was in the eastern or blue chamber in which stood the Prince Prospero as he uttered these 
words. They rang throughout the seven rooms loudly and clearly—for the prince was a bold and 
robust man, and the music had become hushed at the waving of his hand. 

It was in the blue room where stood the prince, with a group of pale courtiers by his side. At 
first, as he spoke, there was a slight rushing movement of this group in the direction of the 
intruder, who at the moment was also near at hand, and now, with deliberate and stately step, 
made closer approach to the speaker. But from a certain nameless awe with which the mad 
assumptions of the mummer had inspired the whole party, there were found none who put forth 
hand to seize him; so that, unimpeded, he passed within a yard of the prince's person; and, while 
the vast assembly, as if with one impulse, shrank from the centres of the rooms to the walls, he 
made his way uninterruptedly, but with the same solemn and measured step which had 
distinguished him from the first, through the blue chamber to the purple—through the purple to 
the green—through the green to the orange—through this again to the white—and even thence to 
the violet, ere a decided movement had been made to arrest him. It was then, however, that the 
Prince Prospero, maddening with rage and the shame of his own momentary cowardice, rushed 
hurriedly through the six chambers, while none followed him on account of a deadly terror that 
had seized upon all. He bore aloft a drawn dagger, and had approached, in rapid impetuosity, to 
within three or four feet of the retreating figure, when the latter, having attained the extremity of 
the velvet apartment, turned suddenly and confronted his pursuer. There was a sharp cry—and 
the dagger dropped gleaming upon the sable carpet, upon which, instantly afterwards, fell 
prostrate in death the Prince Prospero. Then, summoning the wild courage of despair, a throng 
of the revellers at once threw themselves into the black apartment, and, seizing the mummer, 
whose tall figure stood erect and motionless within the shadow of the ebony clock, gasped in 



unutterable horror at finding the grave-cerements and corpse-like mask which they handled 
with so violent a rudeness, untenanted by any tangible form. 

And now was acknowledged the presence of the Red Death. He had come like a thief in the 
night. And one by one dropped the revellers in the blood-bedewed halls of their revel, and died 
each in the despairing posture of his fall. And the life of the ebony clock went out with that of the 
last of the gay. And the flames of the tripods expired. And Darkness and Decay and the Red 
Death held illimitable dominion over all. 

Discussion Questions 

1. How does socio-economic status affect if one’s susceptibility to the Red Death? 
2. What do you make of the colors of the chambers?  
3. What are some references to time  and what is its significance in the story?  
4. What might each of these symbols represent? 

a. Prince Prospero 
b. the masquerade 
c. the clock 
d. the masked figure   

5. What do you think is the allegorical lesson POE is presenting in this story? 
  



Young Goodman Brown by Nathaniel Hawthorne 
Introduction12 

"Young Goodman Brown" is a short story published in 1835 by American writer Nathaniel 
Hawthorne. The story takes place in 17th century Puritan New England, a common setting for 
Hawthorne's works, and addresses the Calvinist/Puritan belief that all of humanity exists in a 
state of depravity, except those who are born in a state of grace. Hawthorne frequently attempts 
to expose the hypocrisy of Puritan culture in his literature. In a symbolic fashion, the story 
follows Young Goodman Brown's journey into self-scrutiny, which results in his loss of virtue 
and belief. 

 

Young Goodman Brown came forth at sunset into the street at Salem village; but put his head 
back, after crossing the threshold, to exchange a parting kiss with his young wife. And Faith, as 
the wife was aptly named, thrust her own pretty head into the street, letting the wind play with 
the pink ribbons of her cap while she called to Goodman Brown. 

 

"Dearest heart," whispered she, softly and rather sadly, when her lips were close to his ear, 
"prithee put off your journey until sunrise and sleep in your own bed to-night. A lone woman is 
troubled with such dreams and such thoughts that she's afeard of herself sometimes. Pray tarry 
with me this night, dear husband, of all nights in the year." 

 

"My love and my Faith," replied young Goodman Brown, "of all nights in the year, this one night 
must I tarry away from thee. My journey, as thou callest it, forth and back again, must needs be 
done 'twixt now and sunrise. What, my sweet, pretty wife, dost thou doubt me already, and we 
but three months married?" 

 

"Then God bless you!" said Faith, with the pink ribbons; "and may you find all well when you 
come back." 

 

"Amen!" cried Goodman Brown. "Say thy prayers, dear Faith, and go to bed at dusk, and no 
harm will come to thee." 

 

So they parted; and the young man pursued his way until, being about to turn the corner by the 
meeting-house, he looked back and saw the head of Faith still peeping after him with a 
melancholy air, in spite of her pink ribbons. 
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"Poor little Faith!" thought he, for his heart smote him. "What a wretch am I to leave her on such 
an errand! She talks of dreams, too. Methought as she spoke there was trouble in her face, as if a 
dream had warned her what work is to be done tonight. But no, no; 't would kill her to think it. 
Well, she's a blessed angel on earth; and after this one night I'll cling to her skirts and follow her 
to heaven." 

 

With this excellent resolve for the future, Goodman Brown felt himself justified in making more 
haste on his present evil purpose. He had taken a dreary road, darkened by all the gloomiest 
trees of the forest, which barely stood aside to let the narrow path creep through, and closed 
immediately behind. It was all as lonely as could be; and there is this peculiarity in such a 
solitude, that the traveller knows not who may be concealed by the innumerable trunks and the 
thick boughs overhead; so that with lonely footsteps he may yet be passing through an unseen 
multitude. 

 

"There may be a devilish Indian behind every tree," said Goodman Brown to himself; and he 
glanced fearfully behind him as he added, "What if the devil himself should be at my very 
elbow!" 

 

His head being turned back, he passed a crook of the road, and, looking forward again, beheld 
the figure of a man, in grave and decent attire, seated at the foot of an old tree. He arose at 
Goodman Brown's approach and walked onward side by side with him. 

 

"You are late, Goodman Brown," said he. "The clock of the Old South was striking as I came 
through Boston, and that is full fifteen minutes agone." 

 

"Faith kept me back a while," replied the young man, with a tremor in his voice, caused by the 
sudden appearance of his companion, though not wholly unexpected. 

 

It was now deep dusk in the forest, and deepest in that part of it where these two were 
journeying. As nearly as could be discerned, the second traveller was about fifty years old, 
apparently in the same rank of life as Goodman Brown, and bearing a considerable resemblance 
to him, though perhaps more in expression than features. Still they might have been taken for 
father and son. And yet, though the elder person was as simply clad as the younger, and as 
simple in manner too, he had an indescribable air of one who knew the world, and who would 
not have felt abashed at the governor's dinner table or in King William's court, were it possible 
that his affairs should call him thither. But the only thing about him that could be fixed upon as 



remarkable was his staff, which bore the likeness of a great black snake, so curiously wrought 
that it might almost be seen to twist and wriggle itself like a living serpent. This, of course, must 
have been an ocular deception, assisted by the uncertain light. 

 

"Come, Goodman Brown," cried his fellow-traveller, "this is a dull pace for the beginning of a 
journey. Take my staff, if you are so soon weary." 

 

"Friend," said the other, exchanging his slow pace for a full stop, "having kept covenant by 
meeting thee here, it is my purpose now to return whence I came. I have scruples touching the 
matter thou wot'st of." 

 

"Sayest thou so?" replied he of the serpent, smiling apart. "Let us walk on, nevertheless, 
reasoning as we go; and if I convince thee not thou shalt turn back. We are but a little way in the 
forest yet." 

 

"Too far! too far!" exclaimed the goodman, unconsciously resuming his walk. "My father never 
went into the woods on such an errand, nor his father before him. We have been a race of honest 
men and good Christians since the days of the martyrs; and shall I be the first of the name of 
Brown that ever took this path and kept—" 

 

"Such company, thou wouldst say," observed the elder person, interpreting his pause. "Well 
said, Goodman Brown! I have been as well acquainted with your family as with ever a one 
among the Puritans; and that's no trifle to say. I helped your grandfather, the constable, when he 
lashed the Quaker woman so smartly through the streets of Salem; and it was I that brought 
your father a pitch-pine knot, kindled at my own hearth, to set fire to an Indian village, in King 
Philip's war. They were my good friends, both; and many a pleasant walk have we had along this 
path, and returned merrily after midnight. I would fain be friends with you for their sake." 

 

"If it be as thou sayest," replied Goodman Brown, "I marvel they never spoke of these matters; 
or, verily, I marvel not, seeing that the least rumor of the sort would have driven them from New 
England. We are a people of prayer, and good works to boot, and abide no such wickedness." 

 

"Wickedness or not," said the traveller with the twisted staff, "I have a very general acquaintance 
here in New England. The deacons of many a church have drunk the communion wine with me; 
the selectmen of divers towns make me their chairman; and a majority of the Great and General 
Court are firm supporters of my interest. The governor and I, too—But these are state secrets." 



 

"Can this be so?" cried Goodman Brown, with a stare of amazement at his undisturbed 
companion. "Howbeit, I have nothing to do with the governor and council; they have their own 
ways, and are no rule for a simple husbandman like me. But, were I to go on with thee, how 
should I meet the eye of that good old man, our minister, at Salem village? Oh, his voice would 
make me tremble both Sabbath day and lecture day." 

 

Thus far the elder traveller had listened with due gravity; but now burst into a fit of irrepressible 
mirth, shaking himself so violently that his snake-like staff actually seemed to wriggle in 
sympathy. 

 

"Ha! ha! ha!" shouted he again and again; then composing himself, "Well, go on, Goodman 
Brown, go on; but, prithee, don't kill me with laughing." 

 

"Well, then, to end the matter at once," said Goodman Brown, considerably nettled, "there is my 
wife, Faith. It would break her dear little heart; and I'd rather break my own." 

 

"Nay, if that be the case," answered the other, "e'en go thy ways, Goodman Brown. I would not 
for twenty old women like the one hobbling before us that Faith should come to any harm." 

 

As he spoke he pointed his staff at a female figure on the path, in whom Goodman Brown 
recognized a very pious and exemplary dame, who had taught him his catechism in youth, and 
was still his moral and spiritual adviser, jointly with the minister and Deacon Gookin. 

 

"A marvel, truly, that Goody Cloyse should be so far in the wilderness at nightfall," said he. "But 
with your leave, friend, I shall take a cut through the woods until we have left this Christian 
woman behind. Being a stranger to you, she might ask whom I was consorting with and whither 
I was going." 

 

"Be it so," said his fellow-traveller. "Betake you to the woods, and let me keep the path." 

 

Accordingly the young man turned aside, but took care to watch his companion, who advanced 
softly along the road until he had come within a staff's length of the old dame. She, meanwhile, 
was making the best of her way, with singular speed for so aged a woman, and mumbling some 



indistinct words—a prayer, doubtless—as she went. The traveller put forth his staff and touched 
her withered neck with what seemed the serpent's tail. 

 

"The devil!" screamed the pious old lady. 

 

"Then Goody Cloyse knows her old friend?" observed the traveller, confronting her and leaning 
on his writhing stick. 

 

"Ah, forsooth, and is it your worship indeed?" cried the good dame. "Yea, truly is it, and in the 
very image of my old gossip, Goodman Brown, the grandfather of the silly fellow that now is. 
But—would your worship believe it?—my broomstick hath strangely disappeared, stolen, as I 
suspect, by that unhanged witch, Goody Cory, and that, too, when I was all anointed with the 
juice of smallage, and cinquefoil, and wolf's bane." 

 

"Mingled with fine wheat and the fat of a new-born babe," said the shape of old Goodman 
Brown. 

 

"Ah, your worship knows the recipe," cried the old lady, cackling aloud. "So, as I was saying, 
being all ready for the meeting, and no horse to ride on, I made up my mind to foot it; for they 
tell me there is a nice young man to be taken into communion to-night. But now your good 
worship will lend me your arm, and we shall be there in a twinkling." 

 

"That can hardly be," answered her friend. "I may not spare you my arm, Goody Cloyse; but here 
is my staff, if you will." 

 

So saying, he threw it down at her feet, where, perhaps, it assumed life, being one of the rods 
which its owner had formerly lent to the Egyptian magi. Of this fact, however, Goodman Brown 
could not take cognizance. He had cast up his eyes in astonishment, and, looking down again, 
beheld neither Goody Cloyse nor the serpentine staff, but his fellow-traveller alone, who waited 
for him as calmly as if nothing had happened. 

 

"That old woman taught me my catechism," said the young man; and there was a world of 
meaning in this simple comment. 

 



They continued to walk onward, while the elder traveller exhorted his companion to make good 
speed and persevere in the path, discoursing so aptly that his arguments seemed rather to spring 
up in the bosom of his auditor than to be suggested by himself. As they went, he plucked a 
branch of maple to serve for a walking stick, and began to strip it of the twigs and little boughs, 
which were wet with evening dew. The moment his fingers touched them they became strangely 
withered and dried up as with a week's sunshine. Thus the pair proceeded, at a good free pace, 
until suddenly, in a gloomy hollow of the road, Goodman Brown sat himself down on the stump 
of a tree and refused to go any farther. 

 

"Friend," said he, stubbornly, "my mind is made up. Not another step will I budge on this 
errand. What if a wretched old woman do choose to go to the devil when I thought she was going 
to heaven: is that any reason why I should quit my dear Faith and go after her?" 

 

"You will think better of this by and by," said his acquaintance, composedly. "Sit here and rest 
yourself a while; and when you feel like moving again, there is my staff to help you along." 

 

Without more words, he threw his companion the maple stick, and was as speedily out of sight 
as if he had vanished into the deepening gloom. The young man sat a few moments by the 
roadside, applauding himself greatly, and thinking with how clear a conscience he should meet 
the minister in his morning walk, nor shrink from the eye of good old Deacon Gookin. And what 
calm sleep would be his that very night, which was to have been spent so wickedly, but so purely 
and sweetly now, in the arms of Faith! Amidst these pleasant and praiseworthy meditations, 
Goodman Brown heard the tramp of horses along the road, and deemed it advisable to conceal 
himself within the verge of the forest, conscious of the guilty purpose that had brought him 
thither, though now so happily turned from it. 

 

On came the hoof tramps and the voices of the riders, two grave old voices, conversing soberly 
as they drew near. These mingled sounds appeared to pass along the road, within a few yards of 
the young man's hiding-place; but, owing doubtless to the depth of the gloom at that particular 
spot, neither the travellers nor their steeds were visible. Though their figures brushed the small 
boughs by the wayside, it could not be seen that they intercepted, even for a moment, the faint 
gleam from the strip of bright sky athwart which they must have passed. Goodman Brown 
alternately crouched and stood on tiptoe, pulling aside the branches and thrusting forth his head 
as far as he durst without discerning so much as a shadow. It vexed him the more, because he 
could have sworn, were such a thing possible, that he recognized the voices of the minister and 
Deacon Gookin, jogging along quietly, as they were wont to do, when bound to some ordination 
or ecclesiastical council. While yet within hearing, one of the riders stopped to pluck a switch. 

 



"Of the two, reverend sir," said the voice like the deacon's, "I had rather miss an ordination 
dinner than to-night's meeting. They tell me that some of our community are to be here from 
Falmouth and beyond, and others from Connecticut and Rhode Island, besides several of the 
Indian powwows, who, after their fashion, know almost as much deviltry as the best of us. 
Moreover, there is a goodly young woman to be taken into communion." 

 

"Mighty well, Deacon Gookin!" replied the solemn old tones of the minister. "Spur up, or we 
shall be late. Nothing can be done, you know, until I get on the ground." 

 

The hoofs clattered again; and the voices, talking so strangely in the empty air, passed on 
through the forest, where no church had ever been gathered or solitary Christian prayed. 
Whither, then, could these holy men be journeying so deep into the heathen wilderness? Young 
Goodman Brown caught hold of a tree for support, being ready to sink down on the ground, 
faint and overburdened with the heavy sickness of his heart. He looked up to the sky, doubting 
whether there really was a heaven above him. Yet there was the blue arch, and the stars 
brightening in it. 

 

"With heaven above and Faith below, I will yet stand firm against the devil!" cried Goodman 
Brown. 

 

While he still gazed upward into the deep arch of the firmament and had lifted his hands to pray, 
a cloud, though no wind was stirring, hurried across the zenith and hid the brightening stars. 
The blue sky was still visible, except directly overhead, where this black mass of cloud was 
sweeping swiftly northward. Aloft in the air, as if from the depths of the cloud, came a confused 
and doubtful sound of voices. Once the listener fancied that he could distinguish the accents of 
towns-people of his own, men and women, both pious and ungodly, many of whom he had met 
at the communion table, and had seen others rioting at the tavern. The next moment, so 
indistinct were the sounds, he doubted whether he had heard aught but the murmur of the old 
forest, whispering without a wind. Then came a stronger swell of those familiar tones, heard 
daily in the sunshine at Salem village, but never until now from a cloud of night There was one 
voice of a young woman, uttering lamentations, yet with an uncertain sorrow, and entreating for 
some favor, which, perhaps, it would grieve her to obtain; and all the unseen multitude, both 
saints and sinners, seemed to encourage her onward. 

 

"Faith!" shouted Goodman Brown, in a voice of agony and desperation; and the echoes of the 
forest mocked him, crying, "Faith! Faith!" as if bewildered wretches were seeking her all through 
the wilderness. 

 



The cry of grief, rage, and terror was yet piercing the night, when the unhappy husband held his 
breath for a response. There was a scream, drowned immediately in a louder murmur of voices, 
fading into far-off laughter, as the dark cloud swept away, leaving the clear and silent sky above 
Goodman Brown. But something fluttered lightly down through the air and caught on the 
branch of a tree. The young man seized it, and beheld a pink ribbon. 

 

"My Faith is gone!" cried he, after one stupefied moment. "There is no good on earth; and sin is 
but a name. Come, devil; for to thee is this world given." 

 

And, maddened with despair, so that he laughed loud and long, did Goodman Brown grasp his 
staff and set forth again, at such a rate that he seemed to fly along the forest path rather than to 
walk or run. The road grew wilder and drearier and more faintly traced, and vanished at length, 
leaving him in the heart of the dark wilderness, still rushing onward with the instinct that guides 
mortal man to evil. The whole forest was peopled with frightful sounds—the creaking of the 
trees, the howling of wild beasts, and the yell of Indians; while sometimes the wind tolled like a 
distant church bell, and sometimes gave a broad roar around the traveller, as if all Nature were 
laughing him to scorn. But he was himself the chief horror of the scene, and shrank not from its 
other horrors. 

 

"Ha! ha! ha!" roared Goodman Brown when the wind laughed at him. 

 

"Let us hear which will laugh loudest. Think not to frighten me with your deviltry. Come witch, 
come wizard, come Indian powwow, come devil himself, and here comes Goodman Brown. You 
may as well fear him as he fear you." 

 

In truth, all through the haunted forest there could be nothing more frightful than the figure of 
Goodman Brown. On he flew among the black pines, brandishing his staff with frenzied 
gestures, now giving vent to an inspiration of horrid blasphemy, and now shouting forth such 
laughter as set all the echoes of the forest laughing like demons around him. The fiend in his 
own shape is less hideous than when he rages in the breast of man. Thus sped the demoniac on 
his course, until, quivering among the trees, he saw a red light before him, as when the felled 
trunks and branches of a clearing have been set on fire, and throw up their lurid blaze against 
the sky, at the hour of midnight. He paused, in a lull of the tempest that had driven him onward, 
and heard the swell of what seemed a hymn, rolling solemnly from a distance with the weight of 
many voices. He knew the tune; it was a familiar one in the choir of the village meeting-house. 
The verse died heavily away, and was lengthened by a chorus, not of human voices, but of all the 
sounds of the benighted wilderness pealing in awful harmony together. Goodman Brown cried 
out, and his cry was lost to his own ear by its unison with the cry of the desert. 



 

In the interval of silence he stole forward until the light glared full upon his eyes. At one 
extremity of an open space, hemmed in by the dark wall of the forest, arose a rock, bearing some 
rude, natural resemblance either to an altar or a pulpit, and surrounded by four blazing pines, 
their tops aflame, their stems untouched, like candles at an evening meeting. The mass of foliage 
that had overgrown the summit of the rock was all on fire, blazing high into the night and fitfully 
illuminating the whole field. Each pendent twig and leafy festoon was in a blaze. As the red light 
arose and fell, a numerous congregation alternately shone forth, then disappeared in shadow, 
and again grew, as it were, out of the darkness, peopling the heart of the solitary woods at once. 

 

"A grave and dark-clad company," quoth Goodman Brown. 

 

In truth they were such. Among them, quivering to and fro between gloom and splendor, 
appeared faces that would be seen next day at the council board of the province, and others 
which, Sabbath after Sabbath, looked devoutly heavenward, and benignantly over the crowded 
pews, from the holiest pulpits in the land. Some affirm that the lady of the governor was there. 
At least there were high dames well known to her, and wives of honored husbands, and widows, 
a great multitude, and ancient maidens, all of excellent repute, and fair young girls, who 
trembled lest their mothers should espy them. Either the sudden gleams of light flashing over 
the obscure field bedazzled Goodman Brown, or he recognized a score of the church members of 
Salem village famous for their especial sanctity. Good old Deacon Gookin had arrived, and 
waited at the skirts of that venerable saint, his revered pastor. But, irreverently consorting with 
these grave, reputable, and pious people, these elders of the church, these chaste dames and 
dewy virgins, there were men of dissolute lives and women of spotted fame, wretches given over 
to all mean and filthy vice, and suspected even of horrid crimes. It was strange to see that the 
good shrank not from the wicked, nor were the sinners abashed by the saints. Scattered also 
among their pale-faced enemies were the Indian priests, or powwows, who had often scared 
their native forest with more hideous incantations than any known to English witchcraft. 

 

"But where is Faith?" thought Goodman Brown; and, as hope came into his heart, he trembled. 

 

Another verse of the hymn arose, a slow and mournful strain, such as the pious love, but joined 
to words which expressed all that our nature can conceive of sin, and darkly hinted at far more. 
Unfathomable to mere mortals is the lore of fiends. Verse after verse was sung; and still the 
chorus of the desert swelled between like the deepest tone of a mighty organ; and with the final 
peal of that dreadful anthem there came a sound, as if the roaring wind, the rushing streams, the 
howling beasts, and every other voice of the unconcerted wilderness were mingling and 
according with the voice of guilty man in homage to the prince of all. The four blazing pines 
threw up a loftier flame, and obscurely discovered shapes and visages of horror on the smoke 



wreaths above the impious assembly. At the same moment the fire on the rock shot redly forth 
and formed a glowing arch above its base, where now appeared a figure. With reverence be it 
spoken, the figure bore no slight similitude, both in garb and manner, to some grave divine of 
the New England churches. 

 

"Bring forth the converts!" cried a voice that echoed through the field and rolled into the forest. 

 

At the word, Goodman Brown stepped forth from the shadow of the trees and approached the 
congregation, with whom he felt a loathful brotherhood by the sympathy of all that was wicked 
in his heart. He could have well-nigh sworn that the shape of his own dead father beckoned him 
to advance, looking downward from a smoke wreath, while a woman, with dim features of 
despair, threw out her hand to warn him back. Was it his mother? But he had no power to 
retreat one step, nor to resist, even in thought, when the minister and good old Deacon Gookin 
seized his arms and led him to the blazing rock. Thither came also the slender form of a veiled 
female, led between Goody Cloyse, that pious teacher of the catechism, and Martha Carrier, who 
had received the devil's promise to be queen of hell. A rampant hag was she. And there stood the 
proselytes beneath the canopy of fire. 

 

"Welcome, my children," said the dark figure, "to the communion of your race. Ye have found 
thus young your nature and your destiny. My children, look behind you!" 

 

They turned; and flashing forth, as it were, in a sheet of flame, the fiend worshippers were seen; 
the smile of welcome gleamed darkly on every visage. 

 

"There," resumed the sable form, "are all whom ye have reverenced from youth. Ye deemed 
them holier than yourselves, and shrank from your own sin, contrasting it with their lives of 
righteousness and prayerful aspirations heavenward. Yet here are they all in my worshipping 
assembly. This night it shall be granted you to know their secret deeds: how hoary-bearded 
elders of the church have whispered wanton words to the young maids of their households; how 
many a woman, eager for widows' weeds, has given her husband a drink at bedtime and let him 
sleep his last sleep in her bosom; how beardless youths have made haste to inherit their fathers' 
wealth; and how fair damsels—blush not, sweet ones—have dug little graves in the garden, and 
bidden me, the sole guest to an infant's funeral. By the sympathy of your human hearts for sin ye 
shall scent out all the places—whether in church, bedchamber, street, field, or forest—where 
crime has been committed, and shall exult to behold the whole earth one stain of guilt, one 
mighty blood spot. Far more than this. It shall be yours to penetrate, in every bosom, the deep 
mystery of sin, the fountain of all wicked arts, and which inexhaustibly supplies more evil 
impulses than human power—than my power at its utmost—can make manifest in deeds. And 
now, my children, look upon each other." 



 

They did so; and, by the blaze of the hell-kindled torches, the wretched man beheld his Faith, 
and the wife her husband, trembling before that unhallowed altar. 

 

"Lo, there ye stand, my children," said the figure, in a deep and solemn tone, almost sad with its 
despairing awfulness, as if his once angelic nature could yet mourn for our miserable race. 
"Depending upon one another's hearts, ye had still hoped that virtue were not all a dream. Now 
are ye undeceived. Evil is the nature of mankind. Evil must be your only happiness. Welcome 
again, my children, to the communion of your race." 

 

"Welcome," repeated the fiend worshippers, in one cry of despair and triumph. 

 

And there they stood, the only pair, as it seemed, who were yet hesitating on the verge of 
wickedness in this dark world. A basin was hollowed, naturally, in the rock. Did it contain water, 
reddened by the lurid light? or was it blood? or, perchance, a liquid flame? Herein did the shape 
of evil dip his hand and prepare to lay the mark of baptism upon their foreheads, that they might 
be partakers of the mystery of sin, more conscious of the secret guilt of others, both in deed and 
thought, than they could now be of their own. The husband cast one look at his pale wife, and 
Faith at him. What polluted wretches would the next glance show them to each other, 
shuddering alike at what they disclosed and what they saw! 

 

"Faith! Faith!" cried the husband, "look up to heaven, and resist the wicked one." 

 

Whether Faith obeyed he knew not. Hardly had he spoken when he found himself amid calm 
night and solitude, listening to a roar of the wind which died heavily away through the forest. He 
staggered against the rock, and felt it chill and damp; while a hanging twig, that had been all on 
fire, besprinkled his cheek with the coldest dew. 

 

The next morning young Goodman Brown came slowly into the street of Salem village, staring 
around him like a bewildered man. The good old minister was taking a walk along the graveyard 
to get an appetite for breakfast and meditate his sermon, and bestowed a blessing, as he passed, 
on Goodman Brown. He shrank from the venerable saint as if to avoid an anathema. Old Deacon 
Gookin was at domestic worship, and the holy words of his prayer were heard through the open 
window. "What God doth the wizard pray to?" quoth Goodman Brown. Goody Cloyse, that 
excellent old Christian, stood in the early sunshine at her own lattice, catechizing a little girl who 
had brought her a pint of morning's milk. Goodman Brown snatched away the child as from the 
grasp of the fiend himself. Turning the corner by the meeting-house, he spied the head of Faith, 



with the pink ribbons, gazing anxiously forth, and bursting into such joy at sight of him that she 
skipped along the street and almost kissed her husband before the whole village. But Goodman 
Brown looked sternly and sadly into her face, and passed on without a greeting. 

 

Had Goodman Brown fallen asleep in the forest and only dreamed a wild dream of a witch-
meeting? 

 

Be it so if you will; but, alas! it was a dream of evil omen for young Goodman Brown. A stern, a 
sad, a darkly meditative, a distrustful, if not a desperate man did he become from the night of 
that fearful dream. On the Sabbath day, when the congregation were singing a holy psalm, he 
could not listen because an anthem of sin rushed loudly upon his ear and drowned all the 
blessed strain. When the minister spoke from the pulpit with power and fervid eloquence, and, 
with his hand on the open Bible, of the sacred truths of our religion, and of saint-like lives and 
triumphant deaths, and of future bliss or misery unutterable, then did Goodman Brown turn 
pale, dreading lest the roof should thunder down upon the gray blasphemer and his hearers. 
Often, waking suddenly at midnight, he shrank from the bosom of Faith; and at morning or 
eventide, when the family knelt down at prayer, he scowled and muttered to himself, and gazed 
sternly at his wife, and turned away. And when he had lived long, and was borne to his grave a 
hoary corpse, followed by Faith, an aged woman, and children and grandchildren, a goodly 
procession, besides neighbors not a few, they carved no hopeful verse upon his tombstone, for 
his dying hour was gloom. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What signs do we see in the text that Goodman Brown’ destination is a frightening one 
on this particular night of the year? 

2. With what character is the motif of the pink ribbon associated? Why is that an 
appropriate object for this character? 

3. How is Brown's own name and title potentially allegorical? Where does Brown fit on the 
spectrum of black and white? 

4. Who does Brown meet first in the dark woods? Why do you suppose that figure appears 
the way he does in terms of clothing and mannerisms? 

5. Who is Goody Cloyse? Why was she special to Brown in the development of his beliefs? 
6. Who attends the Satanic coven in the woods, i.e., what sort of people? 
7. What happens when Brown calls out to Faith to look to heaven rather than partake of the 

unholy ceremony? 
8. How does this event--real or imagined--affect Brown's interactions with his community? 

  



Rappaccini's Daughter by Nathaniel Hawthorne 

Introduction13 

"Rappaccini's Daughter" is a short story by Nathaniel Hawthorne published in the 1844 
collection Mosses from an Old Manse. It is about Giacomo Rappaccini, a medical researcher in 
medieval Padua who grows a garden of poisonous plants. He brings up his daughter to tend the 
plants, and she becomes resistant to the poisons, but in the process she herself becomes 
poisonous to others. The traditional story of a poisonous maiden has been traced back to India, 
and Hawthorne's version has been adopted in contemporary works. 

 

We do not remember to have seen any translated specimens of the productions of M. de 
l'Aubepine—a fact the less to be wondered at, as his very name is unknown to many of his own 
countrymen as well as to the student of foreign literature. As a writer, he seems to occupy an 
unfortunate position between the Transcendentalists (who, under one name or another, have 
their share in all the current literature of the world) and the great body of pen-and-ink men who 
address the intellect and sympathies of the multitude. If not too refined, at all events too remote, 
too shadowy, and unsubstantial in his modes of development to suit the taste of the latter class, 
and yet too popular to satisfy the spiritual or metaphysical requisitions of the former, he must 
necessarily find himself without an audience, except here and there an individual or possibly an 
isolated clique. His writings, to do them justice, are not altogether destitute of fancy and 
originality; they might have won him greater reputation but for an inveterate love of allegory, 
which is apt to invest his plots and characters with the aspect of scenery and people in the 
clouds, and to steal away the human warmth out of his conceptions. His fictions are sometimes 
historical, sometimes of the present day, and sometimes, so far as can be discovered, have little 
or no reference either to time or space. In any case, he generally contents himself with a very 
slight embroidery of outward manners,—the faintest possible counterfeit of real life,—and 
endeavors to create an interest by some less obvious peculiarity of the subject. Occasionally a 
breath of Nature, a raindrop of pathos and tenderness, or a gleam of humor, will find its way 
into the midst of his fantastic imagery, and make us feel as if, after all, we were yet within the 
limits of our native earth. We will only add to this very cursory notice that M. de l'Aubepine's 
productions, if the reader chance to take them in precisely the proper point of view, may amuse 
a leisure hour as well as those of a brighter man; if otherwise, they can hardly fail to look 
excessively like nonsense. 

Our author is voluminous; he continues to write and publish with as much praiseworthy and 
indefatigable prolixity as if his efforts were crowned with the brilliant success that so justly 
attends those of Eugene Sue. His first appearance was by a collection of stories in a long series of 
volumes entitled "Contes deux fois racontees." The titles of some of his more recent works (we 
quote from memory) are as follows: "Le Voyage Celeste a Chemin de Fer," 3 tom., 1838; "Le 
nouveau Pere Adam et la nouvelle Mere Eve," 2 tom., 1839; "Roderic; ou le Serpent a l'estomac," 
2 tom., 1840; "Le Culte du Feu," a folio volume of ponderous research into the religion and 
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ritual of the old Persian Ghebers, published in 1841; "La Soiree du Chateau en Espagne," 1 tom., 
8vo, 1842; and "L'Artiste du Beau; ou le Papillon Mecanique," 5 tom., 4to, 1843. Our somewhat 
wearisome perusal of this startling catalogue of volumes has left behind it a certain personal 
affection and sympathy, though by no means admiration, for M. de l'Aubepine; and we would 
fain do the little in our power towards introducing him favorably to the American public. The 
ensuing tale is a translation of his "Beatrice; ou la Belle Empoisonneuse," recently published in 
"La Revue Anti-Aristocratique." This journal, edited by the Comte de Bearhaven, has for some 
years past led the defence of liberal principles and popular rights with a faithfulness and ability 
worthy of all praise. 

A young man, named Giovanni Guasconti, came, very long ago, from the more southern region 
of Italy, to pursue his studies at the University of Padua. Giovanni, who had but a scanty supply 
of gold ducats in his pocket, took lodgings in a high and gloomy chamber of an old edifice which 
looked not unworthy to have been the palace of a Paduan noble, and which, in fact, exhibited 
over its entrance the armorial bearings of a family long since extinct. The young stranger, who 
was not unstudied in the great poem of his country, recollected that one of the ancestors of this 
family, and perhaps an occupant of this very mansion, had been pictured by Dante as a partaker 
of the immortal agonies of his Inferno. These reminiscences and associations, together with the 
tendency to heartbreak natural to a young man for the first time out of his native sphere, caused 
Giovanni to sigh heavily as he looked around the desolate and ill-furnished apartment. 

"Holy Virgin, signor!" cried old Dame Lisabetta, who, won by the youth's remarkable beauty of 
person, was kindly endeavoring to give the chamber a habitable air, "what a sigh was that to 
come out of a young man's heart! Do you find this old mansion gloomy? For the love of Heaven, 
then, put your head out of the window, and you will see as bright sunshine as you have left in 
Naples." 

Guasconti mechanically did as the old woman advised, but could not quite agree with her that 
the Paduan sunshine was as cheerful as that of southern Italy. Such as it was, however, it fell 
upon a garden beneath the window and expended its fostering influences on a variety of plants, 
which seemed to have been cultivated with exceeding care. 

"Does this garden belong to the house?" asked Giovanni. 

"Heaven forbid, signor, unless it were fruitful of better pot herbs than any that grow there now," 
answered old Lisabetta. "No; that garden is cultivated by the own hands of Signor Giacomo 
Rappaccini, the famous doctor, who, I warrant him, has been heard of as far as Naples. It is said 
that he distils these plants into medicines that are as potent as a charm. Oftentimes you may see 
the signor doctor at work, and perchance the signora, his daughter, too, gathering the strange 
flowers that grow in the garden." 

The old woman had now done what she could for the aspect of the chamber; and, commending 
the young man to the protection of the saints, took her departure. 

Giovanni still found no better occupation than to look down into the garden beneath his 
window. From its appearance, he judged it to be one of those botanic gardens which were of 
earlier date in Padua than elsewhere in Italy or in the world. Or, not improbably, it might once 
have been the pleasure-place of an opulent family; for there was the ruin of a marble fountain in 



the centre, sculptured with rare art, but so wofully shattered that it was impossible to trace the 
original design from the chaos of remaining fragments. The water, however, continued to gush 
and sparkle into the sunbeams as cheerfully as ever. A little gurgling sound ascended to the 
young man's window, and made him feel as if the fountain were an immortal spirit that sung its 
song unceasingly and without heeding the vicissitudes around it, while one century imbodied it 
in marble and another scattered the perishable garniture on the soil. All about the pool into 
which the water subsided grew various plants, that seemed to require a plentiful supply of 
moisture for the nourishment of gigantic leaves, and in some instances, flowers gorgeously 
magnificent. There was one shrub in particular, set in a marble vase in the midst of the pool, 
that bore a profusion of purple blossoms, each of which had the lustre and richness of a gem; 
and the whole together made a show so resplendent that it seemed enough to illuminate the 
garden, even had there been no sunshine. Every portion of the soil was peopled with plants and 
herbs, which, if less beautiful, still bore tokens of assiduous care, as if all had their individual 
virtues, known to the scientific mind that fostered them. Some were placed in urns, rich with old 
carving, and others in common garden pots; some crept serpent-like along the ground or 
climbed on high, using whatever means of ascent was offered them. One plant had wreathed 
itself round a statue of Vertumnus, which was thus quite veiled and shrouded in a drapery of 
hanging foliage, so happily arranged that it might have served a sculptor for a study. 

While Giovanni stood at the window he heard a rustling behind a screen of leaves, and became 
aware that a person was at work in the garden. His figure soon emerged into view, and showed 
itself to be that of no common laborer, but a tall, emaciated, sallow, and sickly-looking man, 
dressed in a scholar's garb of black. He was beyond the middle term of life, with gray hair, a thin, 
gray beard, and a face singularly marked with intellect and cultivation, but which could never, 
even in his more youthful days, have expressed much warmth of heart. 

Nothing could exceed the intentness with which this scientific gardener examined every shrub 
which grew in his path: it seemed as if he was looking into their inmost nature, making 
observations in regard to their creative essence, and discovering why one leaf grew in this shape 
and another in that, and wherefore such and such flowers differed among themselves in hue and 
perfume. Nevertheless, in spite of this deep intelligence on his part, there was no approach to 
intimacy between himself and these vegetable existences. On the contrary, he avoided their 
actual touch or the direct inhaling of their odors with a caution that impressed Giovanni most 
disagreeably; for the man's demeanor was that of one walking among malignant influences, such 
as savage beasts, or deadly snakes, or evil spirits, which, should he allow them one moment of 
license, would wreak upon him some terrible fatality. It was strangely frightful to the young 
man's imagination to see this air of insecurity in a person cultivating a garden, that most simple 
and innocent of human toils, and which had been alike the joy and labor of the unfallen parents 
of the race. Was this garden, then, the Eden of the present world? And this man, with such a 
perception of harm in what his own hands caused to grow,—was he the Adam? 

The distrustful gardener, while plucking away the dead leaves or pruning the too luxuriant 
growth of the shrubs, defended his hands with a pair of thick gloves. Nor were these his only 
armor. When, in his walk through the garden, he came to the magnificent plant that hung its 
purple gems beside the marble fountain, he placed a kind of mask over his mouth and nostrils, 
as if all this beauty did but conceal a deadlier malice; but, finding his task still too dangerous, he 



drew back, removed the mask, and called loudly, but in the infirm voice of a person affected with 
inward disease, "Beatrice! Beatrice!" 

"Here am I, my father. What would you?" cried a rich and youthful voice from the window of the 
opposite house—a voice as rich as a tropical sunset, and which made Giovanni, though he knew 
not why, think of deep hues of purple or crimson and of perfumes heavily delectable. "Are you in 
the garden?" 

"Yes, Beatrice," answered the gardener, "and I need your help." 

Soon there emerged from under a sculptured portal the figure of a young girl, arrayed with as 
much richness of taste as the most splendid of the flowers, beautiful as the day, and with a 
bloom so deep and vivid that one shade more would have been too much. She looked redundant 
with life, health, and energy; all of which attributes were bound down and compressed, as it 
were and girdled tensely, in their luxuriance, by her virgin zone. Yet Giovanni's fancy must have 
grown morbid while he looked down into the garden; for the impression which the fair stranger 
made upon him was as if here were another flower, the human sister of those vegetable ones, as 
beautiful as they, more beautiful than the richest of them, but still to be touched only with a 
glove, nor to be approached without a mask. As Beatrice came down the garden path, it was 
observable that she handled and inhaled the odor of several of the plants which her father had 
most sedulously avoided. 

"Here, Beatrice," said the latter, "see how many needful offices require to be done to our chief 
treasure. Yet, shattered as I am, my life might pay the penalty of approaching it so closely as 
circumstances demand. Henceforth, I fear, this plant must be consigned to your sole charge." 

"And gladly will I undertake it," cried again the rich tones of the young lady, as she bent towards 
the magnificent plant and opened her arms as if to embrace it. "Yes, my sister, my splendour, it 
shall be Beatrice's task to nurse and serve thee; and thou shalt reward her with thy kisses and 
perfumed breath, which to her is as the breath of life." 

Then, with all the tenderness in her manner that was so strikingly expressed in her words, she 
busied herself with such attentions as the plant seemed to require; and Giovanni, at his lofty 
window, rubbed his eyes and almost doubted whether it were a girl tending her favorite flower, 
or one sister performing the duties of affection to another. The scene soon terminated. Whether 
Dr. Rappaccini had finished his labors in the garden, or that his watchful eye had caught the 
stranger's face, he now took his daughter's arm and retired. Night was already closing in; 
oppressive exhalations seemed to proceed from the plants and steal upward past the open 
window; and Giovanni, closing the lattice, went to his couch and dreamed of a rich flower and 
beautiful girl. Flower and maiden were different, and yet the same, and fraught with some 
strange peril in either shape. 

But there is an influence in the light of morning that tends to rectify whatever errors of fancy, or 
even of judgment, we may have incurred during the sun's decline, or among the shadows of the 
night, or in the less wholesome glow of moonshine. Giovanni's first movement, on starting from 
sleep, was to throw open the window and gaze down into the garden which his dreams had made 
so fertile of mysteries. He was surprised and a little ashamed to find how real and matter-of-fact 
an affair it proved to be, in the first rays of the sun which gilded the dew-drops that hung upon 



leaf and blossom, and, while giving a brighter beauty to each rare flower, brought everything 
within the limits of ordinary experience. The young man rejoiced that, in the heart of the barren 
city, he had the privilege of overlooking this spot of lovely and luxuriant vegetation. It would 
serve, he said to himself, as a symbolic language to keep him in communion with Nature. 
Neither the sickly and thoughtworn Dr. Giacomo Rappaccini, it is true, nor his brilliant 
daughter, were now visible; so that Giovanni could not determine how much of the singularity 
which he attributed to both was due to their own qualities and how much to his wonder-working 
fancy; but he was inclined to take a most rational view of the whole matter. 

In the course of the day he paid his respects to Signor Pietro Baglioni, professor of medicine in 
the university, a physician of eminent repute to whom Giovanni had brought a letter of 
introduction. The professor was an elderly personage, apparently of genial nature, and habits 
that might almost be called jovial. He kept the young man to dinner, and made himself very 
agreeable by the freedom and liveliness of his conversation, especially when warmed by a flask 
or two of Tuscan wine. Giovanni, conceiving that men of science, inhabitants of the same city, 
must needs be on familiar terms with one another, took an opportunity to mention the name of 
Dr. Rappaccini. But the professor did not respond with so much cordiality as he had anticipated. 

"Ill would it become a teacher of the divine art of medicine," said Professor Pietro Baglioni, in 
answer to a question of Giovanni, "to withhold due and well-considered praise of a physician so 
eminently skilled as Rappaccini; but, on the other hand, I should answer it but scantily to my 
conscience were I to permit a worthy youth like yourself, Signor Giovanni, the son of an ancient 
friend, to imbibe erroneous ideas respecting a man who might hereafter chance to hold your life 
and death in his hands. The truth is, our worshipful Dr. Rappaccini has as much science as any 
member of the faculty—with perhaps one single exception—in Padua, or all Italy; but there are 
certain grave objections to his professional character." 

"And what are they?" asked the young man. 

"Has my friend Giovanni any disease of body or heart, that he is so inquisitive about 
physicians?" said the professor, with a smile. "But as for Rappaccini, it is said of him—and I, 
who know the man well, can answer for its truth—that he cares infinitely more for science than 
for mankind. His patients are interesting to him only as subjects for some new experiment. He 
would sacrifice human life, his own among the rest, or whatever else was dearest to him, for the 
sake of adding so much as a grain of mustard seed to the great heap of his accumulated 
knowledge." 

"Methinks he is an awful man indeed," remarked Guasconti, mentally recalling the cold and 
purely intellectual aspect of Rappaccini. "And yet, worshipful professor, is it not a noble spirit? 
Are there many men capable of so spiritual a love of science?" 

"God forbid," answered the professor, somewhat testily; "at least, unless they take sounder views 
of the healing art than those adopted by Rappaccini. It is his theory that all medicinal virtues are 
comprised within those substances which we term vegetable poisons. These he cultivates with 
his own hands, and is said even to have produced new varieties of poison, more horribly 
deleterious than Nature, without the assistance of this learned person, would ever have plagued 
the world withal. That the signor doctor does less mischief than might be expected with such 



dangerous substances is undeniable. Now and then, it must be owned, he has effected, or 
seemed to effect, a marvellous cure; but, to tell you my private mind, Signor Giovanni, he should 
receive little credit for such instances of success,—they being probably the work of chance,—but 
should be held strictly accountable for his failures, which may justly be considered his own 
work." 

The youth might have taken Baglioni's opinions with many grains of allowance had he known 
that there was a professional warfare of long continuance between him and Dr. Rappaccini, in 
which the latter was generally thought to have gained the advantage. If the reader be inclined to 
judge for himself, we refer him to certain black-letter tracts on both sides, preserved in the 
medical department of the University of Padua. 

"I know not, most learned professor," returned Giovanni, after musing on what had been said of 
Rappaccini's exclusive zeal for science,—"I know not how dearly this physician may love his art; 
but surely there is one object more dear to him. He has a daughter." 

"Aha!" cried the professor, with a laugh. "So now our friend Giovanni's secret is out. You have 
heard of this daughter, whom all the young men in Padua are wild about, though not half a 
dozen have ever had the good hap to see her face. I know little of the Signora Beatrice save that 
Rappaccini is said to have instructed her deeply in his science, and that, young and beautiful as 
fame reports her, she is already qualified to fill a professor's chair. Perchance her father destines 
her for mine! Other absurd rumors there be, not worth talking about or listening to. So now, 
Signor Giovanni, drink off your glass of lachryma." 

Guasconti returned to his lodgings somewhat heated with the wine he had quaffed, and which 
caused his brain to swim with strange fantasies in reference to Dr. Rappaccini and the beautiful 
Beatrice. On his way, happening to pass by a florist's, he bought a fresh bouquet of flowers. 

Ascending to his chamber, he seated himself near the window, but within the shadow thrown by 
the depth of the wall, so that he could look down into the garden with little risk of being 
discovered. All beneath his eye was a solitude. The strange plants were basking in the sunshine, 
and now and then nodding gently to one another, as if in acknowledgment of sympathy and 
kindred. In the midst, by the shattered fountain, grew the magnificent shrub, with its purple 
gems clustering all over it; they glowed in the air, and gleamed back again out of the depths of 
the pool, which thus seemed to overflow with colored radiance from the rich reflection that was 
steeped in it. At first, as we have said, the garden was a solitude. Soon, however,—as Giovanni 
had half hoped, half feared, would be the case,—a figure appeared beneath the antique 
sculptured portal, and came down between the rows of plants, inhaling their various perfumes 
as if she were one of those beings of old classic fable that lived upon sweet odors. On again 
beholding Beatrice, the young man was even startled to perceive how much her beauty exceeded 
his recollection of it; so brilliant, so vivid, was its character, that she glowed amid the sunlight, 
and, as Giovanni whispered to himself, positively illuminated the more shadowy intervals of the 
garden path. Her face being now more revealed than on the former occasion, he was struck by 
its expression of simplicity and sweetness,—qualities that had not entered into his idea of her 
character, and which made him ask anew what manner of mortal she might be. Nor did he fail 
again to observe, or imagine, an analogy between the beautiful girl and the gorgeous shrub that 
hung its gemlike flowers over the fountain,—a resemblance which Beatrice seemed to have 



indulged a fantastic humor in heightening, both by the arrangement of her dress and the 
selection of its hues. 

Approaching the shrub, she threw open her arms, as with a passionate ardor, and drew its 
branches into an intimate embrace—so intimate that her features were hidden in its leafy bosom 
and her glistening ringlets all intermingled with the flowers. 

"Give me thy breath, my sister," exclaimed Beatrice; "for I am faint with common air. And give 
me this flower of thine, which I separate with gentlest fingers from the stem and place it close 
beside my heart." 

With these words the beautiful daughter of Rappaccini plucked one of the richest blossoms of 
the shrub, and was about to fasten it in her bosom. But now, unless Giovanni's draughts of wine 
had bewildered his senses, a singular incident occurred. A small orange-colored reptile, of the 
lizard or chameleon species, chanced to be creeping along the path, just at the feet of Beatrice. It 
appeared to Giovanni,—but, at the distance from which he gazed, he could scarcely have seen 
anything so minute,—it appeared to him, however, that a drop or two of moisture from the 
broken stem of the flower descended upon the lizard's head. For an instant the reptile contorted 
itself violently, and then lay motionless in the sunshine. Beatrice observed this remarkable 
phenomenon and crossed herself, sadly, but without surprise; nor did she therefore hesitate to 
arrange the fatal flower in her bosom. There it blushed, and almost glimmered with the dazzling 
effect of a precious stone, adding to her dress and aspect the one appropriate charm which 
nothing else in the world could have supplied. But Giovanni, out of the shadow of his window, 
bent forward and shrank back, and murmured and trembled. 

"Am I awake? Have I my senses?" said he to himself. "What is this being? Beautiful shall I call 
her, or inexpressibly terrible?" 

Beatrice now strayed carelessly through the garden, approaching closer beneath Giovanni's 
window, so that he was compelled to thrust his head quite out of its concealment in order to 
gratify the intense and painful curiosity which she excited. At this moment there came a 
beautiful insect over the garden wall; it had, perhaps, wandered through the city, and found no 
flowers or verdure among those antique haunts of men until the heavy perfumes of Dr. 
Rappaccini's shrubs had lured it from afar. Without alighting on the flowers, this winged 
brightness seemed to be attracted by Beatrice, and lingered in the air and fluttered about her 
head. Now, here it could not be but that Giovanni Guasconti's eyes deceived him. Be that as it 
might, he fancied that, while Beatrice was gazing at the insect with childish delight, it grew faint 
and fell at her feet; its bright wings shivered; it was dead—from no cause that he could discern, 
unless it were the atmosphere of her breath. Again Beatrice crossed herself and sighed heavily as 
she bent over the dead insect. 

An impulsive movement of Giovanni drew her eyes to the window. There she beheld the 
beautiful head of the young man—rather a Grecian than an Italian head, with fair, regular 
features, and a glistening of gold among his ringlets—gazing down upon her like a being that 
hovered in mid air. Scarcely knowing what he did, Giovanni threw down the bouquet which he 
had hitherto held in his hand. 



"Signora," said he, "there are pure and healthful flowers. Wear them for the sake of Giovanni 
Guasconti." 

"Thanks, signor," replied Beatrice, with her rich voice, that came forth as it were like a gush of 
music, and with a mirthful expression half childish and half woman-like. "I accept your gift, and 
would fain recompense it with this precious purple flower; but if I toss it into the air it will not 
reach you. So Signor Guasconti must even content himself with my thanks." 

She lifted the bouquet from the ground, and then, as if inwardly ashamed at having stepped 
aside from her maidenly reserve to respond to a stranger's greeting, passed swiftly homeward 
through the garden. But few as the moments were, it seemed to Giovanni, when she was on the 
point of vanishing beneath the sculptured portal, that his beautiful bouquet was already 
beginning to wither in her grasp. It was an idle thought; there could be no possibility of 
distinguishing a faded flower from a fresh one at so great a distance. 

For many days after this incident the young man avoided the window that looked into Dr. 
Rappaccini's garden, as if something ugly and monstrous would have blasted his eyesight had he 
been betrayed into a glance. He felt conscious of having put himself, to a certain extent, within 
the influence of an unintelligible power by the communication which he had opened with 
Beatrice. The wisest course would have been, if his heart were in any real danger, to quit his 
lodgings and Padua itself at once; the next wiser, to have accustomed himself, as far as possible, 
to the familiar and daylight view of Beatrice—thus bringing her rigidly and systematically within 
the limits of ordinary experience. Least of all, while avoiding her sight, ought Giovanni to have 
remained so near this extraordinary being that the proximity and possibility even of intercourse 
should give a kind of substance and reality to the wild vagaries which his imagination ran riot 
continually in producing. Guasconti had not a deep heart—or, at all events, its depths were not 
sounded now; but he had a quick fancy, and an ardent southern temperament, which rose every 
instant to a higher fever pitch. Whether or no Beatrice possessed those terrible attributes, that 
fatal breath, the affinity with those so beautiful and deadly flowers which were indicated by what 
Giovanni had witnessed, she had at least instilled a fierce and subtle poison into his system. It 
was not love, although her rich beauty was a madness to him; nor horror, even while he fancied 
her spirit to be imbued with the same baneful essence that seemed to pervade her physical 
frame; but a wild offspring of both love and horror that had each parent in it, and burned like 
one and shivered like the other. Giovanni knew not what to dread; still less did he know what to 
hope; yet hope and dread kept a continual warfare in his breast, alternately vanquishing one 
another and starting up afresh to renew the contest. Blessed are all simple emotions, be they 
dark or bright! It is the lurid intermixture of the two that produces the illuminating blaze of the 
infernal regions. 

Sometimes he endeavored to assuage the fever of his spirit by a rapid walk through the streets of 
Padua or beyond its gates: his footsteps kept time with the throbbings of his brain, so that the 
walk was apt to accelerate itself to a race. One day he found himself arrested; his arm was seized 
by a portly personage, who had turned back on recognizing the young man and expended much 
breath in overtaking him. 

"Signor Giovanni! Stay, my young friend!" cried he. "Have you forgotten me? That might well be 
the case if I were as much altered as yourself." 



It was Baglioni, whom Giovanni had avoided ever since their first meeting, from a doubt that the 
professor's sagacity would look too deeply into his secrets. Endeavoring to recover himself, he 
stared forth wildly from his inner world into the outer one and spoke like a man in a dream. 

"Yes; I am Giovanni Guasconti. You are Professor Pietro Baglioni. Now let me pass!" 

"Not yet, not yet, Signor Giovanni Guasconti," said the professor, smiling, but at the same time 
scrutinizing the youth with an earnest glance. "What! did I grow up side by side with your 
father? and shall his son pass me like a stranger in these old streets of Padua? Stand still, Signor 
Giovanni; for we must have a word or two before we part." 

"Speedily, then, most worshipful professor, speedily," said Giovanni, with feverish impatience. 
"Does not your worship see that I am in haste?" 

Now, while he was speaking there came a man in black along the street, stooping and moving 
feebly like a person in inferior health. His face was all overspread with a most sickly and sallow 
hue, but yet so pervaded with an expression of piercing and active intellect that an observer 
might easily have overlooked the merely physical attributes and have seen only this wonderful 
energy. As he passed, this person exchanged a cold and distant salutation with Baglioni, but 
fixed his eyes upon Giovanni with an intentness that seemed to bring out whatever was within 
him worthy of notice. Nevertheless, there was a peculiar quietness in the look, as if taking 
merely a speculative, not a human interest, in the young man. 

"It is Dr. Rappaccini!" whispered the professor when the stranger had passed. "Has he ever seen 
your face before?" 

"Not that I know," answered Giovanni, starting at the name. 

"He HAS seen you! he must have seen you!" said Baglioni, hastily. "For some purpose or other, 
this man of science is making a study of you. I know that look of his! It is the same that coldly 
illuminates his face as he bends over a bird, a mouse, or a butterfly, which, in pursuance of some 
experiment, he has killed by the perfume of a flower; a look as deep as Nature itself, but without 
Nature's warmth of love. Signor Giovanni, I will stake my life upon it, you are the subject of one 
of Rappaccini's experiments!" 

"Will you make a fool of me?" cried Giovanni, passionately. "THAT, signor professor, were an 
untoward experiment." 

"Patience! patience!" replied the imperturbable professor. "I tell thee, my poor Giovanni, that 
Rappaccini has a scientific interest in thee. Thou hast fallen into fearful hands! And the Signora 
Beatrice,—what part does she act in this mystery?" 

But Guasconti, finding Baglioni's pertinacity intolerable, here broke away, and was gone before 
the professor could again seize his arm. He looked after the young man intently and shook his 
head. 

"This must not be," said Baglioni to himself. "The youth is the son of my old friend, and shall not 
come to any harm from which the arcana of medical science can preserve him. Besides, it is too 
insufferable an impertinence in Rappaccini, thus to snatch the lad out of my own hands, as I 



may say, and make use of him for his infernal experiments. This daughter of his! It shall be 
looked to. Perchance, most learned Rappaccini, I may foil you where you little dream of it!" 

Meanwhile Giovanni had pursued a circuitous route, and at length found himself at the door of 
his lodgings. As he crossed the threshold he was met by old Lisabetta, who smirked and smiled, 
and was evidently desirous to attract his attention; vainly, however, as the ebullition of his 
feelings had momentarily subsided into a cold and dull vacuity. He turned his eyes full upon the 
withered face that was puckering itself into a smile, but seemed to behold it not. The old dame, 
therefore, laid her grasp upon his cloak. 

"Signor! signor!" whispered she, still with a smile over the whole breadth of her visage, so that it 
looked not unlike a grotesque carving in wood, darkened by centuries. "Listen, signor! There is a 
private entrance into the garden!" 

"What do you say?" exclaimed Giovanni, turning quickly about, as if an inanimate thing should 
start into feverish life. "A private entrance into Dr. Rappaccini's garden?" 

"Hush! hush! not so loud!" whispered Lisabetta, putting her hand over his mouth. "Yes; into the 
worshipful doctor's garden, where you may see all his fine shrubbery. Many a young man in 
Padua would give gold to be admitted among those flowers." 

Giovanni put a piece of gold into her hand. 

"Show me the way," said he. 

A surmise, probably excited by his conversation with Baglioni, crossed his mind, that this 
interposition of old Lisabetta might perchance be connected with the intrigue, whatever were its 
nature, in which the professor seemed to suppose that Dr. Rappaccini was involving him. But 
such a suspicion, though it disturbed Giovanni, was inadequate to restrain him. The instant that 
he was aware of the possibility of approaching Beatrice, it seemed an absolute necessity of his 
existence to do so. It mattered not whether she were angel or demon; he was irrevocably within 
her sphere, and must obey the law that whirled him onward, in ever-lessening circles, towards a 
result which he did not attempt to foreshadow; and yet, strange to say, there came across him a 
sudden doubt whether this intense interest on his part were not delusory; whether it were really 
of so deep and positive a nature as to justify him in now thrusting himself into an incalculable 
position; whether it were not merely the fantasy of a young man's brain, only slightly or not at 
all connected with his heart. 

He paused, hesitated, turned half about, but again went on. His withered guide led him along 
several obscure passages, and finally undid a door, through which, as it was opened, there came 
the sight and sound of rustling leaves, with the broken sunshine glimmering among them. 
Giovanni stepped forth, and, forcing himself through the entanglement of a shrub that wreathed 
its tendrils over the hidden entrance, stood beneath his own window in the open area of Dr. 
Rappaccini's garden. 

How often is it the case that, when impossibilities have come to pass and dreams have 
condensed their misty substance into tangible realities, we find ourselves calm, and even coldly 
self-possessed, amid circumstances which it would have been a delirium of joy or agony to 



anticipate! Fate delights to thwart us thus. Passion will choose his own time to rush upon the 
scene, and lingers sluggishly behind when an appropriate adjustment of events would seem to 
summon his appearance. So was it now with Giovanni. Day after day his pulses had throbbed 
with feverish blood at the improbable idea of an interview with Beatrice, and of standing with 
her, face to face, in this very garden, basking in the Oriental sunshine of her beauty, and 
snatching from her full gaze the mystery which he deemed the riddle of his own existence. But 
now there was a singular and untimely equanimity within his breast. He threw a glance around 
the garden to discover if Beatrice or her father were present, and, perceiving that he was alone, 
began a critical observation of the plants. 

The aspect of one and all of them dissatisfied him; their gorgeousness seemed fierce, passionate, 
and even unnatural. There was hardly an individual shrub which a wanderer, straying by himself 
through a forest, would not have been startled to find growing wild, as if an unearthly face had 
glared at him out of the thicket. Several also would have shocked a delicate instinct by an 
appearance of artificialness indicating that there had been such commixture, and, as it were, 
adultery, of various vegetable species, that the production was no longer of God's making, but 
the monstrous offspring of man's depraved fancy, glowing with only an evil mockery of beauty. 
They were probably the result of experiment, which in one or two cases had succeeded in 
mingling plants individually lovely into a compound possessing the questionable and ominous 
character that distinguished the whole growth of the garden. In fine, Giovanni recognized but 
two or three plants in the collection, and those of a kind that he well knew to be poisonous. 
While busy with these contemplations he heard the rustling of a silken garment, and, turning, 
beheld Beatrice emerging from beneath the sculptured portal. 

Giovanni had not considered with himself what should be his deportment; whether he should 
apologize for his intrusion into the garden, or assume that he was there with the privity at least, 
if not by the desire, of Dr. Rappaccini or his daughter; but Beatrice's manner placed him at his 
ease, though leaving him still in doubt by what agency he had gained admittance. She came 
lightly along the path and met him near the broken fountain. There was surprise in her face, but 
brightened by a simple and kind expression of pleasure. 

"You are a connoisseur in flowers, signor," said Beatrice, with a smile, alluding to the bouquet 
which he had flung her from the window. "It is no marvel, therefore, if the sight of my father's 
rare collection has tempted you to take a nearer view. If he were here, he could tell you many 
strange and interesting facts as to the nature and habits of these shrubs; for he has spent a 
lifetime in such studies, and this garden is his world." 

"And yourself, lady," observed Giovanni, "if fame says true,—you likewise are deeply skilled in 
the virtues indicated by these rich blossoms and these spicy perfumes. Would you deign to be 
my instructress, I should prove an apter scholar than if taught by Signor Rappaccini himself." 

"Are there such idle rumors?" asked Beatrice, with the music of a pleasant laugh. "Do people say 
that I am skilled in my father's science of plants? What a jest is there! No; though I have grown 
up among these flowers, I know no more of them than their hues and perfume; and sometimes 
methinks I would fain rid myself of even that small knowledge. There are many flowers here, 
and those not the least brilliant, that shock and offend me when they meet my eye. But pray, 



signor, do not believe these stories about my science. Believe nothing of me save what you see 
with your own eyes." 

"And must I believe all that I have seen with my own eyes?" asked Giovanni, pointedly, while the 
recollection of former scenes made him shrink. "No, signora; you demand too little of me. Bid 
me believe nothing save what comes from your own lips." 

It would appear that Beatrice understood him. There came a deep flush to her cheek; but she 
looked full into Giovanni's eyes, and responded to his gaze of uneasy suspicion with a queenlike 
haughtiness. 

"I do so bid you, signor," she replied. "Forget whatever you may have fancied in regard to me. If 
true to the outward senses, still it may be false in its essence; but the words of Beatrice 
Rappaccini's lips are true from the depths of the heart outward. Those you may believe." 

A fervor glowed in her whole aspect and beamed upon Giovanni's consciousness like the light of 
truth itself; but while she spoke there was a fragrance in the atmosphere around her, rich and 
delightful, though evanescent, yet which the young man, from an indefinable reluctance, 
scarcely dared to draw into his lungs. It might be the odor of the flowers. Could it be Beatrice's 
breath which thus embalmed her words with a strange richness, as if by steeping them in her 
heart? A faintness passed like a shadow over Giovanni and flitted away; he seemed to gaze 
through the beautiful girl's eyes into her transparent soul, and felt no more doubt or fear. 

The tinge of passion that had colored Beatrice's manner vanished; she became gay, and 
appeared to derive a pure delight from her communion with the youth not unlike what the 
maiden of a lonely island might have felt conversing with a voyager from the civilized world. 
Evidently her experience of life had been confined within the limits of that garden. She talked 
now about matters as simple as the daylight or summer clouds, and now asked questions in 
reference to the city, or Giovanni's distant home, his friends, his mother, and his sisters—
questions indicating such seclusion, and such lack of familiarity with modes and forms, that 
Giovanni responded as if to an infant. Her spirit gushed out before him like a fresh rill that was 
just catching its first glimpse of the sunlight and wondering at the reflections of earth and sky 
which were flung into its bosom. There came thoughts, too, from a deep source, and fantasies of 
a gemlike brilliancy, as if diamonds and rubies sparkled upward among the bubbles of the 
fountain. Ever and anon there gleamed across the young man's mind a sense of wonder that he 
should be walking side by side with the being who had so wrought upon his imagination, whom 
he had idealized in such hues of terror, in whom he had positively witnessed such 
manifestations of dreadful attributes,—that he should be conversing with Beatrice like a brother, 
and should find her so human and so maidenlike. But such reflections were only momentary; 
the effect of her character was too real not to make itself familiar at once. 

In this free intercourse they had strayed through the garden, and now, after many turns among 
its avenues, were come to the shattered fountain, beside which grew the magnificent shrub, with 
its treasury of glowing blossoms. A fragrance was diffused from it which Giovanni recognized as 
identical with that which he had attributed to Beatrice's breath, but incomparably more 
powerful. As her eyes fell upon it, Giovanni beheld her press her hand to her bosom as if her 
heart were throbbing suddenly and painfully. 



"For the first time in my life," murmured she, addressing the shrub, "I had forgotten thee." 

"I remember, signora," said Giovanni, "that you once promised to reward me with one of these 
living gems for the bouquet which I had the happy boldness to fling to your feet. Permit me now 
to pluck it as a memorial of this interview." 

He made a step towards the shrub with extended hand; but Beatrice darted forward, uttering a 
shriek that went through his heart like a dagger. She caught his hand and drew it back with the 
whole force of her slender figure. Giovanni felt her touch thrilling through his fibres. 

"Touch it not!" exclaimed she, in a voice of agony. "Not for thy life! It is fatal!" 

Then, hiding her face, she fled from him and vanished beneath the sculptured portal. As 
Giovanni followed her with his eyes, he beheld the emaciated figure and pale intelligence of Dr. 
Rappaccini, who had been watching the scene, he knew not how long, within the shadow of the 
entrance. 

No sooner was Guasconti alone in his chamber than the image of Beatrice came back to his 
passionate musings, invested with all the witchery that had been gathering around it ever since 
his first glimpse of her, and now likewise imbued with a tender warmth of girlish womanhood. 
She was human; her nature was endowed with all gentle and feminine qualities; she was 
worthiest to be worshipped; she was capable, surely, on her part, of the height and heroism of 
love. Those tokens which he had hitherto considered as proofs of a frightful peculiarity in her 
physical and moral system were now either forgotten, or, by the subtle sophistry of passion 
transmitted into a golden crown of enchantment, rendering Beatrice the more admirable by so 
much as she was the more unique. Whatever had looked ugly was now beautiful; or, if incapable 
of such a change, it stole away and hid itself among those shapeless half ideas which throng the 
dim region beyond the daylight of our perfect consciousness. Thus did he spend the night, nor 
fell asleep until the dawn had begun to awake the slumbering flowers in Dr. Rappaccini's 
garden, whither Giovanni's dreams doubtless led him. Up rose the sun in his due season, and, 
flinging his beams upon the young man's eyelids, awoke him to a sense of pain. When 
thoroughly aroused, he became sensible of a burning and tingling agony in his hand—in his right 
hand—the very hand which Beatrice had grasped in her own when he was on the point of 
plucking one of the gemlike flowers. On the back of that hand there was now a purple print like 
that of four small fingers, and the likeness of a slender thumb upon his wrist. 

Oh, how stubbornly does love,—or even that cunning semblance of love which flourishes in the 
imagination, but strikes no depth of root into the heart,—how stubbornly does it hold its faith 
until the moment comes when it is doomed to vanish into thin mist! Giovanni wrapped a 
handkerchief about his hand and wondered what evil thing had stung him, and soon forgot his 
pain in a reverie of Beatrice. 

After the first interview, a second was in the inevitable course of what we call fate. A third; a 
fourth; and a meeting with Beatrice in the garden was no longer an incident in Giovanni's daily 
life, but the whole space in which he might be said to live; for the anticipation and memory of 
that ecstatic hour made up the remainder. Nor was it otherwise with the daughter of Rappaccini. 
She watched for the youth's appearance, and flew to his side with confidence as unreserved as if 
they had been playmates from early infancy—as if they were such playmates still. If, by any 



unwonted chance, he failed to come at the appointed moment, she stood beneath the window 
and sent up the rich sweetness of her tones to float around him in his chamber and echo and 
reverberate throughout his heart: "Giovanni! Giovanni! Why tarriest thou? Come down!" And 
down he hastened into that Eden of poisonous flowers. 

But, with all this intimate familiarity, there was still a reserve in Beatrice's demeanor, so rigidly 
and invariably sustained that the idea of infringing it scarcely occurred to his imagination. By all 
appreciable signs, they loved; they had looked love with eyes that conveyed the holy secret from 
the depths of one soul into the depths of the other, as if it were too sacred to be whispered by the 
way; they had even spoken love in those gushes of passion when their spirits darted forth in 
articulated breath like tongues of long-hidden flame; and yet there had been no seal of lips, no 
clasp of hands, nor any slightest caress such as love claims and hallows. He had never touched 
one of the gleaming ringlets of her hair; her garment—so marked was the physical barrier 
between them—had never been waved against him by a breeze. On the few occasions when 
Giovanni had seemed tempted to overstep the limit, Beatrice grew so sad, so stern, and withal 
wore such a look of desolate separation, shuddering at itself, that not a spoken word was 
requisite to repel him. At such times he was startled at the horrible suspicions that rose, 
monster-like, out of the caverns of his heart and stared him in the face; his love grew thin and 
faint as the morning mist, his doubts alone had substance. But, when Beatrice's face brightened 
again after the momentary shadow, she was transformed at once from the mysterious, 
questionable being whom he had watched with so much awe and horror; she was now the 
beautiful and unsophisticated girl whom he felt that his spirit knew with a certainty beyond all 
other knowledge. 

A considerable time had now passed since Giovanni's last meeting with Baglioni. One morning, 
however, he was disagreeably surprised by a visit from the professor, whom he had scarcely 
thought of for whole weeks, and would willingly have forgotten still longer. Given up as he had 
long been to a pervading excitement, he could tolerate no companions except upon condition of 
their perfect sympathy with his present state of feeling. Such sympathy was not to be expected 
from Professor Baglioni. 

The visitor chatted carelessly for a few moments about the gossip of the city and the university, 
and then took up another topic. 

"I have been reading an old classic author lately," said he, "and met with a story that strangely 
interested me. Possibly you may remember it. It is of an Indian prince, who sent a beautiful 
woman as a present to Alexander the Great. She was as lovely as the dawn and gorgeous as the 
sunset; but what especially distinguished her was a certain rich perfume in her breath—richer 
than a garden of Persian roses. Alexander, as was natural to a youthful conqueror, fell in love at 
first sight with this magnificent stranger; but a certain sage physician, happening to be present, 
discovered a terrible secret in regard to her." 

"And what was that?" asked Giovanni, turning his eyes downward to avoid those of the 
professor. 

"That this lovely woman," continued Baglioni, with emphasis, "had been nourished with poisons 
from her birth upward, until her whole nature was so imbued with them that she herself had 



become the deadliest poison in existence. Poison was her element of life. With that rich perfume 
of her breath she blasted the very air. Her love would have been poison—her embrace death. Is 
not this a marvellous tale?" 

"A childish fable," answered Giovanni, nervously starting from his chair. "I marvel how your 
worship finds time to read such nonsense among your graver studies." 

"By the by," said the professor, looking uneasily about him, "what singular fragrance is this in 
your apartment? Is it the perfume of your gloves? It is faint, but delicious; and yet, after all, by 
no means agreeable. Were I to breathe it long, methinks it would make me ill. It is like the 
breath of a flower; but I see no flowers in the chamber." 

"Nor are there any," replied Giovanni, who had turned pale as the professor spoke; "nor, I think, 
is there any fragrance except in your worship's imagination. Odors, being a sort of element 
combined of the sensual and the spiritual, are apt to deceive us in this manner. The recollection 
of a perfume, the bare idea of it, may easily be mistaken for a present reality." 

"Ay; but my sober imagination does not often play such tricks," said Baglioni; "and, were I to 
fancy any kind of odor, it would be that of some vile apothecary drug, wherewith my fingers are 
likely enough to be imbued. Our worshipful friend Rappaccini, as I have heard, tinctures his 
medicaments with odors richer than those of Araby. Doubtless, likewise, the fair and learned 
Signora Beatrice would minister to her patients with draughts as sweet as a maiden's breath; but 
woe to him that sips them!" 

Giovanni's face evinced many contending emotions. The tone in which the professor alluded to 
the pure and lovely daughter of Rappaccini was a torture to his soul; and yet the intimation of a 
view of her character opposite to his own, gave instantaneous distinctness to a thousand dim 
suspicions, which now grinned at him like so many demons. But he strove hard to quell them 
and to respond to Baglioni with a true lover's perfect faith. 

"Signor professor," said he, "you were my father's friend; perchance, too, it is your purpose to 
act a friendly part towards his son. I would fain feel nothing towards you save respect and 
deference; but I pray you to observe, signor, that there is one subject on which we must not 
speak. You know not the Signora Beatrice. You cannot, therefore, estimate the wrong—the 
blasphemy, I may even say—that is offered to her character by a light or injurious word." 

"Giovanni! my poor Giovanni!" answered the professor, with a calm expression of pity, "I know 
this wretched girl far better than yourself. You shall hear the truth in respect to the poisoner 
Rappaccini and his poisonous daughter; yes, poisonous as she is beautiful. Listen; for, even 
should you do violence to my gray hairs, it shall not silence me. That old fable of the Indian 
woman has become a truth by the deep and deadly science of Rappaccini and in the person of 
the lovely Beatrice." 

Giovanni groaned and hid his face. 

"Her father," continued Baglioni, "was not restrained by natural affection from offering up his 
child in this horrible manner as the victim of his insane zeal for science; for, let us do him 
justice, he is as true a man of science as ever distilled his own heart in an alembic. What, then, 



will be your fate? Beyond a doubt you are selected as the material of some new experiment. 
Perhaps the result is to be death; perhaps a fate more awful still. Rappaccini, with what he calls 
the interest of science before his eyes, will hesitate at nothing." 

"It is a dream," muttered Giovanni to himself; "surely it is a dream." 

"But," resumed the professor, "be of good cheer, son of my friend. It is not yet too late for the 
rescue. Possibly we may even succeed in bringing back this miserable child within the limits of 
ordinary nature, from which her father's madness has estranged her. Behold this little silver 
vase! It was wrought by the hands of the renowned Benvenuto Cellini, and is well worthy to be a 
love gift to the fairest dame in Italy. But its contents are invaluable. One little sip of this antidote 
would have rendered the most virulent poisons of the Borgias innocuous. Doubt not that it will 
be as efficacious against those of Rappaccini. Bestow the vase, and the precious liquid within it, 
on your Beatrice, and hopefully await the result." 

Baglioni laid a small, exquisitely wrought silver vial on the table and withdrew, leaving what he 
had said to produce its effect upon the young man's mind. 

"We will thwart Rappaccini yet," thought he, chuckling to himself, as he descended the stairs; 
"but, let us confess the truth of him, he is a wonderful man—a wonderful man indeed; a vile 
empiric, however, in his practice, and therefore not to be tolerated by those who respect the 
good old rules of the medical profession." 

Throughout Giovanni's whole acquaintance with Beatrice, he had occasionally, as we have said, 
been haunted by dark surmises as to her character; yet so thoroughly had she made herself felt 
by him as a simple, natural, most affectionate, and guileless creature, that the image now held 
up by Professor Baglioni looked as strange and incredible as if it were not in accordance with his 
own original conception. True, there were ugly recollections connected with his first glimpses of 
the beautiful girl; he could not quite forget the bouquet that withered in her grasp, and the 
insect that perished amid the sunny air, by no ostensible agency save the fragrance of her 
breath. These incidents, however, dissolving in the pure light of her character, had no longer the 
efficacy of facts, but were acknowledged as mistaken fantasies, by whatever testimony of the 
senses they might appear to be substantiated. There is something truer and more real than what 
we can see with the eyes and touch with the finger. On such better evidence had Giovanni 
founded his confidence in Beatrice, though rather by the necessary force of her high attributes 
than by any deep and generous faith on his part. But now his spirit was incapable of sustaining 
itself at the height to which the early enthusiasm of passion had exalted it; he fell down, 
grovelling among earthly doubts, and defiled therewith the pure whiteness of Beatrice's image. 
Not that he gave her up; he did but distrust. He resolved to institute some decisive test that 
should satisfy him, once for all, whether there were those dreadful peculiarities in her physical 
nature which could not be supposed to exist without some corresponding monstrosity of soul. 
His eyes, gazing down afar, might have deceived him as to the lizard, the insect, and the flowers; 
but if he could witness, at the distance of a few paces, the sudden blight of one fresh and 
healthful flower in Beatrice's hand, there would be room for no further question. With this idea 
he hastened to the florist's and purchased a bouquet that was still gemmed with the morning 
dew-drops. 



It was now the customary hour of his daily interview with Beatrice. Before descending into the 
garden, Giovanni failed not to look at his figure in the mirror,—a vanity to be expected in a 
beautiful young man, yet, as displaying itself at that troubled and feverish moment, the token of 
a certain shallowness of feeling and insincerity of character. He did gaze, however, and said to 
himself that his features had never before possessed so rich a grace, nor his eyes such vivacity, 
nor his cheeks so warm a hue of superabundant life. 

"At least," thought he, "her poison has not yet insinuated itself into my system. I am no flower to 
perish in her grasp." 

With that thought he turned his eyes on the bouquet, which he had never once laid aside from 
his hand. A thrill of indefinable horror shot through his frame on perceiving that those dewy 
flowers were already beginning to droop; they wore the aspect of things that had been fresh and 
lovely yesterday. Giovanni grew white as marble, and stood motionless before the mirror, 
staring at his own reflection there as at the likeness of something frightful. He remembered 
Baglioni's remark about the fragrance that seemed to pervade the chamber. It must have been 
the poison in his breath! Then he shuddered—shuddered at himself. Recovering from his stupor, 
he began to watch with curious eye a spider that was busily at work hanging its web from the 
antique cornice of the apartment, crossing and recrossing the artful system of interwoven lines—
as vigorous and active a spider as ever dangled from an old ceiling. Giovanni bent towards the 
insect, and emitted a deep, long breath. The spider suddenly ceased its toil; the web vibrated 
with a tremor originating in the body of the small artisan. Again Giovanni sent forth a breath, 
deeper, longer, and imbued with a venomous feeling out of his heart: he knew not whether he 
were wicked, or only desperate. The spider made a convulsive gripe with his limbs and hung 
dead across the window. 

"Accursed! accursed!" muttered Giovanni, addressing himself. "Hast thou grown so poisonous 
that this deadly insect perishes by thy breath?" 

At that moment a rich, sweet voice came floating up from the garden. 

"Giovanni! Giovanni! It is past the hour! Why tarriest thou? Come down!" 

"Yes," muttered Giovanni again. "She is the only being whom my breath may not slay! Would 
that it might!" 

He rushed down, and in an instant was standing before the bright and loving eyes of Beatrice. A 
moment ago his wrath and despair had been so fierce that he could have desired nothing so 
much as to wither her by a glance; but with her actual presence there came influences which had 
too real an existence to be at once shaken off: recollections of the delicate and benign power of 
her feminine nature, which had so often enveloped him in a religious calm; recollections of 
many a holy and passionate outgush of her heart, when the pure fountain had been unsealed 
from its depths and made visible in its transparency to his mental eye; recollections which, had 
Giovanni known how to estimate them, would have assured him that all this ugly mystery was 
but an earthly illusion, and that, whatever mist of evil might seem to have gathered over her, the 
real Beatrice was a heavenly angel. Incapable as he was of such high faith, still her presence had 
not utterly lost its magic. Giovanni's rage was quelled into an aspect of sullen insensibility. 
Beatrice, with a quick spiritual sense, immediately felt that there was a gulf of blackness between 



them which neither he nor she could pass. They walked on together, sad and silent, and came 
thus to the marble fountain and to its pool of water on the ground, in the midst of which grew 
the shrub that bore gem-like blossoms. Giovanni was affrighted at the eager enjoyment—the 
appetite, as it were—with which he found himself inhaling the fragrance of the flowers. 

"Beatrice," asked he, abruptly, "whence came this shrub?" 

"My father created it," answered she, with simplicity. 

"Created it! created it!" repeated Giovanni. "What mean you, Beatrice?" 

"He is a man fearfully acquainted with the secrets of Nature," replied Beatrice; "and, at the hour 
when I first drew breath, this plant sprang from the soil, the offspring of his science, of his 
intellect, while I was but his earthly child. Approach it not!" continued she, observing with terror 
that Giovanni was drawing nearer to the shrub. "It has qualities that you little dream of. But I, 
dearest Giovanni,—I grew up and blossomed with the plant and was nourished with its breath. It 
was my sister, and I loved it with a human affection; for, alas!—hast thou not suspected it?—
there was an awful doom." 

Here Giovanni frowned so darkly upon her that Beatrice paused and trembled. But her faith in 
his tenderness reassured her, and made her blush that she had doubted for an instant. 

"There was an awful doom," she continued, "the effect of my father's fatal love of science, which 
estranged me from all society of my kind. Until Heaven sent thee, dearest Giovanni, oh, how 
lonely was thy poor Beatrice!" 

"Was it a hard doom?" asked Giovanni, fixing his eyes upon her. 

"Only of late have I known how hard it was," answered she, tenderly. "Oh, yes; but my heart was 
torpid, and therefore quiet." 

Giovanni's rage broke forth from his sullen gloom like a lightning flash out of a dark cloud. 

"Accursed one!" cried he, with venomous scorn and anger. "And, finding thy solitude wearisome, 
thou hast severed me likewise from all the warmth of life and enticed me into thy region of 
unspeakable horror!" 

"Giovanni!" exclaimed Beatrice, turning her large bright eyes upon his face. The force of his 
words had not found its way into her mind; she was merely thunderstruck. 

"Yes, poisonous thing!" repeated Giovanni, beside himself with passion. "Thou hast done it! 
Thou hast blasted me! Thou hast filled my veins with poison! Thou hast made me as hateful, as 
ugly, as loathsome and deadly a creature as thyself—a world's wonder of hideous monstrosity! 
Now, if our breath be happily as fatal to ourselves as to all others, let us join our lips in one kiss 
of unutterable hatred, and so die!" 

"What has befallen me?" murmured Beatrice, with a low moan out of her heart. "Holy Virgin, 
pity me, a poor heart-broken child!" 



"Thou,—dost thou pray?" cried Giovanni, still with the same fiendish scorn. "Thy very prayers, 
as they come from thy lips, taint the atmosphere with death. Yes, yes; let us pray! Let us to 
church and dip our fingers in the holy water at the portal! They that come after us will perish as 
by a pestilence! Let us sign crosses in the air! It will be scattering curses abroad in the likeness of 
holy symbols!" 

"Giovanni," said Beatrice, calmly, for her grief was beyond passion, "why dost thou join thyself 
with me thus in those terrible words? I, it is true, am the horrible thing thou namest me. But 
thou,—what hast thou to do, save with one other shudder at my hideous misery to go forth out of 
the garden and mingle with thy race, and forget there ever crawled on earth such a monster as 
poor Beatrice?" 

"Dost thou pretend ignorance?" asked Giovanni, scowling upon her. "Behold! this power have I 
gained from the pure daughter of Rappaccini." 

There was a swarm of summer insects flitting through the air in search of the food promised by 
the flower odors of the fatal garden. They circled round Giovanni's head, and were evidently 
attracted towards him by the same influence which had drawn them for an instant within the 
sphere of several of the shrubs. He sent forth a breath among them, and smiled bitterly at 
Beatrice as at least a score of the insects fell dead upon the ground. 

"I see it! I see it!" shrieked Beatrice. "It is my father's fatal science! No, no, Giovanni; it was not 
I! Never! never! I dreamed only to love thee and be with thee a little time, and so to let thee pass 
away, leaving but thine image in mine heart; for, Giovanni, believe it, though my body be 
nourished with poison, my spirit is God's creature, and craves love as its daily food. But my 
father,—he has united us in this fearful sympathy. Yes; spurn me, tread upon me, kill me! Oh, 
what is death after such words as thine? But it was not I. Not for a world of bliss would I have 
done it." 

Giovanni's passion had exhausted itself in its outburst from his lips. There now came across him 
a sense, mournful, and not without tenderness, of the intimate and peculiar relationship 
between Beatrice and himself. They stood, as it were, in an utter solitude, which would be made 
none the less solitary by the densest throng of human life. Ought not, then, the desert of 
humanity around them to press this insulated pair closer together? If they should be cruel to one 
another, who was there to be kind to them? Besides, thought Giovanni, might there not still be a 
hope of his returning within the limits of ordinary nature, and leading Beatrice, the redeemed 
Beatrice, by the hand? O, weak, and selfish, and unworthy spirit, that could dream of an earthly 
union and earthly happiness as possible, after such deep love had been so bitterly wronged as 
was Beatrice's love by Giovanni's blighting words! No, no; there could be no such hope. She 
must pass heavily, with that broken heart, across the borders of Time—she must bathe her hurts 
in some fount of paradise, and forget her grief in the light of immortality, and THERE be well. 

But Giovanni did not know it. 

"Dear Beatrice," said he, approaching her, while she shrank away as always at his approach, but 
now with a different impulse, "dearest Beatrice, our fate is not yet so desperate. Behold! there is 
a medicine, potent, as a wise physician has assured me, and almost divine in its efficacy. It is 
composed of ingredients the most opposite to those by which thy awful father has brought this 



calamity upon thee and me. It is distilled of blessed herbs. Shall we not quaff it together, and 
thus be purified from evil?" 

"Give it me!" said Beatrice, extending her hand to receive the little silver vial which Giovanni 
took from his bosom. She added, with a peculiar emphasis, "I will drink; but do thou await the 
result." 

She put Baglioni's antidote to her lips; and, at the same moment, the figure of Rappaccini 
emerged from the portal and came slowly towards the marble fountain. As he drew near, the 
pale man of science seemed to gaze with a triumphant expression at the beautiful youth and 
maiden, as might an artist who should spend his life in achieving a picture or a group of statuary 
and finally be satisfied with his success. He paused; his bent form grew erect with conscious 
power; he spread out his hands over them in the attitude of a father imploring a blessing upon 
his children; but those were the same hands that had thrown poison into the stream of their 
lives. Giovanni trembled. Beatrice shuddered nervously, and pressed her hand upon her heart. 

"My daughter," said Rappaccini, "thou art no longer lonely in the world. Pluck one of those 
precious gems from thy sister shrub and bid thy bridegroom wear it in his bosom. It will not 
harm him now. My science and the sympathy between thee and him have so wrought within his 
system that he now stands apart from common men, as thou dost, daughter of my pride and 
triumph, from ordinary women. Pass on, then, through the world, most dear to one another and 
dreadful to all besides!" 

"My father," said Beatrice, feebly,—and still as she spoke she kept her hand upon her heart,—
"wherefore didst thou inflict this miserable doom upon thy child?" 

"Miserable!" exclaimed Rappaccini. "What mean you, foolish girl? Dost thou deem it misery to 
be endowed with marvellous gifts against which no power nor strength could avail an enemy—
misery, to be able to quell the mightiest with a breath—misery, to be as terrible as thou art 
beautiful? Wouldst thou, then, have preferred the condition of a weak woman, exposed to all evil 
and capable of none?" 

"I would fain have been loved, not feared," murmured Beatrice, sinking down upon the ground. 
"But now it matters not. I am going, father, where the evil which thou hast striven to mingle with 
my being will pass away like a dream-like the fragrance of these poisonous flowers, which will no 
longer taint my breath among the flowers of Eden. Farewell, Giovanni! Thy words of hatred are 
like lead within my heart; but they, too, will fall away as I ascend. Oh, was there not, from the 
first, more poison in thy nature than in mine?" 

To Beatrice,—so radically had her earthly part been wrought upon by Rappaccini's skill,—as 
poison had been life, so the powerful antidote was death; and thus the poor victim of man's 
ingenuity and of thwarted nature, and of the fatality that attends all such efforts of perverted 
wisdom, perished there, at the feet of her father and Giovanni. Just at that moment Professor 
Pietro Baglioni looked forth from the window, and called loudly, in a tone of triumph mixed with 
horror, to the thunderstricken man of science, "Rappaccini! Rappaccini! and is THIS the upshot 
of your experiment!" 

  



Discussion Questions 

1. Who is most responsible for Beatrice’s death and why? 
2. Who has unselfish love? Explain. 
3. A quality of Romanticism is a belief that the beauties and mysteries of nature are a 

source of moral lessons. What is the moral lesson in this story? 
4. In Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, the worst sin is to violate, “in cold blood, the sanctity 

of the human heart.” In what ways do the male characters of “Rappaccini’s Daughter” 
commit this sin? 

5. In what ways can Beatrice be seen as a pawn of the men, as a strong and intelligent 
woman, and as an alien being? How do these different views interact with one another? 

6. Many descriptions in the story lead us to question what is “Actual” and what is 
“Imaginary”? How do these descriptions function to work both symbolically and literally 
in the story? 

7. What is the attitude toward science in the story? 
8. What symbolic devices does Hawthorne? 

 

  



The Adventure of the Speckled Band by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 
Introduction14 

"The Adventure of the Speckled Band" is one of the 56 short Sherlock Holmes stories written by 
Scottish author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. It is the eighth of the twelve stories collected in The 
Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. It is one of four Sherlock Holmes stories that can be classified 
as a locked room mystery. The story was first published in Strand Magazine in February 1892, 
with illustrations by Sidney Paget. It was published under the different title "The Spotted Band" 
in New York World in August 1905. Doyle later revealed that he thought this was his best 
Holmes story. 

Doyle wrote and produced a play based on the story. It premiered at the Adelphi Theatre, 
London on 4 June 1910, with H. A. Saintsbury as Sherlock Holmes and Lyn Harding as Dr. 
Grimesby Roylott. The play, originally called The Stonor Case, differs from the story in several 
details, such as the names of some of the characters. 

 

On glancing over my notes of the seventy odd cases in which I have during the last eight years 
studied the methods of my friend Sherlock Holmes, I find many tragic, some comic, a large 
number merely strange, but none commonplace; for, working as he did rather for the love of his 
art than for the acquirement of wealth, he refused to associate himself with any investigation 
which did not tend towards the unusual, and even the fantastic. Of all these varied cases, 
however, I cannot recall any which presented more singular features than that which was 
associated with the well-known Surrey family of the Roylotts of Stoke Moran. The events in 
question occurred in the early days of my association with Holmes, when we were sharing rooms 
as bachelors in Baker Street. It is possible that I might have placed them upon record before, but 
a promise of secrecy was made at the time, from which I have only been freed during the last 
month by the untimely death of the lady to whom the pledge was given. It is perhaps as well that 
the facts should now come to light, for I have reasons to know that there are widespread 
rumours as to the death of Dr. Grimesby Roylott which tend to make the matter even more 
terrible than the truth. 

It was early in April in the year ’83 that I woke one morning to find Sherlock Holmes standing, 
fully dressed, by the side of my bed. He was a late riser, as a rule, and as the clock on the 
mantelpiece showed me that it was only a quarter-past seven, I blinked up at him in some 
surprise, and perhaps just a little resentment, for I was myself regular in my habits. 

“Very sorry to knock you up, Watson,” said he, “but it’s the common lot this morning. Mrs. 
Hudson has been knocked up, she retorted upon me, and I on you.” 

“What is it, then—a fire?” 
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“No; a client. It seems that a young lady has arrived in a considerable state of excitement, who 
insists upon seeing me. She is waiting now in the sitting-room. Now, when young ladies wander 
about the metropolis at this hour of the morning, and knock sleepy people up out of their beds, I 
presume that it is something very pressing which they have to communicate. Should it prove to 
be an interesting case, you would, I am sure, wish to follow it from the outset. I thought, at any 
rate, that I should call you and give you the chance.” 

“My dear fellow, I would not miss it for anything.” 

I had no keener pleasure than in following Holmes in his professional investigations, and in 
admiring the rapid deductions, as swift as intuitions, and yet always founded on a logical basis 
with which he unravelled the problems which were submitted to him. I rapidly threw on my 
clothes and was ready in a few minutes to accompany my friend down to the sitting-room. A 
lady dressed in black and heavily veiled, who had been sitting in the window, rose as we entered. 

“Good-morning, madam,” said Holmes cheerily. “My name is Sherlock Holmes. This is my 
intimate friend and associate, Dr. Watson, before whom you can speak as freely as before 
myself. Ha! I am glad to see that Mrs. Hudson has had the good sense to light the fire. Pray draw 
up to it, and I shall order you a cup of hot coffee, for I observe that you are shivering.” 

“It is not cold which makes me shiver,” said the woman in a low voice, changing her seat as 
requested. 

“What, then?” 

“It is fear, Mr. Holmes. It is terror.” She raised her veil as she spoke, and we could see that she 
was indeed in a pitiable state of agitation, her face all drawn and grey, with restless frightened 
eyes, like those of some hunted animal. Her features and figure were those of a woman of thirty, 
but her hair was shot with premature grey, and her expression was weary and haggard. Sherlock 
Holmes ran her over with one of his quick, all-comprehensive glances. 

“You must not fear,” said he soothingly, bending forward and patting her forearm. “We shall 
soon set matters right, I have no doubt. You have come in by train this morning, I see.” 

“You know me, then?” 

“No, but I observe the second half of a return ticket in the palm of your left glove. You must have 
started early, and yet you had a good drive in a dog-cart, along heavy roads, before you reached 
the station.” 

The lady gave a violent start and stared in bewilderment at my companion. 

“There is no mystery, my dear madam,” said he, smiling. “The left arm of your jacket is spattered 
with mud in no less than seven places. The marks are perfectly fresh. There is no vehicle save a 
dog-cart which throws up mud in that way, and then only when you sit on the left-hand side of 
the driver.” 

“Whatever your reasons may be, you are perfectly correct,” said she. “I started from home before 
six, reached Leatherhead at twenty past, and came in by the first train to Waterloo. Sir, I can 



stand this strain no longer; I shall go mad if it continues. I have no one to turn to—none, save 
only one, who cares for me, and he, poor fellow, can be of little aid. I have heard of you, Mr. 
Holmes; I have heard of you from Mrs. Farintosh, whom you helped in the hour of her sore 
need. It was from her that I had your address. Oh, sir, do you not think that you could help me, 
too, and at least throw a little light through the dense darkness which surrounds me? At present 
it is out of my power to reward you for your services, but in a month or six weeks I shall be 
married, with the control of my own income, and then at least you shall not find me ungrateful.” 

Holmes turned to his desk and, unlocking it, drew out a small case-book, which he consulted. 

“Farintosh,” said he. “Ah yes, I recall the case; it was concerned with an opal tiara. I think it was 
before your time, Watson. I can only say, madam, that I shall be happy to devote the same care 
to your case as I did to that of your friend. As to reward, my profession is its own reward; but 
you are at liberty to defray whatever expenses I may be put to, at the time which suits you best. 
And now I beg that you will lay before us everything that may help us in forming an opinion 
upon the matter.” 

“Alas!” replied our visitor, “the very horror of my situation lies in the fact that my fears are so 
vague, and my suspicions depend so entirely upon small points, which might seem trivial to 
another, that even he to whom of all others I have a right to look for help and advice looks upon 
all that I tell him about it as the fancies of a nervous woman. He does not say so, but I can read it 
from his soothing answers and averted eyes. But I have heard, Mr. Holmes, that you can see 
deeply into the manifold wickedness of the human heart. You may advise me how to walk amid 
the dangers which encompass me.” 

“I am all attention, madam.” 

“My name is Helen Stoner, and I am living with my stepfather, who is the last survivor of one of 
the oldest Saxon families in England, the Roylotts of Stoke Moran, on the western border of 
Surrey.” 

Holmes nodded his head. “The name is familiar to me,” said he. 

“The family was at one time among the richest in England, and the estates extended over the 
borders into Berkshire in the north, and Hampshire in the west. In the last century, however, 
four successive heirs were of a dissolute and wasteful disposition, and the family ruin was 
eventually completed by a gambler in the days of the Regency. Nothing was left save a few acres 
of ground, and the two-hundred-year-old house, which is itself crushed under a heavy mortgage. 
The last squire dragged out his existence there, living the horrible life of an aristocratic pauper; 
but his only son, my stepfather, seeing that he must adapt himself to the new conditions, 
obtained an advance from a relative, which enabled him to take a medical degree and went out 
to Calcutta, where, by his professional skill and his force of character, he established a large 
practice. In a fit of anger, however, caused by some robberies which had been perpetrated in the 
house, he beat his native butler to death and narrowly escaped a capital sentence. As it was, he 
suffered a long term of imprisonment and afterwards returned to England a morose and 
disappointed man. 



“When Dr. Roylott was in India he married my mother, Mrs. Stoner, the young widow of Major-
General Stoner, of the Bengal Artillery. My sister Julia and I were twins, and we were only two 
years old at the time of my mother’s re-marriage. She had a considerable sum of money—not 
less than £1000 a year—and this she bequeathed to Dr. Roylott entirely while we resided with 
him, with a provision that a certain annual sum should be allowed to each of us in the event of 
our marriage. Shortly after our return to England my mother died—she was killed eight years 
ago in a railway accident near Crewe. Dr. Roylott then abandoned his attempts to establish 
himself in practice in London and took us to live with him in the old ancestral house at Stoke 
Moran. The money which my mother had left was enough for all our wants, and there seemed to 
be no obstacle to our happiness. 

“But a terrible change came over our stepfather about this time. Instead of making friends and 
exchanging visits with our neighbours, who had at first been overjoyed to see a Roylott of Stoke 
Moran back in the old family seat, he shut himself up in his house and seldom came out save to 
indulge in ferocious quarrels with whoever might cross his path. Violence of temper 
approaching to mania has been hereditary in the men of the family, and in my stepfather’s case 
it had, I believe, been intensified by his long residence in the tropics. A series of disgraceful 
brawls took place, two of which ended in the police-court, until at last he became the terror of 
the village, and the folks would fly at his approach, for he is a man of immense strength, and 
absolutely uncontrollable in his anger. 

“Last week he hurled the local blacksmith over a parapet into a stream, and it was only by paying 
over all the money which I could gather together that I was able to avert another public 
exposure. He had no friends at all save the wandering gipsies, and he would give these 
vagabonds leave to encamp upon the few acres of bramble-covered land which represent the 
family estate, and would accept in return the hospitality of their tents, wandering away with 
them sometimes for weeks on end. He has a passion also for Indian animals, which are sent over 
to him by a correspondent, and he has at this moment a cheetah and a baboon, which wander 
freely over his grounds and are feared by the villagers almost as much as their master. 

“You can imagine from what I say that my poor sister Julia and I had no great pleasure in our 
lives. No servant would stay with us, and for a long time we did all the work of the house. She 
was but thirty at the time of her death, and yet her hair had already begun to whiten, even as 
mine has.” 

“Your sister is dead, then?” 

“She died just two years ago, and it is of her death that I wish to speak to you. You can 
understand that, living the life which I have described, we were little likely to see anyone of our 
own age and position. We had, however, an aunt, my mother’s maiden sister, Miss Honoria 
Westphail, who lives near Harrow, and we were occasionally allowed to pay short visits at this 
lady’s house. Julia went there at Christmas two years ago, and met there a half-pay major of 
marines, to whom she became engaged. My stepfather learned of the engagement when my 
sister returned and offered no objection to the marriage; but within a fortnight of the day which 
had been fixed for the wedding, the terrible event occurred which has deprived me of my only 
companion.” 



Sherlock Holmes had been leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed and his head sunk in a 
cushion, but he half opened his lids now and glanced across at his visitor. 

“Pray be precise as to details,” said he. 

“It is easy for me to be so, for every event of that dreadful time is seared into my memory. The 
manor-house is, as I have already said, very old, and only one wing is now inhabited. The 
bedrooms in this wing are on the ground floor, the sitting-rooms being in the central block of the 
buildings. Of these bedrooms the first is Dr. Roylott’s, the second my sister’s, and the third my 
own. There is no communication between them, but they all open out into the same corridor. Do 
I make myself plain?” 

“Perfectly so.” 

“The windows of the three rooms open out upon the lawn. That fatal night Dr. Roylott had gone 
to his room early, though we knew that he had not retired to rest, for my sister was troubled by 
the smell of the strong Indian cigars which it was his custom to smoke. She left her room, 
therefore, and came into mine, where she sat for some time, chatting about her approaching 
wedding. At eleven o’clock she rose to leave me, but she paused at the door and looked back. 

“ ‘Tell me, Helen,’ said she, ‘have you ever heard anyone whistle in the dead of the night?’ 

“ ‘Never,’ said I. 

“ ‘I suppose that you could not possibly whistle, yourself, in your sleep?’ 

“ ‘Certainly not. But why?’ 

“ ‘Because during the last few nights I have always, about three in the morning, heard a low, 
clear whistle. I am a light sleeper, and it has awakened me. I cannot tell where it came from—
perhaps from the next room, perhaps from the lawn. I thought that I would just ask you whether 
you had heard it.’ 

“ ‘No, I have not. It must be those wretched gipsies in the plantation.’ 

“ ‘Very likely. And yet if it were on the lawn, I wonder that you did not hear it also.’ 

“ ‘Ah, but I sleep more heavily than you.’ 

“ ‘Well, it is of no great consequence, at any rate.’ She smiled back at me, closed my door, and a 
few moments later I heard her key turn in the lock.” 

“Indeed,” said Holmes. “Was it your custom always to lock yourselves in at night?” 

“Always.” 

“And why?” 

“I think that I mentioned to you that the doctor kept a cheetah and a baboon. We had no feeling 
of security unless our doors were locked.” 

“Quite so. Pray proceed with your statement.” 



“I could not sleep that night. A vague feeling of impending misfortune impressed me. My sister 
and I, you will recollect, were twins, and you know how subtle are the links which bind two souls 
which are so closely allied. It was a wild night. The wind was howling outside, and the rain was 
beating and splashing against the windows. Suddenly, amid all the hubbub of the gale, there 
burst forth the wild scream of a terrified woman. I knew that it was my sister’s voice. I sprang 
from my bed, wrapped a shawl round me, and rushed into the corridor. As I opened my door I 
seemed to hear a low whistle, such as my sister described, and a few moments later a clanging 
sound, as if a mass of metal had fallen. As I ran down the passage, my sister’s door was 
unlocked, and revolved slowly upon its hinges. I stared at it horror-stricken, not knowing what 
was about to issue from it. By the light of the corridor-lamp I saw my sister appear at the 
opening, her face blanched with terror, her hands groping for help, her whole figure swaying to 
and fro like that of a drunkard. I ran to her and threw my arms round her, but at that moment 
her knees seemed to give way and she fell to the ground. She writhed as one who is in terrible 
pain, and her limbs were dreadfully convulsed. At first I thought that she had not recognised me, 
but as I bent over her she suddenly shrieked out in a voice which I shall never forget, ‘Oh, my 
God! Helen! It was the band! The speckled band!’ There was something else which she would 
fain have said, and she stabbed with her finger into the air in the direction of the doctor’s room, 
but a fresh convulsion seized her and choked her words. I rushed out, calling loudly for my 
stepfather, and I met him hastening from his room in his dressing-gown. When he reached my 
sister’s side she was unconscious, and though he poured brandy down her throat and sent for 
medical aid from the village, all efforts were in vain, for she slowly sank and died without having 
recovered her consciousness. Such was the dreadful end of my beloved sister.” 

“One moment,” said Holmes, “are you sure about this whistle and metallic sound? Could you 
swear to it?” 

“That was what the county coroner asked me at the inquiry. It is my strong impression that I 
heard it, and yet, among the crash of the gale and the creaking of an old house, I may possibly 
have been deceived.” 

“Was your sister dressed?” 

“No, she was in her night-dress. In her right hand was found the charred stump of a match, and 
in her left a match-box.” 

“Showing that she had struck a light and looked about her when the alarm took place. That is 
important. And what conclusions did the coroner come to?” 

“He investigated the case with great care, for Dr. Roylott’s conduct had long been notorious in 
the county, but he was unable to find any satisfactory cause of death. My evidence showed that 
the door had been fastened upon the inner side, and the windows were blocked by old-fashioned 
shutters with broad iron bars, which were secured every night. The walls were carefully 
sounded, and were shown to be quite solid all round, and the flooring was also thoroughly 
examined, with the same result. The chimney is wide, but is barred up by four large staples. It is 
certain, therefore, that my sister was quite alone when she met her end. Besides, there were no 
marks of any violence upon her.” 

“How about poison?” 



“The doctors examined her for it, but without success.” 

“What do you think that this unfortunate lady died of, then?” 

“It is my belief that she died of pure fear and nervous shock, though what it was that frightened 
her I cannot imagine.” 

“Were there gipsies in the plantation at the time?” 

“Yes, there are nearly always some there.” 

“Ah, and what did you gather from this allusion to a band—a speckled band?” 

“Sometimes I have thought that it was merely the wild talk of delirium, sometimes that it may 
have referred to some band of people, perhaps to these very gipsies in the plantation. I do not 
know whether the spotted handkerchiefs which so many of them wear over their heads might 
have suggested the strange adjective which she used.” 

Holmes shook his head like a man who is far from being satisfied. 

“These are very deep waters,” said he; “pray go on with your narrative.” 

“Two years have passed since then, and my life has been until lately lonelier than ever. A month 
ago, however, a dear friend, whom I have known for many years, has done me the honour to ask 
my hand in marriage. His name is Armitage—Percy Armitage—the second son of Mr. Armitage, 
of Crane Water, near Reading. My stepfather has offered no opposition to the match, and we are 
to be married in the course of the spring. Two days ago some repairs were started in the west 
wing of the building, and my bedroom wall has been pierced, so that I have had to move into the 
chamber in which my sister died, and to sleep in the very bed in which she slept. Imagine, then, 
my thrill of terror when last night, as I lay awake, thinking over her terrible fate, I suddenly 
heard in the silence of the night the low whistle which had been the herald of her own death. I 
sprang up and lit the lamp, but nothing was to be seen in the room. I was too shaken to go to bed 
again, however, so I dressed, and as soon as it was daylight I slipped down, got a dog-cart at the 
Crown Inn, which is opposite, and drove to Leatherhead, from whence I have come on this 
morning with the one object of seeing you and asking your advice.” 

“You have done wisely,” said my friend. “But have you told me all?” 

“Yes, all.” 

“Miss Roylott, you have not. You are screening your stepfather.” 

“Why, what do you mean?” 

For answer Holmes pushed back the frill of black lace which fringed the hand that lay upon our 
visitor’s knee. Five little livid spots, the marks of four fingers and a thumb, were printed upon 
the white wrist. 

“You have been cruelly used,” said Holmes. 



The lady coloured deeply and covered over her injured wrist. “He is a hard man,” she said, “and 
perhaps he hardly knows his own strength.” 

There was a long silence, during which Holmes leaned his chin upon his hands and stared into 
the crackling fire. 

“This is a very deep business,” he said at last. “There are a thousand details which I should 
desire to know before I decide upon our course of action. Yet we have not a moment to lose. If 
we were to come to Stoke Moran to-day, would it be possible for us to see over these rooms 
without the knowledge of your stepfather?” 

“As it happens, he spoke of coming into town to-day upon some most important business. It is 
probable that he will be away all day, and that there would be nothing to disturb you. We have a 
housekeeper now, but she is old and foolish, and I could easily get her out of the way.” 

“Excellent. You are not averse to this trip, Watson?” 

“By no means.” 

“Then we shall both come. What are you going to do yourself?” 

“I have one or two things which I would wish to do now that I am in town. But I shall return by 
the twelve o’clock train, so as to be there in time for your coming.” 

“And you may expect us early in the afternoon. I have myself some small business matters to 
attend to. Will you not wait and breakfast?” 

“No, I must go. My heart is lightened already since I have confided my trouble to you. I shall 
look forward to seeing you again this afternoon.” She dropped her thick black veil over her face 
and glided from the room. 

“And what do you think of it all, Watson?” asked Sherlock Holmes, leaning back in his chair. 

“It seems to me to be a most dark and sinister business.” 

“Dark enough and sinister enough.” 

“Yet if the lady is correct in saying that the flooring and walls are sound, and that the door, 
window, and chimney are impassable, then her sister must have been undoubtedly alone when 
she met her mysterious end.” 

“What becomes, then, of these nocturnal whistles, and what of the very peculiar words of the 
dying woman?” 

“I cannot think.” 

“When you combine the ideas of whistles at night, the presence of a band of gipsies who are on 
intimate terms with this old doctor, the fact that we have every reason to believe that the doctor 
has an interest in preventing his stepdaughter’s marriage, the dying allusion to a band, and, 
finally, the fact that Miss Helen Stoner heard a metallic clang, which might have been caused by 



one of those metal bars that secured the shutters falling back into its place, I think that there is 
good ground to think that the mystery may be cleared along those lines.” 

“But what, then, did the gipsies do?” 

“I cannot imagine.” 

“I see many objections to any such theory.” 

“And so do I. It is precisely for that reason that we are going to Stoke Moran this day. I want to 
see whether the objections are fatal, or if they may be explained away. But what in the name of 
the devil!” 

The ejaculation had been drawn from my companion by the fact that our door had been 
suddenly dashed open, and that a huge man had framed himself in the aperture. His costume 
was a peculiar mixture of the professional and of the agricultural, having a black top-hat, a long 
frock-coat, and a pair of high gaiters, with a hunting-crop swinging in his hand. So tall was he 
that his hat actually brushed the cross bar of the doorway, and his breadth seemed to span it 
across from side to side. A large face, seared with a thousand wrinkles, burned yellow with the 
sun, and marked with every evil passion, was turned from one to the other of us, while his deep-
set, bile-shot eyes, and his high, thin, fleshless nose, gave him somewhat the resemblance to a 
fierce old bird of prey. 

“Which of you is Holmes?” asked this apparition. 

“My name, sir; but you have the advantage of me,” said my companion quietly. 

“I am Dr. Grimesby Roylott, of Stoke Moran.” 

“Indeed, Doctor,” said Holmes blandly. “Pray take a seat.” 

“I will do nothing of the kind. My stepdaughter has been here. I have traced her. What has she 
been saying to you?” 

“It is a little cold for the time of the year,” said Holmes. 

“What has she been saying to you?” screamed the old man furiously. 

“But I have heard that the crocuses promise well,” continued my companion imperturbably. 

“Ha! You put me off, do you?” said our new visitor, taking a step forward and shaking his 
hunting-crop. “I know you, you scoundrel! I have heard of you before. You are Holmes, the 
meddler.” 

My friend smiled. 

“Holmes, the busybody!” 

His smile broadened. 

“Holmes, the Scotland Yard Jack-in-office!” 



Holmes chuckled heartily. “Your conversation is most entertaining,” said he. “When you go out 
close the door, for there is a decided draught.” 

“I will go when I have said my say. Don’t you dare to meddle with my affairs. I know that Miss 
Stoner has been here. I traced her! I am a dangerous man to fall foul of! See here.” He stepped 
swiftly forward, seized the poker, and bent it into a curve with his huge brown hands. 

“See that you keep yourself out of my grip,” he snarled, and hurling the twisted poker into the 
fireplace he strode out of the room. 

“He seems a very amiable person,” said Holmes, laughing. “I am not quite so bulky, but if he had 
remained I might have shown him that my grip was not much more feeble than his own.” As he 
spoke he picked up the steel poker and, with a sudden effort, straightened it out again. 

“Fancy his having the insolence to confound me with the official detective force! This incident 
gives zest to our investigation, however, and I only trust that our little friend will not suffer from 
her imprudence in allowing this brute to trace her. And now, Watson, we shall order breakfast, 
and afterwards I shall walk down to Doctors’ Commons, where I hope to get some data which 
may help us in this matter.”  

It was nearly one o’clock when Sherlock Holmes returned from his excursion. He held in his 
hand a sheet of blue paper, scrawled over with notes and figures. 

“I have seen the will of the deceased wife,” said he. “To determine its exact meaning I have been 
obliged to work out the present prices of the investments with which it is concerned. The total 
income, which at the time of the wife’s death was little short of £1100, is now, through the fall in 

agricultural prices, not more than £750. Each daughter can claim an income of £250, in case of 
marriage. It is evident, therefore, that if both girls had married, this beauty would have had a 
mere pittance, while even one of them would cripple him to a very serious extent. My morning’s 
work has not been wasted, since it has proved that he has the very strongest motives for 
standing in the way of anything of the sort. And now, Watson, this is too serious for dawdling, 
especially as the old man is aware that we are interesting ourselves in his affairs; so if you are 
ready, we shall call a cab and drive to Waterloo. I should be very much obliged if you would slip 
your revolver into your pocket. An Eley’s No. 2 is an excellent argument with gentlemen who can 
twist steel pokers into knots. That and a tooth-brush are, I think, all that we need.” 

At Waterloo we were fortunate in catching a train for Leatherhead, where we hired a trap at the 
station inn and drove for four or five miles through the lovely Surrey lanes. It was a perfect day, 
with a bright sun and a few fleecy clouds in the heavens. The trees and wayside hedges were just 
throwing out their first green shoots, and the air was full of the pleasant smell of the moist earth. 
To me at least there was a strange contrast between the sweet promise of the spring and this 
sinister quest upon which we were engaged. My companion sat in the front of the trap, his arms 
folded, his hat pulled down over his eyes, and his chin sunk upon his breast, buried in the 
deepest thought. Suddenly, however, he started, tapped me on the shoulder, and pointed over 
the meadows. 

“Look there!” said he. 



A heavily timbered park stretched up in a gentle slope, thickening into a grove at the highest 
point. From amid the branches there jutted out the grey gables and high roof-tree of a very old 
mansion. 

“Stoke Moran?” said he. 

“Yes, sir, that be the house of Dr. Grimesby Roylott,” remarked the driver. 

“There is some building going on there,” said Holmes; “that is where we are going.” 

“There’s the village,” said the driver, pointing to a cluster of roofs some distance to the left; “but 
if you want to get to the house, you’ll find it shorter to get over this stile, and so by the foot-path 
over the fields. There it is, where the lady is walking.” 

“And the lady, I fancy, is Miss Stoner,” observed Holmes, shading his eyes. “Yes, I think we had 
better do as you suggest.” 

We got off, paid our fare, and the trap rattled back on its way to Leatherhead. 

“I thought it as well,” said Holmes as we climbed the stile, “that this fellow should think we had 
come here as architects, or on some definite business. It may stop his gossip. Good-afternoon, 
Miss Stoner. You see that we have been as good as our word.” 

Our client of the morning had hurried forward to meet us with a face which spoke her joy. “I 
have been waiting so eagerly for you,” she cried, shaking hands with us warmly. “All has turned 
out splendidly. Dr. Roylott has gone to town, and it is unlikely that he will be back before 
evening.” 

“We have had the pleasure of making the doctor’s acquaintance,” said Holmes, and in a few 
words he sketched out what had occurred. Miss Stoner turned white to the lips as she listened. 

“Good heavens!” she cried, “he has followed me, then.” 

“So it appears.” 

“He is so cunning that I never know when I am safe from him. What will he say when he 
returns?” 

“He must guard himself, for he may find that there is someone more cunning than himself upon 
his track. You must lock yourself up from him to-night. If he is violent, we shall take you away to 
your aunt’s at Harrow. Now, we must make the best use of our time, so kindly take us at once to 
the rooms which we are to examine.” 

The building was of grey, lichen-blotched stone, with a high central portion and two curving 
wings, like the claws of a crab, thrown out on each side. In one of these wings the windows were 
broken and blocked with wooden boards, while the roof was partly caved in, a picture of ruin. 
The central portion was in little better repair, but the right-hand block was comparatively 
modern, and the blinds in the windows, with the blue smoke curling up from the chimneys, 
showed that this was where the family resided. Some scaffolding had been erected against the 
end wall, and the stone-work had been broken into, but there were no signs of any workmen at 



the moment of our visit. Holmes walked slowly up and down the ill-trimmed lawn and examined 
with deep attention the outsides of the windows. 

“This, I take it, belongs to the room in which you used to sleep, the centre one to your sister’s, 
and the one next to the main building to Dr. Roylott’s chamber?” 

“Exactly so. But I am now sleeping in the middle one.” 

“Pending the alterations, as I understand. By the way, there does not seem to be any very 
pressing need for repairs at that end wall.” 

“There were none. I believe that it was an excuse to move me from my room.” 

“Ah! that is suggestive. Now, on the other side of this narrow wing runs the corridor from which 
these three rooms open. There are windows in it, of course?” 

“Yes, but very small ones. Too narrow for anyone to pass through.” 

“As you both locked your doors at night, your rooms were unapproachable from that side. Now, 
would you have the kindness to go into your room and bar your shutters?” 

Miss Stoner did so, and Holmes, after a careful examination through the open window, 
endeavoured in every way to force the shutter open, but without success. There was no slit 
through which a knife could be passed to raise the bar. Then with his lens he tested the hinges, 
but they were of solid iron, built firmly into the massive masonry. “Hum!” said he, scratching his 
chin in some perplexity, “my theory certainly presents some difficulties. No one could pass these 
shutters if they were bolted. Well, we shall see if the inside throws any light upon the matter.” 

A small side door led into the whitewashed corridor from which the three bedrooms opened. 
Holmes refused to examine the third chamber, so we passed at once to the second, that in which 
Miss Stoner was now sleeping, and in which her sister had met with her fate. It was a homely 
little room, with a low ceiling and a gaping fireplace, after the fashion of old country-houses. A 
brown chest of drawers stood in one corner, a narrow white-counterpaned bed in another, and a 
dressing-table on the left-hand side of the window. These articles, with two small wicker-work 
chairs, made up all the furniture in the room save for a square of Wilton carpet in the centre. 
The boards round and the panelling of the walls were of brown, worm-eaten oak, so old and 
discoloured that it may have dated from the original building of the house. Holmes drew one of 
the chairs into a corner and sat silent, while his eyes travelled round and round and up and 
down, taking in every detail of the apartment. 

“Where does that bell communicate with?” he asked at last pointing to a thick bell-rope which 
hung down beside the bed, the tassel actually lying upon the pillow. 

“It goes to the housekeeper’s room.” 

“It looks newer than the other things?” 

“Yes, it was only put there a couple of years ago.” 

“Your sister asked for it, I suppose?” 



“No, I never heard of her using it. We used always to get what we wanted for ourselves.” 

“Indeed, it seemed unnecessary to put so nice a bell-pull there. You will excuse me for a few 
minutes while I satisfy myself as to this floor.” He threw himself down upon his face with his 
lens in his hand and crawled swiftly backward and forward, examining minutely the cracks 
between the boards. Then he did the same with the wood-work with which the chamber was 
panelled. Finally he walked over to the bed and spent some time in staring at it and in running 
his eye up and down the wall. Finally he took the bell-rope in his hand and gave it a brisk tug. 

“Why, it’s a dummy,” said he. 

“Won’t it ring?” 

“No, it is not even attached to a wire. This is very interesting. You can see now that it is fastened 
to a hook just above where the little opening for the ventilator is.” 

“How very absurd! I never noticed that before.” 

“Very strange!” muttered Holmes, pulling at the rope. “There are one or two very singular points 
about this room. For example, what a fool a builder must be to open a ventilator into another 
room, when, with the same trouble, he might have communicated with the outside air!” 

“That is also quite modern,” said the lady. 

“Done about the same time as the bell-rope?” remarked Holmes. 

“Yes, there were several little changes carried out about that time.” 

“They seem to have been of a most interesting character—dummy bell-ropes, and ventilators 
which do not ventilate. With your permission, Miss Stoner, we shall now carry our researches 
into the inner apartment.” 

Dr. Grimesby Roylott’s chamber was larger than that of his step-daughter, but was as plainly 
furnished. A camp-bed, a small wooden shelf full of books, mostly of a technical character, an 
armchair beside the bed, a plain wooden chair against the wall, a round table, and a large iron 
safe were the principal things which met the eye. Holmes walked slowly round and examined 
each and all of them with the keenest interest. 

“What’s in here?” he asked, tapping the safe. 

“My stepfather’s business papers.” 

“Oh! you have seen inside, then?” 

“Only once, some years ago. I remember that it was full of papers.” 

“There isn’t a cat in it, for example?” 

“No. What a strange idea!” 

“Well, look at this!” He took up a small saucer of milk which stood on the top of it. 



“No; we don’t keep a cat. But there is a cheetah and a baboon.” 

“Ah, yes, of course! Well, a cheetah is just a big cat, and yet a saucer of milk does not go very far 
in satisfying its wants, I daresay. There is one point which I should wish to determine.” He 
squatted down in front of the wooden chair and examined the seat of it with the greatest 
attention. 

“Thank you. That is quite settled,” said he, rising and putting his lens in his pocket. “Hullo! Here 
is something interesting!” 

The object which had caught his eye was a small dog lash hung on one corner of the bed. The 
lash, however, was curled upon itself and tied so as to make a loop of whipcord. 

“What do you make of that, Watson?” 

“It’s a common enough lash. But I don’t know why it should be tied.” 

“That is not quite so common, is it? Ah, me! it’s a wicked world, and when a clever man turns his 
brains to crime it is the worst of all. I think that I have seen enough now, Miss Stoner, and with 
your permission we shall walk out upon the lawn.” 

I had never seen my friend’s face so grim or his brow so dark as it was when we turned from the 
scene of this investigation. We had walked several times up and down the lawn, neither Miss 
Stoner nor myself liking to break in upon his thoughts before he roused himself from his reverie. 

“It is very essential, Miss Stoner,” said he, “that you should absolutely follow my advice in every 
respect.” 

“I shall most certainly do so.” 

“The matter is too serious for any hesitation. Your life may depend upon your compliance.” 

“I assure you that I am in your hands.” 

“In the first place, both my friend and I must spend the night in your room.” 

Both Miss Stoner and I gazed at him in astonishment. 

“Yes, it must be so. Let me explain. I believe that that is the village inn over there?” 

“Yes, that is the Crown.” 

“Very good. Your windows would be visible from there?” 

“Certainly.” 

“You must confine yourself to your room, on pretence of a headache, when your stepfather 
comes back. Then when you hear him retire for the night, you must open the shutters of your 
window, undo the hasp, put your lamp there as a signal to us, and then withdraw quietly with 
everything which you are likely to want into the room which you used to occupy. I have no doubt 
that, in spite of the repairs, you could manage there for one night.” 



“Oh, yes, easily.” 

“The rest you will leave in our hands.” 

“But what will you do?” 

“We shall spend the night in your room, and we shall investigate the cause of this noise which 
has disturbed you.” 

“I believe, Mr. Holmes, that you have already made up your mind,” said Miss Stoner, laying her 
hand upon my companion’s sleeve. 

“Perhaps I have.” 

“Then, for pity’s sake, tell me what was the cause of my sister’s death.” 

“I should prefer to have clearer proofs before I speak.” 

“You can at least tell me whether my own thought is correct, and if she died from some sudden 
fright.” 

“No, I do not think so. I think that there was probably some more tangible cause. And now, Miss 
Stoner, we must leave you for if Dr. Roylott returned and saw us our journey would be in vain. 
Good-bye, and be brave, for if you will do what I have told you, you may rest assured that we 
shall soon drive away the dangers that threaten you.” 

Sherlock Holmes and I had no difficulty in engaging a bedroom and sitting-room at the Crown 
Inn. They were on the upper floor, and from our window we could command a view of the 
avenue gate, and of the inhabited wing of Stoke Moran Manor House. At dusk we saw Dr. 
Grimesby Roylott drive past, his huge form looming up beside the little figure of the lad who 
drove him. The boy had some slight difficulty in undoing the heavy iron gates, and we heard the 
hoarse roar of the doctor’s voice and saw the fury with which he shook his clinched fists at him. 
The trap drove on, and a few minutes later we saw a sudden light spring up among the trees as 
the lamp was lit in one of the sitting-rooms. 

“Do you know, Watson,” said Holmes as we sat together in the gathering darkness, “I have really 
some scruples as to taking you to-night. There is a distinct element of danger.” 

“Can I be of assistance?” 

“Your presence might be invaluable.” 

“Then I shall certainly come.” 

“It is very kind of you.” 

“You speak of danger. You have evidently seen more in these rooms than was visible to me.” 

“No, but I fancy that I may have deduced a little more. I imagine that you saw all that I did.” 

“I saw nothing remarkable save the bell-rope, and what purpose that could answer I confess is 
more than I can imagine.” 



“You saw the ventilator, too?” 

“Yes, but I do not think that it is such a very unusual thing to have a small opening between two 
rooms. It was so small that a rat could hardly pass through.” 

“I knew that we should find a ventilator before ever we came to Stoke Moran.” 

“My dear Holmes!” 

“Oh, yes, I did. You remember in her statement she said that her sister could smell Dr. Roylott’s 
cigar. Now, of course that suggested at once that there must be a communication between the 
two rooms. It could only be a small one, or it would have been remarked upon at the coroner’s 
inquiry. I deduced a ventilator.” 

“But what harm can there be in that?” 

“Well, there is at least a curious coincidence of dates. A ventilator is made, a cord is hung, and a 
lady who sleeps in the bed dies. Does not that strike you?” 

“I cannot as yet see any connection.” 

“Did you observe anything very peculiar about that bed?” 

“No.” 

“It was clamped to the floor. Did you ever see a bed fastened like that before?” 

“I cannot say that I have.” 

“The lady could not move her bed. It must always be in the same relative position to the 
ventilator and to the rope—or so we may call it, since it was clearly never meant for a bell-pull.” 

“Holmes,” I cried, “I seem to see dimly what you are hinting at. We are only just in time to 
prevent some subtle and horrible crime.” 

“Subtle enough and horrible enough. When a doctor does go wrong he is the first of criminals. 
He has nerve and he has knowledge. Palmer and Pritchard were among the heads of their 
profession. This man strikes even deeper, but I think, Watson, that we shall be able to strike 
deeper still. But we shall have horrors enough before the night is over; for goodness’ sake let us 
have a quiet pipe and turn our minds for a few hours to something more cheerful.”  

About nine o’clock the light among the trees was extinguished, and all was dark in the direction 
of the Manor House. Two hours passed slowly away, and then, suddenly, just at the stroke of 
eleven, a single bright light shone out right in front of us. 

“That is our signal,” said Holmes, springing to his feet; “it comes from the middle window.” 

As we passed out he exchanged a few words with the landlord, explaining that we were going on 
a late visit to an acquaintance, and that it was possible that we might spend the night there. A 
moment later we were out on the dark road, a chill wind blowing in our faces, and one yellow 
light twinkling in front of us through the gloom to guide us on our sombre errand. 



There was little difficulty in entering the grounds, for unrepaired breaches gaped in the old park 
wall. Making our way among the trees, we reached the lawn, crossed it, and were about to enter 
through the window when out from a clump of laurel bushes there darted what seemed to be a 
hideous and distorted child, who threw itself upon the grass with writhing limbs and then ran 
swiftly across the lawn into the darkness. 

“My God!” I whispered; “did you see it?” 

Holmes was for the moment as startled as I. His hand closed like a vice upon my wrist in his 
agitation. Then he broke into a low laugh and put his lips to my ear. 

“It is a nice household,” he murmured. “That is the baboon.” 

I had forgotten the strange pets which the doctor affected. There was a cheetah, too; perhaps we 
might find it upon our shoulders at any moment. I confess that I felt easier in my mind when, 
after following Holmes’ example and slipping off my shoes, I found myself inside the bedroom. 
My companion noiselessly closed the shutters, moved the lamp onto the table, and cast his eyes 
round the room. All was as we had seen it in the daytime. Then creeping up to me and making a 
trumpet of his hand, he whispered into my ear again so gently that it was all that I could do to 
distinguish the words: 

“The least sound would be fatal to our plans.” 

I nodded to show that I had heard. 

“We must sit without light. He would see it through the ventilator.” 

I nodded again. 

“Do not go asleep; your very life may depend upon it. Have your pistol ready in case we should 
need it. I will sit on the side of the bed, and you in that chair.” 

I took out my revolver and laid it on the corner of the table. 

Holmes had brought up a long thin cane, and this he placed upon the bed beside him. By it he 
laid the box of matches and the stump of a candle. Then he turned down the lamp, and we were 
left in darkness. 

How shall I ever forget that dreadful vigil? I could not hear a sound, not even the drawing of a 
breath, and yet I knew that my companion sat open-eyed, within a few feet of me, in the same 
state of nervous tension in which I was myself. The shutters cut off the least ray of light, and we 
waited in absolute darkness. 

From outside came the occasional cry of a night-bird, and once at our very window a long drawn 
catlike whine, which told us that the cheetah was indeed at liberty. Far away we could hear the 
deep tones of the parish clock, which boomed out every quarter of an hour. How long they 
seemed, those quarters! Twelve struck, and one and two and three, and still we sat waiting 
silently for whatever might befall. 



Suddenly there was the momentary gleam of a light up in the direction of the ventilator, which 
vanished immediately, but was succeeded by a strong smell of burning oil and heated metal. 
Someone in the next room had lit a dark-lantern. I heard a gentle sound of movement, and then 
all was silent once more, though the smell grew stronger. For half an hour I sat with straining 
ears. Then suddenly another sound became audible—a very gentle, soothing sound, like that of a 
small jet of steam escaping continually from a kettle. The instant that we heard it, Holmes 
sprang from the bed, struck a match, and lashed furiously with his cane at the bell-pull. 

“You see it, Watson?” he yelled. “You see it?” 

But I saw nothing. At the moment when Holmes struck the light I heard a low, clear whistle, but 
the sudden glare flashing into my weary eyes made it impossible for me to tell what it was at 
which my friend lashed so savagely. I could, however, see that his face was deadly pale and filled 
with horror and loathing. He had ceased to strike and was gazing up at the ventilator when 
suddenly there broke from the silence of the night the most horrible cry to which I have ever 
listened. It swelled up louder and louder, a hoarse yell of pain and fear and anger all mingled in 
the one dreadful shriek. They say that away down in the village, and even in the distant 
parsonage, that cry raised the sleepers from their beds. It struck cold to our hearts, and I stood 
gazing at Holmes, and he at me, until the last echoes of it had died away into the silence from 
which it rose. 

“What can it mean?” I gasped. 

“It means that it is all over,” Holmes answered. “And perhaps, after all, it is for the best. Take 
your pistol, and we will enter Dr. Roylott’s room.” 

With a grave face he lit the lamp and led the way down the corridor. Twice he struck at the 
chamber door without any reply from within. Then he turned the handle and entered, I at his 
heels, with the cocked pistol in my hand. 

It was a singular sight which met our eyes. On the table stood a dark-lantern with the shutter 
half open, throwing a brilliant beam of light upon the iron safe, the door of which was ajar. 
Beside this table, on the wooden chair, sat Dr. Grimesby Roylott clad in a long grey dressing-
gown, his bare ankles protruding beneath, and his feet thrust into red heelless Turkish slippers. 
Across his lap lay the short stock with the long lash which we had noticed during the day. His 
chin was cocked upward and his eyes were fixed in a dreadful, rigid stare at the corner of the 
ceiling. Round his brow he had a peculiar yellow band, with brownish speckles, which seemed to 
be bound tightly round his head. As we entered he made neither sound nor motion. 

“The band! the speckled band!” whispered Holmes. 

I took a step forward. In an instant his strange headgear began to move, and there reared itself 
from among his hair the squat diamond-shaped head and puffed neck of a loathsome serpent. 

“It is a swamp adder!” cried Holmes; “the deadliest snake in India. He has died within ten 
seconds of being bitten. Violence does, in truth, recoil upon the violent, and the schemer falls 
into the pit which he digs for another. Let us thrust this creature back into its den, and we can 



then remove Miss Stoner to some place of shelter and let the county police know what has 
happened.” 

As he spoke he drew the dog-whip swiftly from the dead man’s lap, and throwing the noose 
round the reptile’s neck he drew it from its horrid perch and, carrying it at arm’s length, threw it 
into the iron safe, which he closed upon it.  

Such are the true facts of the death of Dr. Grimesby Roylott, of Stoke Moran. It is not necessary 
that I should prolong a narrative which has already run to too great a length by telling how we 
broke the sad news to the terrified girl, how we conveyed her by the morning train to the care of 
her good aunt at Harrow, of how the slow process of official inquiry came to the conclusion that 
the doctor met his fate while indiscreetly playing with a dangerous pet. The little which I had yet 
to learn of the case was told me by Sherlock Holmes as we travelled back next day. 

“I had,” said he, “come to an entirely erroneous conclusion which shows, my dear Watson, how 
dangerous it always is to reason from insufficient data. The presence of the gipsies, and the use 
of the word ‘band,’ which was used by the poor girl, no doubt, to explain the appearance which 
she had caught a hurried glimpse of by the light of her match, were sufficient to put me upon an 
entirely wrong scent. I can only claim the merit that I instantly reconsidered my position when, 
however, it became clear to me that whatever danger threatened an occupant of the room could 
not come either from the window or the door. My attention was speedily drawn, as I have 
already remarked to you, to this ventilator, and to the bell-rope which hung down to the bed. 
The discovery that this was a dummy, and that the bed was clamped to the floor, instantly gave 
rise to the suspicion that the rope was there as a bridge for something passing through the hole 
and coming to the bed. The idea of a snake instantly occurred to me, and when I coupled it with 
my knowledge that the doctor was furnished with a supply of creatures from India, I felt that I 
was probably on the right track. The idea of using a form of poison which could not possibly be 
discovered by any chemical test was just such a one as would occur to a clever and ruthless man 
who had had an Eastern training. The rapidity with which such a poison would take effect would 
also, from his point of view, be an advantage. It would be a sharp-eyed coroner, indeed, who 
could distinguish the two little dark punctures which would show where the poison fangs had 
done their work. Then I thought of the whistle. Of course he must recall the snake before the 
morning light revealed it to the victim. He had trained it, probably by the use of the milk which 
we saw, to return to him when summoned. He would put it through this ventilator at the hour 
that he thought best, with the certainty that it would crawl down the rope and land on the bed. It 
might or might not bite the occupant, perhaps she might escape every night for a week, but 
sooner or later she must fall a victim. 

“I had come to these conclusions before ever I had entered his room. An inspection of his chair 
showed me that he had been in the habit of standing on it, which of course would be necessary 
in order that he should reach the ventilator. The sight of the safe, the saucer of milk, and the 
loop of whipcord were enough to finally dispel any doubts which may have remained. The 
metallic clang heard by Miss Stoner was obviously caused by her stepfather hastily closing the 
door of his safe upon its terrible occupant. Having once made up my mind, you know the steps 
which I took in order to put the matter to the proof. I heard the creature hiss as I have no doubt 
that you did also, and I instantly lit the light and attacked it.” 



“With the result of driving it through the ventilator.” 

“And also with the result of causing it to turn upon its master at the other side. Some of the 
blows of my cane came home and roused its snakish temper, so that it flew upon the first person 
it saw. In this way I am no doubt indirectly responsible for Dr. Grimesby Roylott’s death, and I 
cannot say that it is likely to weigh very heavily upon my conscience.”  

Discussion Questions 

1. Give one example from this story of Watson acting as a “foil”? 
2. Choose one rule from the Rules listed below and explain how this story does or does not 

follow the rule. 
3. What details contribute to the mood of terror Conan Doyle paints in this tale?  Did Dr. 

Roylott deserved what happened to him at the end of the story? Explain. 
4. Why did Dr. Roylott go to India? What forced him to leave? 
5. What happened to Helen Stoner’s mother and how did her stepfather change after her 

mother’s death? 
6. What is Dr. Roylott’s motive for not wishing his stepdaughters to marry. How does 

Holmes discover the motive?  
7. What is the speckled band?  

Raymond Chandler's Ten Commandments For the Detective Novel 
1. It must be credibly motivated, both as to the original situation and the dénouement (i.e. 
the climax). 

2. It must be technically sound as to the methods of murder and detection. 

3. It must be realistic in character, setting, and atmosphere. It must be about real people 
in a real world. 

4. It must have a sound story value apart from the mystery element (i.e., the investigation 
itself must be an adventure worth reading). 

5. It must have enough essential simplicity to be explained easily when the time comes. 

6. It must baffle a reasonably intelligent reader. 

7. The solution must seem inevitable once revealed. 

8. It must not try to do everything at once. If it is a puzzle story operating in a rather cool, 
reasonable atmosphere, it cannot also be a violent adventure or a passionate romance. 

9. It must punish the criminal in one way or another, not necessarily by operation of the 
law.  

10. It must be honest with the reader. (i.e. The narrator cannot withhold vital information 
that would solve the mystery or lie to the reader). 



  



The Adventure of the Copper Beeches by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 
Introduction15 

"The Adventure of the Copper Beeches", one of the 56 short Sherlock Holmes stories written by 
British author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, is the last of the twelve collected in The Adventures of 
Sherlock Holmes. It was first published in Strand Magazine in June 1892. 

 

“To the man who loves art for its own sake,” remarked Sherlock Holmes, tossing aside the 
advertisement sheet of the Daily Telegraph, “it is frequently in its least important and lowliest 
manifestations that the keenest pleasure is to be derived. It is pleasant to me to observe, 
Watson, that you have so far grasped this truth that in these little records of our cases which you 
have been good enough to draw up, and, I am bound to say, occasionally to embellish, you have 
given prominence not so much to the many causes célèbres and sensational trials in which I 
have figured but rather to those incidents which may have been trivial in themselves, but which 
have given room for those faculties of deduction and of logical synthesis which I have made my 
special province.” 

“And yet,” said I, smiling, “I cannot quite hold myself absolved from the charge of 
sensationalism which has been urged against my records.” 

“You have erred, perhaps,” he observed, taking up a glowing cinder with the tongs and lighting 
with it the long cherry-wood pipe which was wont to replace his clay when he was in a 
disputatious rather than a meditative mood—“you have erred perhaps in attempting to put 
colour and life into each of your statements instead of confining yourself to the task of placing 
upon record that severe reasoning from cause to effect which is really the only notable feature 
about the thing.” 

“It seems to me that I have done you full justice in the matter,” I remarked with some coldness, 
for I was repelled by the egotism which I had more than once observed to be a strong factor in 
my friend’s singular character. 

“No, it is not selfishness or conceit,” said he, answering, as was his wont, my thoughts rather 
than my words. “If I claim full justice for my art, it is because it is an impersonal thing—a thing 
beyond myself. Crime is common. Logic is rare. Therefore it is upon the logic rather than upon 
the crime that you should dwell. You have degraded what should have been a course of lectures 
into a series of tales.” 

It was a cold morning of the early spring, and we sat after breakfast on either side of a cheery 
fire in the old room at Baker Street. A thick fog rolled down between the lines of dun-coloured 
houses, and the opposing windows loomed like dark, shapeless blurs through the heavy yellow 
wreaths. Our gas was lit and shone on the white cloth and glimmer of china and metal, for the 
table had not been cleared yet. Sherlock Holmes had been silent all the morning, dipping 
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continuously into the advertisement columns of a succession of papers until at last, having 
apparently given up his search, he had emerged in no very sweet temper to lecture me upon my 
literary shortcomings. 

“At the same time,” he remarked after a pause, during which he had sat puffing at his long pipe 
and gazing down into the fire, “you can hardly be open to a charge of sensationalism, for out of 
these cases which you have been so kind as to interest yourself in, a fair proportion do not treat 
of crime, in its legal sense, at all. The small matter in which I endeavoured to help the King of 
Bohemia, the singular experience of Miss Mary Sutherland, the problem connected with the 
man with the twisted lip, and the incident of the noble bachelor, were all matters which are 
outside the pale of the law. But in avoiding the sensational, I fear that you may have bordered on 
the trivial.” 

“The end may have been so,” I answered, “but the methods I hold to have been novel and of 
interest.” 

“Pshaw, my dear fellow, what do the public, the great unobservant public, who could hardly tell 
a weaver by his tooth or a compositor by his left thumb, care about the finer shades of analysis 
and deduction! But, indeed, if you are trivial, I cannot blame you, for the days of the great cases 
are past. Man, or at least criminal man, has lost all enterprise and originality. As to my own little 
practice, it seems to be degenerating into an agency for recovering lost lead pencils and giving 
advice to young ladies from boarding-schools. I think that I have touched bottom at last, 
however. This note I had this morning marks my zero-point, I fancy. Read it!” He tossed a 
crumpled letter across to me. 

It was dated from Montague Place upon the preceding evening, and ran thus:  

 

“DEAR MR. HOLMES:—I am very anxious to consult you as to whether I should or should not 
accept a situation which has been offered to me as governess. I shall call at half-past ten to-
morrow if I do not inconvenience you. Yours faithfully, 

 

“VIOLET HUNTER.”  

 

“Do you know the young lady?” I asked. 

“Not I.” 

“It is half-past ten now.” 

“Yes, and I have no doubt that is her ring.” 



“It may turn out to be of more interest than you think. You remember that the affair of the blue 
carbuncle, which appeared to be a mere whim at first, developed into a serious investigation. It 
may be so in this case, also.” 

“Well, let us hope so. But our doubts will very soon be solved, for here, unless I am much 
mistaken, is the person in question.” 

As he spoke the door opened and a young lady entered the room. She was plainly but neatly 
dressed, with a bright, quick face, freckled like a plover’s egg, and with the brisk manner of a 
woman who has had her own way to make in the world. 

“You will excuse my troubling you, I am sure,” said she, as my companion rose to greet her, “but 
I have had a very strange experience, and as I have no parents or relations of any sort from 
whom I could ask advice, I thought that perhaps you would be kind enough to tell me what I 
should do.” 

“Pray take a seat, Miss Hunter. I shall be happy to do anything that I can to serve you.” 

I could see that Holmes was favourably impressed by the manner and speech of his new client. 
He looked her over in his searching fashion, and then composed himself, with his lids drooping 
and his finger-tips together, to listen to her story. 

“I have been a governess for five years,” said she, “in the family of Colonel Spence Munro, but 
two months ago the colonel received an appointment at Halifax, in Nova Scotia, and took his 
children over to America with him, so that I found myself without a situation. I advertised, and I 
answered advertisements, but without success. At last the little money which I had saved began 
to run short, and I was at my wit’s end as to what I should do. 

“There is a well-known agency for governesses in the West End called Westaway’s, and there I 
used to call about once a week in order to see whether anything had turned up which might suit 
me. Westaway was the name of the founder of the business, but it is really managed by Miss 
Stoper. She sits in her own little office, and the ladies who are seeking employment wait in an 
anteroom, and are then shown in one by one, when she consults her ledgers and sees whether 
she has anything which would suit them. 

“Well, when I called last week I was shown into the little office as usual, but I found that Miss 
Stoper was not alone. A prodigiously stout man with a very smiling face and a great heavy chin 
which rolled down in fold upon fold over his throat sat at her elbow with a pair of glasses on his 
nose, looking very earnestly at the ladies who entered. As I came in he gave quite a jump in his 
chair and turned quickly to Miss Stoper. 

“ ‘That will do,’ said he; ‘I could not ask for anything better. Capital! capital!’ He seemed quite 
enthusiastic and rubbed his hands together in the most genial fashion. He was such a 
comfortable-looking man that it was quite a pleasure to look at him. 

“ ‘You are looking for a situation, miss?’ he asked. 

“ ‘Yes, sir.’ 



“ ‘As governess?’ 

“ ‘Yes, sir.’ 

“ ‘And what salary do you ask?’ 

“ ‘I had £4 a month in my last place with Colonel Spence Munro.’ 

“ ‘Oh, tut, tut! sweating—rank sweating!’ he cried, throwing his fat hands out into the air like a 
man who is in a boiling passion. ‘How could anyone offer so pitiful a sum to a lady with such 
attractions and accomplishments?’ 

“ ‘My accomplishments, sir, may be less than you imagine,’ said I. ‘A little French, a little 
German, music, and drawing—’ 

“ ‘Tut, tut!’ he cried. ‘This is all quite beside the question. The point is, have you or have you not 
the bearing and deportment of a lady? There it is in a nutshell. If you have not, you are not fitted 
for the rearing of a child who may some day play a considerable part in the history of the 
country. But if you have why, then, how could any gentleman ask you to condescend to accept 
anything under the three figures? Your salary with me, madam, would commence at £100 a 
year.’ 

“You may imagine, Mr. Holmes, that to me, destitute as I was, such an offer seemed almost too 
good to be true. The gentleman, however, seeing perhaps the look of incredulity upon my face, 
opened a pocket-book and took out a note. 

“ ‘It is also my custom,’ said he, smiling in the most pleasant fashion until his eyes were just two 
little shining slits amid the white creases of his face, ‘to advance to my young ladies half their 
salary beforehand, so that they may meet any little expenses of their journey and their 
wardrobe.’ 

“It seemed to me that I had never met so fascinating and so thoughtful a man. As I was already 
in debt to my tradesmen, the advance was a great convenience, and yet there was something 
unnatural about the whole transaction which made me wish to know a little more before I quite 
committed myself. 

“ ‘May I ask where you live, sir?’ said I. 

“ ‘Hampshire. Charming rural place. The Copper Beeches, five miles on the far side of 
Winchester. It is the most lovely country, my dear young lady, and the dearest old country-
house.’ 

“ ‘And my duties, sir? I should be glad to know what they would be.’ 

“ ‘One child—one dear little romper just six years old. Oh, if you could see him killing 
cockroaches with a slipper! Smack! smack! smack! Three gone before you could wink!’ He 
leaned back in his chair and laughed his eyes into his head again. 



“I was a little startled at the nature of the child’s amusement, but the father’s laughter made me 
think that perhaps he was joking. 

“ ‘My sole duties, then,’ I asked, ‘are to take charge of a single child?’ 

“ ‘No, no, not the sole, not the sole, my dear young lady,’ he cried. ‘Your duty would be, as I am 
sure your good sense would suggest, to obey any little commands my wife might give, provided 
always that they were such commands as a lady might with propriety obey. You see no difficulty, 
heh?’ 

“ ‘I should be happy to make myself useful.’ 

“ ‘Quite so. In dress now, for example. We are faddy people, you know—faddy but kind-hearted. 
If you were asked to wear any dress which we might give you, you would not object to our little 
whim. Heh?’ 

“ ‘No,’ said I, considerably astonished at his words. 

“ ‘Or to sit here, or sit there, that would not be offensive to you?’ 

“ ‘Oh, no.’ 

“ ‘Or to cut your hair quite short before you come to us?’ 

“I could hardly believe my ears. As you may observe, Mr. Holmes, my hair is somewhat 
luxuriant, and of a rather peculiar tint of chestnut. It has been considered artistic. I could not 
dream of sacrificing it in this offhand fashion. 

“ ‘I am afraid that that is quite impossible,’ said I. He had been watching me eagerly out of his 
small eyes, and I could see a shadow pass over his face as I spoke. 

“ ‘I am afraid that it is quite essential,’ said he. ‘It is a little fancy of my wife’s, and ladies’ fancies, 
you know, madam, ladies’ fancies must be consulted. And so you won’t cut your hair?’ 

“ ‘No, sir, I really could not,’ I answered firmly. 

“ ‘Ah, very well; then that quite settles the matter. It is a pity, because in other respects you 
would really have done very nicely. In that case, Miss Stoper, I had best inspect a few more of 
your young ladies.’ 

“The manageress had sat all this while busy with her papers without a word to either of us, but 
she glanced at me now with so much annoyance upon her face that I could not help suspecting 
that she had lost a handsome commission through my refusal. 

“ ‘Do you desire your name to be kept upon the books?’ she asked. 

“ ‘If you please, Miss Stoper.’ 

“ ‘Well, really, it seems rather useless, since you refuse the most excellent offers in this fashion,’ 
said she sharply. ‘You can hardly expect us to exert ourselves to find another such opening for 



you. Good-day to you, Miss Hunter.’ She struck a gong upon the table, and I was shown out by 
the page. 

“Well, Mr. Holmes, when I got back to my lodgings and found little enough in the cupboard, and 
two or three bills upon the table, I began to ask myself whether I had not done a very foolish 
thing. After all, if these people had strange fads and expected obedience on the most 
extraordinary matters, they were at least ready to pay for their eccentricity. Very few 
governesses in England are getting £100 a year. Besides, what use was my hair to me? Many 
people are improved by wearing it short and perhaps I should be among the number. Next day I 
was inclined to think that I had made a mistake, and by the day after I was sure of it. I had 
almost overcome my pride so far as to go back to the agency and inquire whether the place was 
still open when I received this letter from the gentleman himself. I have it here and I will read it 
to you: 

 

“ ‘The Copper Beeches, near Winchester. 

“ ‘DEAR MISS HUNTER:—Miss Stoper has very kindly given me your address, and I write from 
here to ask you whether you have reconsidered your decision. My wife is very anxious that you 
should come, for she has been much attracted by my description of you. We are willing to give 
£30 a quarter, or £120 a year, so as to recompense you for any little inconvenience which our 
fads may cause you. They are not very exacting, after all. My wife is fond of a particular shade of 
electric blue and would like you to wear such a dress indoors in the morning. You need not, 
however, go to the expense of purchasing one, as we have one belonging to my dear daughter 
Alice (now in Philadelphia), which would, I should think, fit you very well. Then, as to sitting 
here or there, or amusing yourself in any manner indicated, that need cause you no 
inconvenience. As regards your hair, it is no doubt a pity, especially as I could not help 
remarking its beauty during our short interview, but I am afraid that I must remain firm upon 
this point, and I only hope that the increased salary may recompense you for the loss. Your 
duties, as far as the child is concerned, are very light. Now do try to come, and I shall meet you 
with the dog-cart at Winchester. Let me know your train. Yours faithfully, 

 

“ ‘JEPHRO RUCASTLE.’  

 

“That is the letter which I have just received, Mr. Holmes, and my mind is made up that I will 
accept it. I thought, however, that before taking the final step I should like to submit the whole 
matter to your consideration.” 

“Well, Miss Hunter, if your mind is made up, that settles the question,” said Holmes, smiling. 

“But you would not advise me to refuse?” 

“I confess that it is not the situation which I should like to see a sister of mine apply for.” 



“What is the meaning of it all, Mr. Holmes?” 

“Ah, I have no data. I cannot tell. Perhaps you have yourself formed some opinion?” 

“Well, there seems to me to be only one possible solution. Mr. Rucastle seemed to be a very kind, 
good-natured man. Is it not possible that his wife is a lunatic, that he desires to keep the matter 
quiet for fear she should be taken to an asylum, and that he humours her fancies in every way in 
order to prevent an outbreak?” 

“That is a possible solution—in fact, as matters stand, it is the most probable one. But in any 
case it does not seem to be a nice household for a young lady.” 

“But the money, Mr. Holmes, the money!” 

“Well, yes, of course the pay is good—too good. That is what makes me uneasy. Why should they 
give you £120 a year, when they could have their pick for £40? There must be some strong 
reason behind.” 

“I thought that if I told you the circumstances you would understand afterwards if I wanted your 
help. I should feel so much stronger if I felt that you were at the back of me.” 

“Oh, you may carry that feeling away with you. I assure you that your little problem promises to 
be the most interesting which has come my way for some months. There is something distinctly 
novel about some of the features. If you should find yourself in doubt or in danger—” 

“Danger! What danger do you foresee?” 

Holmes shook his head gravely. “It would cease to be a danger if we could define it,” said he. 
“But at any time, day or night, a telegram would bring me down to your help.” 

“That is enough.” She rose briskly from her chair with the anxiety all swept from her face. “I 
shall go down to Hampshire quite easy in my mind now. I shall write to Mr. Rucastle at once, 
sacrifice my poor hair to-night, and start for Winchester to-morrow.” With a few grateful words 
to Holmes she bade us both good-night and bustled off upon her way. 

“At least,” said I as we heard her quick, firm steps descending the stairs, “she seems to be a 
young lady who is very well able to take care of herself.” 

“And she would need to be,” said Holmes gravely. “I am much mistaken if we do not hear from 
her before many days are past.” 

It was not very long before my friend’s prediction was fulfilled. A fortnight went by, during 
which I frequently found my thoughts turning in her direction and wondering what strange side-
alley of human experience this lonely woman had strayed into. The unusual salary, the curious 
conditions, the light duties, all pointed to something abnormal, though whether a fad or a plot, 
or whether the man were a philanthropist or a villain, it was quite beyond my powers to 
determine. As to Holmes, I observed that he sat frequently for half an hour on end, with knitted 
brows and an abstracted air, but he swept the matter away with a wave of his hand when I 
mentioned it. “Data! data! data!” he cried impatiently. “I can’t make bricks without clay.” And 



yet he would always wind up by muttering that no sister of his should ever have accepted such a 
situation. 

The telegram which we eventually received came late one night just as I was thinking of turning 
in and Holmes was settling down to one of those all-night chemical researches which he 
frequently indulged in, when I would leave him stooping over a retort and a test-tube at night 
and find him in the same position when I came down to breakfast in the morning. He opened 
the yellow envelope, and then, glancing at the message, threw it across to me. 

“Just look up the trains in Bradshaw,” said he, and turned back to his chemical studies. 

The summons was a brief and urgent one.  

 

“Please be at the Black Swan Hotel at Winchester at midday to-morrow,” it said. “Do come! I am 
at my wit’s end. 

 

“HUNTER.”  

 

“Will you come with me?” asked Holmes, glancing up. 

“I should wish to.” 

“Just look it up, then.” 

“There is a train at half-past nine,” said I, glancing over my Bradshaw. “It is due at Winchester at 
11:30.” 

“That will do very nicely. Then perhaps I had better postpone my analysis of the acetones, as we 
may need to be at our best in the morning.”  

 

By eleven o’clock the next day we were well upon our way to the old English capital. Holmes had 
been buried in the morning papers all the way down, but after we had passed the Hampshire 
border he threw them down and began to admire the scenery. It was an ideal spring day, a light 
blue sky, flecked with little fleecy white clouds drifting across from west to east. The sun was 
shining very brightly, and yet there was an exhilarating nip in the air, which set an edge to a 
man’s energy. All over the countryside, away to the rolling hills around Aldershot, the little red 
and grey roofs of the farm-steadings peeped out from amid the light green of the new foliage. 

“Are they not fresh and beautiful?” I cried with all the enthusiasm of a man fresh from the fogs 
of Baker Street. 

But Holmes shook his head gravely. 



“Do you know, Watson,” said he, “that it is one of the curses of a mind with a turn like mine that 
I must look at everything with reference to my own special subject. You look at these scattered 
houses, and you are impressed by their beauty. I look at them, and the only thought which 
comes to me is a feeling of their isolation and of the impunity with which crime may be 
committed there.” 

“Good heavens!” I cried. “Who would associate crime with these dear old homesteads?” 

“They always fill me with a certain horror. It is my belief, Watson, founded upon my experience, 
that the lowest and vilest alleys in London do not present a more dreadful record of sin than 
does the smiling and beautiful countryside.” 

“You horrify me!” 

“But the reason is very obvious. The pressure of public opinion can do in the town what the law 
cannot accomplish. There is no lane so vile that the scream of a tortured child, or the thud of a 
drunkard’s blow, does not beget sympathy and indignation among the neighbours, and then the 
whole machinery of justice is ever so close that a word of complaint can set it going, and there is 
but a step between the crime and the dock. But look at these lonely houses, each in its own 
fields, filled for the most part with poor ignorant folk who know little of the law. Think of the 
deeds of hellish cruelty, the hidden wickedness which may go on, year in, year out, in such 
places, and none the wiser. Had this lady who appeals to us for help gone to live in Winchester, I 
should never have had a fear for her. It is the five miles of country which makes the danger. Still, 
it is clear that she is not personally threatened.” 

“No. If she can come to Winchester to meet us she can get away.” 

“Quite so. She has her freedom.” 

“What can be the matter, then? Can you suggest no explanation?” 

“I have devised seven separate explanations, each of which would cover the facts as far as we 
know them. But which of these is correct can only be determined by the fresh information which 
we shall no doubt find waiting for us. Well, there is the tower of the cathedral, and we shall soon 
learn all that Miss Hunter has to tell.” 

The Black Swan is an inn of repute in the High Street, at no distance from the station, and there 
we found the young lady waiting for us. She had engaged a sitting-room, and our lunch awaited 
us upon the table. 

“I am so delighted that you have come,” she said earnestly. “It is so very kind of you both; but 
indeed I do not know what I should do. Your advice will be altogether invaluable to me.” 

“Pray tell us what has happened to you.” 

“I will do so, and I must be quick, for I have promised Mr. Rucastle to be back before three. I got 
his leave to come into town this morning, though he little knew for what purpose.” 



“Let us have everything in its due order.” Holmes thrust his long thin legs out towards the fire 
and composed himself to listen. 

“In the first place, I may say that I have met, on the whole, with no actual ill-treatment from Mr. 
and Mrs. Rucastle. It is only fair to them to say that. But I cannot understand them, and I am 
not easy in my mind about them.” 

“What can you not understand?” 

“Their reasons for their conduct. But you shall have it all just as it occurred. When I came down, 
Mr. Rucastle met me here and drove me in his dog-cart to the Copper Beeches. It is, as he said, 
beautifully situated, but it is not beautiful in itself, for it is a large square block of a house, 
whitewashed, but all stained and streaked with damp and bad weather. There are grounds round 
it, woods on three sides, and on the fourth a field which slopes down to the Southampton 
highroad, which curves past about a hundred yards from the front door. This ground in front 
belongs to the house, but the woods all round are part of Lord Southerton’s preserves. A clump 
of copper beeches immediately in front of the hall door has given its name to the place. 

“I was driven over by my employer, who was as amiable as ever, and was introduced by him that 
evening to his wife and the child. There was no truth, Mr. Holmes, in the conjecture which 
seemed to us to be probable in your rooms at Baker Street. Mrs. Rucastle is not mad. I found her 
to be a silent, pale-faced woman, much younger than her husband, not more than thirty, I 
should think, while he can hardly be less than forty-five. From their conversation I have 
gathered that they have been married about seven years, that he was a widower, and that his 
only child by the first wife was the daughter who has gone to Philadelphia. Mr. Rucastle told me 
in private that the reason why she had left them was that she had an unreasoning aversion to her 
stepmother. As the daughter could not have been less than twenty, I can quite imagine that her 
position must have been uncomfortable with her father’s young wife. 

“Mrs. Rucastle seemed to me to be colourless in mind as well as in feature. She impressed me 
neither favourably nor the reverse. She was a nonentity. It was easy to see that she was 
passionately devoted both to her husband and to her little son. Her light grey eyes wandered 
continually from one to the other, noting every little want and forestalling it if possible. He was 
kind to her also in his bluff, boisterous fashion, and on the whole they seemed to be a happy 
couple. And yet she had some secret sorrow, this woman. She would often be lost in deep 
thought, with the saddest look upon her face. More than once I have surprised her in tears. I 
have thought sometimes that it was the disposition of her child which weighed upon her mind, 
for I have never met so utterly spoiled and so ill-natured a little creature. He is small for his age, 
with a head which is quite disproportionately large. His whole life appears to be spent in an 
alternation between savage fits of passion and gloomy intervals of sulking. Giving pain to any 
creature weaker than himself seems to be his one idea of amusement, and he shows quite 
remarkable talent in planning the capture of mice, little birds, and insects. But I would rather 
not talk about the creature, Mr. Holmes, and, indeed, he has little to do with my story.” 

“I am glad of all details,” remarked my friend, “whether they seem to you to be relevant or not.” 



“I shall try not to miss anything of importance. The one unpleasant thing about the house, which 
struck me at once, was the appearance and conduct of the servants. There are only two, a man 
and his wife. Toller, for that is his name, is a rough, uncouth man, with grizzled hair and 
whiskers, and a perpetual smell of drink. Twice since I have been with them he has been quite 
drunk, and yet Mr. Rucastle seemed to take no notice of it. His wife is a very tall and strong 
woman with a sour face, as silent as Mrs. Rucastle and much less amiable. They are a most 
unpleasant couple, but fortunately I spend most of my time in the nursery and my own room, 
which are next to each other in one corner of the building. 

“For two days after my arrival at the Copper Beeches my life was very quiet; on the third, Mrs. 
Rucastle came down just after breakfast and whispered something to her husband. 

“ ‘Oh, yes,’ said he, turning to me, ‘we are very much obliged to you, Miss Hunter, for falling in 
with our whims so far as to cut your hair. I assure you that it has not detracted in the tiniest iota 
from your appearance. We shall now see how the electric-blue dress will become you. You will 
find it laid out upon the bed in your room, and if you would be so good as to put it on we should 
both be extremely obliged.’ 

“The dress which I found waiting for me was of a peculiar shade of blue. It was of excellent 
material, a sort of beige, but it bore unmistakable signs of having been worn before. It could not 
have been a better fit if I had been measured for it. Both Mr. and Mrs. Rucastle expressed a 
delight at the look of it, which seemed quite exaggerated in its vehemence. They were waiting for 
me in the drawing-room, which is a very large room, stretching along the entire front of the 
house, with three long windows reaching down to the floor. A chair had been placed close to the 
central window, with its back turned towards it. In this I was asked to sit, and then Mr. Rucastle, 
walking up and down on the other side of the room, began to tell me a series of the funniest 
stories that I have ever listened to. You cannot imagine how comical he was, and I laughed until 
I was quite weary. Mrs. Rucastle, however, who has evidently no sense of humour, never so 
much as smiled, but sat with her hands in her lap, and a sad, anxious look upon her face. After 
an hour or so, Mr. Rucastle suddenly remarked that it was time to commence the duties of the 
day, and that I might change my dress and go to little Edward in the nursery. 

“Two days later this same performance was gone through under exactly similar circumstances. 
Again I changed my dress, again I sat in the window, and again I laughed very heartily at the 
funny stories of which my employer had an immense répertoire, and which he told inimitably. 
Then he handed me a yellow-backed novel, and moving my chair a little sideways, that my own 
shadow might not fall upon the page, he begged me to read aloud to him. I read for about ten 
minutes, beginning in the heart of a chapter, and then suddenly, in the middle of a sentence, he 
ordered me to cease and to change my dress. 

“You can easily imagine, Mr. Holmes, how curious I became as to what the meaning of this 
extraordinary performance could possibly be. They were always very careful, I observed, to turn 
my face away from the window, so that I became consumed with the desire to see what was 
going on behind my back. At first it seemed to be impossible, but I soon devised a means. My 
hand-mirror had been broken, so a happy thought seized me, and I concealed a piece of the glass 
in my handkerchief. On the next occasion, in the midst of my laughter, I put my handkerchief up 



to my eyes, and was able with a little management to see all that there was behind me. I confess 
that I was disappointed. There was nothing. At least that was my first impression. At the second 
glance, however, I perceived that there was a man standing in the Southampton Road, a small 
bearded man in a grey suit, who seemed to be looking in my direction. The road is an important 
highway, and there are usually people there. This man, however, was leaning against the railings 
which bordered our field and was looking earnestly up. I lowered my handkerchief and glanced 
at Mrs. Rucastle to find her eyes fixed upon me with a most searching gaze. She said nothing, 
but I am convinced that she had divined that I had a mirror in my hand and had seen what was 
behind me. She rose at once. 

“ ‘Jephro,’ said she, ‘there is an impertinent fellow upon the road there who stares up at Miss 
Hunter.’ 

“ ‘No friend of yours, Miss Hunter?’ he asked. 

“ ‘No, I know no one in these parts.’ 

“ ‘Dear me! How very impertinent! Kindly turn round and motion to him to go away.’ 

“ ‘Surely it would be better to take no notice.’ 

“ ‘No, no, we should have him loitering here always. Kindly turn round and wave him away like 
that.’ 

“I did as I was told, and at the same instant Mrs. Rucastle drew down the blind. That was a week 
ago, and from that time I have not sat again in the window, nor have I worn the blue dress, nor 
seen the man in the road.” 

“Pray continue,” said Holmes. “Your narrative promises to be a most interesting one.” 

“You will find it rather disconnected, I fear, and there may prove to be little relation between the 
different incidents of which I speak. On the very first day that I was at the Copper Beeches, Mr. 
Rucastle took me to a small outhouse which stands near the kitchen door. As we approached it I 
heard the sharp rattling of a chain, and the sound as of a large animal moving about. 

“ ‘Look in here!’ said Mr. Rucastle, showing me a slit between two planks. ‘Is he not a beauty?’ 

“I looked through and was conscious of two glowing eyes, and of a vague figure huddled up in 
the darkness. 

“ ‘Don’t be frightened,’ said my employer, laughing at the start which I had given. ‘It’s only 
Carlo, my mastiff. I call him mine, but really old Toller, my groom, is the only man who can do 
anything with him. We feed him once a day, and not too much then, so that he is always as keen 
as mustard. Toller lets him loose every night, and God help the trespasser whom he lays his 
fangs upon. For goodness’ sake don’t you ever on any pretext set your foot over the threshold at 
night, for it’s as much as your life is worth.’ 

“The warning was no idle one, for two nights later I happened to look out of my bedroom 
window about two o’clock in the morning. It was a beautiful moonlight night, and the lawn in 



front of the house was silvered over and almost as bright as day. I was standing, rapt in the 
peaceful beauty of the scene, when I was aware that something was moving under the shadow of 
the copper beeches. As it emerged into the moonshine I saw what it was. It was a giant dog, as 
large as a calf, tawny tinted, with hanging jowl, black muzzle, and huge projecting bones. It 
walked slowly across the lawn and vanished into the shadow upon the other side. That dreadful 
sentinel sent a chill to my heart which I do not think that any burglar could have done. 

“And now I have a very strange experience to tell you. I had, as you know, cut off my hair in 
London, and I had placed it in a great coil at the bottom of my trunk. One evening, after the 
child was in bed, I began to amuse myself by examining the furniture of my room and by 
rearranging my own little things. There was an old chest of drawers in the room, the two upper 
ones empty and open, the lower one locked. I had filled the first two with my linen, and as I had 
still much to pack away I was naturally annoyed at not having the use of the third drawer. It 
struck me that it might have been fastened by a mere oversight, so I took out my bunch of keys 
and tried to open it. The very first key fitted to perfection, and I drew the drawer open. There 
was only one thing in it, but I am sure that you would never guess what it was. It was my coil of 
hair. 

“I took it up and examined it. It was of the same peculiar tint, and the same thickness. But then 
the impossibility of the thing obtruded itself upon me. How could my hair have been locked in 
the drawer? With trembling hands I undid my trunk, turned out the contents, and drew from the 
bottom my own hair. I laid the two tresses together, and I assure you that they were identical. 
Was it not extraordinary? Puzzle as I would, I could make nothing at all of what it meant. I 
returned the strange hair to the drawer, and I said nothing of the matter to the Rucastles as I felt 
that I had put myself in the wrong by opening a drawer which they had locked. 

“I am naturally observant, as you may have remarked, Mr. Holmes, and I soon had a pretty good 
plan of the whole house in my head. There was one wing, however, which appeared not to be 
inhabited at all. A door which faced that which led into the quarters of the Tollers opened into 
this suite, but it was invariably locked. One day, however, as I ascended the stair, I met Mr. 
Rucastle coming out through this door, his keys in his hand, and a look on his face which made 
him a very different person to the round, jovial man to whom I was accustomed. His cheeks 
were red, his brow was all crinkled with anger, and the veins stood out at his temples with 
passion. He locked the door and hurried past me without a word or a look. 

“This aroused my curiosity, so when I went out for a walk in the grounds with my charge, I 
strolled round to the side from which I could see the windows of this part of the house. There 
were four of them in a row, three of which were simply dirty, while the fourth was shuttered up. 
They were evidently all deserted. As I strolled up and down, glancing at them occasionally, Mr. 
Rucastle came out to me, looking as merry and jovial as ever. 

“ ‘Ah!’ said he, ‘you must not think me rude if I passed you without a word, my dear young lady. 
I was preoccupied with business matters.’ 

“I assured him that I was not offended. ‘By the way,’ said I, ‘you seem to have quite a suite of 
spare rooms up there, and one of them has the shutters up.’ 



“He looked surprised and, as it seemed to me, a little startled at my remark. 

“ ‘Photography is one of my hobbies,’ said he. ‘I have made my dark room up there. But, dear 
me! what an observant young lady we have come upon. Who would have believed it? Who would 
have ever believed it?’ He spoke in a jesting tone, but there was no jest in his eyes as he looked at 
me. I read suspicion there and annoyance, but no jest. 

“Well, Mr. Holmes, from the moment that I understood that there was something about that 
suite of rooms which I was not to know, I was all on fire to go over them. It was not mere 
curiosity, though I have my share of that. It was more a feeling of duty—a feeling that some good 
might come from my penetrating to this place. They talk of woman’s instinct; perhaps it was 
woman’s instinct which gave me that feeling. At any rate, it was there, and I was keenly on the 
lookout for any chance to pass the forbidden door. 

“It was only yesterday that the chance came. I may tell you that, besides Mr. Rucastle, both 
Toller and his wife find something to do in these deserted rooms, and I once saw him carrying a 
large black linen bag with him through the door. Recently he has been drinking hard, and 
yesterday evening he was very drunk; and when I came upstairs there was the key in the door. I 
have no doubt at all that he had left it there. Mr. and Mrs. Rucastle were both downstairs, and 
the child was with them, so that I had an admirable opportunity. I turned the key gently in the 
lock, opened the door, and slipped through. 

“There was a little passage in front of me, unpapered and uncarpeted, which turned at a right 
angle at the farther end. Round this corner were three doors in a line, the first and third of which 
were open. They each led into an empty room, dusty and cheerless, with two windows in the one 
and one in the other, so thick with dirt that the evening light glimmered dimly through them. 
The centre door was closed, and across the outside of it had been fastened one of the broad bars 
of an iron bed, padlocked at one end to a ring in the wall, and fastened at the other with stout 
cord. The door itself was locked as well, and the key was not there. This barricaded door 
corresponded clearly with the shuttered window outside, and yet I could see by the glimmer 
from beneath it that the room was not in darkness. Evidently there was a skylight which let in 
light from above. As I stood in the passage gazing at the sinister door and wondering what secret 
it might veil, I suddenly heard the sound of steps within the room and saw a shadow pass 
backward and forward against the little slit of dim light which shone out from under the door. A 
mad, unreasoning terror rose up in me at the sight, Mr. Holmes. My overstrung nerves failed me 
suddenly, and I turned and ran—ran as though some dreadful hand were behind me clutching at 
the skirt of my dress. I rushed down the passage, through the door, and straight into the arms of 
Mr. Rucastle, who was waiting outside. 

“ ‘So,’ said he, smiling, ‘it was you, then. I thought that it must be when I saw the door open.’ 

“ ‘Oh, I am so frightened!’ I panted. 

“ ‘My dear young lady! my dear young lady!’—you cannot think how caressing and soothing his 
manner was—‘and what has frightened you, my dear young lady?’ 

“But his voice was just a little too coaxing. He overdid it. I was keenly on my guard against him. 



“ ‘I was foolish enough to go into the empty wing,’ I answered. ‘But it is so lonely and eerie in 
this dim light that I was frightened and ran out again. Oh, it is so dreadfully still in there!’ 

“ ‘Only that?’ said he, looking at me keenly. 

“ ‘Why, what did you think?’ I asked. 

“ ‘Why do you think that I lock this door?’ 

“ ‘I am sure that I do not know.’ 

“ ‘It is to keep people out who have no business there. Do you see?’ He was still smiling in the 
most amiable manner. 

“ ‘I am sure if I had known—’ 

“ ‘Well, then, you know now. And if you ever put your foot over that threshold again’—here in an 
instant the smile hardened into a grin of rage, and he glared down at me with the face of a 
demon—‘I’ll throw you to the mastiff.’ 

“I was so terrified that I do not know what I did. I suppose that I must have rushed past him into 
my room. I remember nothing until I found myself lying on my bed trembling all over. Then I 
thought of you, Mr. Holmes. I could not live there longer without some advice. I was frightened 
of the house, of the man, of the woman, of the servants, even of the child. They were all horrible 
to me. If I could only bring you down all would be well. Of course I might have fled from the 
house, but my curiosity was almost as strong as my fears. My mind was soon made up. I would 
send you a wire. I put on my hat and cloak, went down to the office, which is about half a mile 
from the house, and then returned, feeling very much easier. A horrible doubt came into my 
mind as I approached the door lest the dog might be loose, but I remembered that Toller had 
drunk himself into a state of insensibility that evening, and I knew that he was the only one in 
the household who had any influence with the savage creature, or who would venture to set him 
free. I slipped in in safety and lay awake half the night in my joy at the thought of seeing you. I 
had no difficulty in getting leave to come into Winchester this morning, but I must be back 
before three o’clock, for Mr. and Mrs. Rucastle are going on a visit, and will be away all the 
evening, so that I must look after the child. Now I have told you all my adventures, Mr. Holmes, 
and I should be very glad if you could tell me what it all means, and, above all, what I should 
do.” 

Holmes and I had listened spellbound to this extraordinary story. My friend rose now and paced 
up and down the room, his hands in his pockets, and an expression of the most profound gravity 
upon his face. 

“Is Toller still drunk?” he asked. 

“Yes. I heard his wife tell Mrs. Rucastle that she could do nothing with him.” 

“That is well. And the Rucastles go out to-night?” 

“Yes.” 



“Is there a cellar with a good strong lock?” 

“Yes, the wine-cellar.” 

“You seem to me to have acted all through this matter like a very brave and sensible girl, Miss 
Hunter. Do you think that you could perform one more feat? I should not ask it of you if I did 
not think you a quite exceptional woman.” 

“I will try. What is it?” 

“We shall be at the Copper Beeches by seven o’clock, my friend and I. The Rucastles will be gone 
by that time, and Toller will, we hope, be incapable. There only remains Mrs. Toller, who might 
give the alarm. If you could send her into the cellar on some errand, and then turn the key upon 
her, you would facilitate matters immensely.” 

“I will do it.” 

“Excellent! We shall then look thoroughly into the affair. Of course there is only one feasible 
explanation. You have been brought there to personate someone, and the real person is 
imprisoned in this chamber. That is obvious. As to who this prisoner is, I have no doubt that it is 
the daughter, Miss Alice Rucastle, if I remember right, who was said to have gone to America. 
You were chosen, doubtless, as resembling her in height, figure, and the colour of your hair. 
Hers had been cut off, very possibly in some illness through which she has passed, and so, of 
course, yours had to be sacrificed also. By a curious chance you came upon her tresses. The man 
in the road was undoubtedly some friend of hers—possibly her fiancé—and no doubt, as you 
wore the girl’s dress and were so like her, he was convinced from your laughter, whenever he 
saw you, and afterwards from your gesture, that Miss Rucastle was perfectly happy, and that she 
no longer desired his attentions. The dog is let loose at night to prevent him from endeavouring 
to communicate with her. So much is fairly clear. The most serious point in the case is the 
disposition of the child.” 

“What on earth has that to do with it?” I ejaculated. 

“My dear Watson, you as a medical man are continually gaining light as to the tendencies of a 
child by the study of the parents. Don’t you see that the converse is equally valid. I have 
frequently gained my first real insight into the character of parents by studying their children. 
This child’s disposition is abnormally cruel, merely for cruelty’s sake, and whether he derives 
this from his smiling father, as I should suspect, or from his mother, it bodes evil for the poor 
girl who is in their power.” 

“I am sure that you are right, Mr. Holmes,” cried our client. “A thousand things come back to me 
which make me certain that you have hit it. Oh, let us lose not an instant in bringing help to this 
poor creature.” 

“We must be circumspect, for we are dealing with a very cunning man. We can do nothing until 
seven o’clock. At that hour we shall be with you, and it will not be long before we solve the 
mystery.” 



We were as good as our word, for it was just seven when we reached the Copper Beeches, having 
put up our trap at a wayside public-house. The group of trees, with their dark leaves shining like 
burnished metal in the light of the setting sun, were sufficient to mark the house even had Miss 
Hunter not been standing smiling on the door-step. 

“Have you managed it?” asked Holmes. 

A loud thudding noise came from somewhere downstairs. “That is Mrs. Toller in the cellar,” said 
she. “Her husband lies snoring on the kitchen rug. Here are his keys, which are the duplicates of 
Mr. Rucastle’s.” 

“You have done well indeed!” cried Holmes with enthusiasm. “Now lead the way, and we shall 
soon see the end of this black business.” 

We passed up the stair, unlocked the door, followed on down a passage, and found ourselves in 
front of the barricade which Miss Hunter had described. Holmes cut the cord and removed the 
transverse bar. Then he tried the various keys in the lock, but without success. No sound came 
from within, and at the silence Holmes’ face clouded over. 

“I trust that we are not too late,” said he. “I think, Miss Hunter, that we had better go in without 
you. Now, Watson, put your shoulder to it, and we shall see whether we cannot make our way 
in.” 

It was an old rickety door and gave at once before our united strength. Together we rushed into 
the room. It was empty. There was no furniture save a little pallet bed, a small table, and a 
basketful of linen. The skylight above was open, and the prisoner gone. 

“There has been some villainy here,” said Holmes; “this beauty has guessed Miss Hunter’s 
intentions and has carried his victim off.” 

“But how?” 

“Through the skylight. We shall soon see how he managed it.” He swung himself up onto the 
roof. “Ah, yes,” he cried, “here’s the end of a long light ladder against the eaves. That is how he 
did it.” 

“But it is impossible,” said Miss Hunter; “the ladder was not there when the Rucastles went 
away.” 

“He has come back and done it. I tell you that he is a clever and dangerous man. I should not be 
very much surprised if this were he whose step I hear now upon the stair. I think, Watson, that it 
would be as well for you to have your pistol ready.” 

The words were hardly out of his mouth before a man appeared at the door of the room, a very 
fat and burly man, with a heavy stick in his hand. Miss Hunter screamed and shrunk against the 
wall at the sight of him, but Sherlock Holmes sprang forward and confronted him. 

“You villain!” said he, “where’s your daughter?” 



The fat man cast his eyes round, and then up at the open skylight. 

“It is for me to ask you that,” he shrieked, “you thieves! Spies and thieves! I have caught you, 
have I? You are in my power. I’ll serve you!” He turned and clattered down the stairs as hard as 
he could go. 

“He’s gone for the dog!” cried Miss Hunter. 

“I have my revolver,” said I. 

“Better close the front door,” cried Holmes, and we all rushed down the stairs together. We had 
hardly reached the hall when we heard the baying of a hound, and then a scream of agony, with 
a horrible worrying sound which it was dreadful to listen to. An elderly man with a red face and 
shaking limbs came staggering out at a side door. 

“My God!” he cried. “Someone has loosed the dog. It’s not been fed for two days. Quick, quick, or 
it’ll be too late!” 

Holmes and I rushed out and round the angle of the house, with Toller hurrying behind us. 
There was the huge famished brute, its black muzzle buried in Rucastle’s throat, while he 
writhed and screamed upon the ground. Running up, I blew its brains out, and it fell over with 
its keen white teeth still meeting in the great creases of his neck. With much labour we separated 
them and carried him, living but horribly mangled, into the house. We laid him upon the 
drawing-room sofa, and having dispatched the sobered Toller to bear the news to his wife, I did 
what I could to relieve his pain. We were all assembled round him when the door opened, and a 
tall, gaunt woman entered the room. 

“Mrs. Toller!” cried Miss Hunter. 

“Yes, miss. Mr. Rucastle let me out when he came back before he went up to you. Ah, miss, it is a 
pity you didn’t let me know what you were planning, for I would have told you that your pains 
were wasted.” 

“Ha!” said Holmes, looking keenly at her. “It is clear that Mrs. Toller knows more about this 
matter than anyone else.” 

“Yes, sir, I do, and I am ready enough to tell what I know.” 

“Then, pray, sit down, and let us hear it for there are several points on which I must confess that 
I am still in the dark.” 

“I will soon make it clear to you,” said she; “and I’d have done so before now if I could ha’ got out 
from the cellar. If there’s police-court business over this, you’ll remember that I was the one that 
stood your friend, and that I was Miss Alice’s friend too. 

“She was never happy at home, Miss Alice wasn’t, from the time that her father married again. 
She was slighted like and had no say in anything, but it never really became bad for her until 
after she met Mr. Fowler at a friend’s house. As well as I could learn, Miss Alice had rights of her 
own by will, but she was so quiet and patient, she was, that she never said a word about them 



but just left everything in Mr. Rucastle’s hands. He knew he was safe with her; but when there 
was a chance of a husband coming forward, who would ask for all that the law would give him, 
then her father thought it time to put a stop on it. He wanted her to sign a paper, so that whether 
she married or not, he could use her money. When she wouldn’t do it, he kept on worrying her 
until she got brain-fever, and for six weeks was at death’s door. Then she got better at last, all 
worn to a shadow, and with her beautiful hair cut off; but that didn’t make no change in her 
young man, and he stuck to her as true as man could be.” 

“Ah,” said Holmes, “I think that what you have been good enough to tell us makes the matter 
fairly clear, and that I can deduce all that remains. Mr. Rucastle then, I presume, took to this 
system of imprisonment?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“And brought Miss Hunter down from London in order to get rid of the disagreeable persistence 
of Mr. Fowler.” 

“That was it, sir.” 

“But Mr. Fowler being a persevering man, as a good seaman should be, blockaded the house, 
and having met you succeeded by certain arguments, metallic or otherwise, in convincing you 
that your interests were the same as his.” 

“Mr. Fowler was a very kind-spoken, free-handed gentleman,” said Mrs. Toller serenely. 

“And in this way he managed that your good man should have no want of drink, and that a 
ladder should be ready at the moment when your master had gone out.” 

“You have it, sir, just as it happened.” 

“I am sure we owe you an apology, Mrs. Toller,” said Holmes, “for you have certainly cleared up 
everything which puzzled us. And here comes the country surgeon and Mrs. Rucastle, so I think, 
Watson, that we had best escort Miss Hunter back to Winchester, as it seems to me that our 
locus standi now is rather a questionable one.” 

And thus was solved the mystery of the sinister house with the copper beeches in front of the 
door. Mr. Rucastle survived, but was always a broken man, kept alive solely through the care of 
his devoted wife. They still live with their old servants, who probably know so much of Rucastle’s 
past life that he finds it difficult to part from them. Mr. Fowler and Miss Rucastle were married, 
by special license, in Southampton the day after their flight, and he is now the holder of a 
government appointment in the island of Mauritius. As to Miss Violet Hunter, my friend 
Holmes, rather to my disappointment, manifested no further interest in her when once she had 
ceased to be the centre of one of his problems, and she is now the head of a private school at 
Walsall, where I believe that she has met with considerable success.  

  



Discussion Questions 

1. Give one example from this story of Watson acting as a “foil”? 
2. Choose one rule from the Six Rules listed below and explain how this story does or does 

not follow the rule. 
3. What offer does the letter Miss Hunter receives make? What are the conditions? 
4. Describe the family Miss Hunter encounters at her new job. What is the wife like? The 

child? 
5. What odd thing does Miss Hunter find locked in her drawer? Where do you think it came 

from? 
6. Explain why Mr. Rucastle locked up his daughter. What has become of her? 
7. From the moment Miss Hunter arrives at the home called the Copper Beeches, the mood 

is eerie, full of suspense. What details make it so? 
8. Do you feel at all sorry for Mr. Rucastle at the end of the story, or do you feel that he 

deserves his fate? Explain. 

Raymond Chandler's Ten Commandments For the Detective Novel 
1. It must be credibly motivated, both as to the original situation and the dénouement (i.e. 

the climax). 

2. It must be technically sound as to the methods of murder and detection. 

3. It must be realistic in character, setting, and atmosphere. It must be about real people 
in a real world. 

4. It must have a sound story value apart from the mystery element (i.e., the investigation 
itself must be an adventure worth reading). 

5. It must have enough essential simplicity to be explained easily when the time comes. 

6. It must baffle a reasonably intelligent reader. 

7. The solution must seem inevitable once revealed. 

8. It must not try to do everything at once. If it is a puzzle story operating in a rather cool, 
reasonable atmosphere, it cannot also be a violent adventure or a passionate romance. 

9. It must punish the criminal in one way or another, not necessarily by operation of the 
law.  

10. It must be honest with the reader. (i.e. The narrator cannot withhold vital information 
that would solve the mystery or lie to the reader). 
 

 



The Adventure of the Red-Headed League by Sir Arthur Conan 
Doyle 
Introduction 16 

"The Red-Headed League" is one of the 56 Sherlock Holmes short stories written by Sir Arthur 
Conan Doyle. It first appeared in The Strand Magazine in August 1891, with illustrations by 
Sidney Paget. Conan Doyle ranked "The Red-Headed League" second in his list of his twelve 
favourite Holmes stories. It is also the second of the twelve stories in The Adventures of 
Sherlock Holmes, which was published in 1892. 

 

I had called upon my friend, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, one day in the autumn of last year and found 
him in deep conversation with a very stout, florid-faced, elderly gentleman with fiery red hair. 
With an apology for my intrusion, I was about to withdraw when Holmes pulled me abruptly 
into the room and closed the door behind me. 

“You could not possibly have come at a better time, my dear Watson,” he said cordially. 

“I was afraid that you were engaged.” 

“So I am. Very much so.” 

“Then I can wait in the next room.” 

“Not at all. This gentleman, Mr. Wilson, has been my partner and helper in many of my most 
successful cases, and I have no doubt that he will be of the utmost use to me in yours also.” 

The stout gentleman half rose from his chair and gave a bob of greeting, with a quick little 
questioning glance from his small fat-encircled eyes. 

“Try the settee,” said Holmes, relapsing into his armchair and putting his fingertips together, as 
was his custom when in judicial moods. “I know, my dear Watson, that you share my love of all 
that is bizarre and outside the conventions and humdrum routine of everyday life. You have 
shown your relish for it by the enthusiasm which has prompted you to chronicle, and, if you will 
excuse my saying so, somewhat to embellish so many of my own little adventures.” 

“Your cases have indeed been of the greatest interest to me,” I observed. 

“You will remember that I remarked the other day, just before we went into the very simple 
problem presented by Miss Mary Sutherland, that for strange effects and extraordinary 
combinations we must go to life itself, which is always far more daring than any effort of the 
imagination.” 

“A proposition which I took the liberty of doubting.” 

                                                        
16 Wikipedia contributors. "The Red-Headed League." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free 
Encyclopedia, 9 Oct. 2015. Web. 11 Nov. 2015. 



“You did, Doctor, but none the less you must come round to my view, for otherwise I shall keep 
on piling fact upon fact on you until your reason breaks down under them and acknowledges me 
to be right. Now, Mr. Jabez Wilson here has been good enough to call upon me this morning, 
and to begin a narrative which promises to be one of the most singular which I have listened to 
for some time. You have heard me remark that the strangest and most unique things are very 
often connected not with the larger but with the smaller crimes, and occasionally, indeed, where 
there is room for doubt whether any positive crime has been committed. As far as I have heard, 
it is impossible for me to say whether the present case is an instance of crime or not, but the 
course of events is certainly among the most singular that I have ever listened to. Perhaps, Mr. 
Wilson, you would have the great kindness to recommence your narrative. I ask you not merely 
because my friend Dr. Watson has not heard the opening part but also because the peculiar 
nature of the story makes me anxious to have every possible detail from your lips. As a rule, 
when I have heard some slight indication of the course of events, I am able to guide myself by 
the thousands of other similar cases which occur to my memory. In the present instance I am 
forced to admit that the facts are, to the best of my belief, unique.” 

The portly client puffed out his chest with an appearance of some little pride and pulled a dirty 
and wrinkled newspaper from the inside pocket of his greatcoat. As he glanced down the 
advertisement column, with his head thrust forward and the paper flattened out upon his knee, I 
took a good look at the man and endeavoured, after the fashion of my companion, to read the 
indications which might be presented by his dress or appearance. 

I did not gain very much, however, by my inspection. Our visitor bore every mark of being an 
average commonplace British tradesman, obese, pompous, and slow. He wore rather baggy grey 
shepherd’s check trousers, a not over-clean black frock-coat, unbuttoned in the front, and a drab 
waistcoat with a heavy brassy Albert chain, and a square pierced bit of metal dangling down as 
an ornament. A frayed top-hat and a faded brown overcoat with a wrinkled velvet collar lay upon 
a chair beside him. Altogether, look as I would, there was nothing remarkable about the man 
save his blazing red head, and the expression of extreme chagrin and discontent upon his 
features. 

Sherlock Holmes’ quick eye took in my occupation, and he shook his head with a smile as he 
noticed my questioning glances. “Beyond the obvious facts that he has at some time done 
manual labour, that he takes snuff, that he is a Freemason, that he has been in China, and that 
he has done a considerable amount of writing lately, I can deduce nothing else.” 

Mr. Jabez Wilson started up in his chair, with his forefinger upon the paper, but his eyes upon 
my companion. 

“How, in the name of good-fortune, did you know all that, Mr. Holmes?” he asked. “How did you 
know, for example, that I did manual labour. It’s as true as gospel, for I began as a ship’s 
carpenter.” 

“Your hands, my dear sir. Your right hand is quite a size larger than your left. You have worked 
with it, and the muscles are more developed.” 

“Well, the snuff, then, and the Freemasonry?” 



“I won’t insult your intelligence by telling you how I read that, especially as, rather against the 
strict rules of your order, you use an arc-and-compass breastpin.” 

“Ah, of course, I forgot that. But the writing?” 

“What else can be indicated by that right cuff so very shiny for five inches, and the left one with 
the smooth patch near the elbow where you rest it upon the desk?” 

“Well, but China?” 

“The fish that you have tattooed immediately above your right wrist could only have been done 
in China. I have made a small study of tattoo marks and have even contributed to the literature 
of the subject. That trick of staining the fishes’ scales of a delicate pink is quite peculiar to China. 
When, in addition, I see a Chinese coin hanging from your watch-chain, the matter becomes 
even more simple.” 

Mr. Jabez Wilson laughed heavily. “Well, I never!” said he. “I thought at first that you had done 
something clever, but I see that there was nothing in it after all.” 

“I begin to think, Watson,” said Holmes, “that I make a mistake in explaining. ‘Omne ignotum 
pro magnifico,’ you know, and my poor little reputation, such as it is, will suffer shipwreck if I 
am so candid. Can you not find the advertisement, Mr. Wilson?” 

“Yes, I have got it now,” he answered with his thick red finger planted halfway down the column. 
“Here it is. This is what began it all. You just read it for yourself, sir.” 

I took the paper from him and read as follows: 

“TO THE RED-HEADED LEAGUE: On account of the bequest of the late Ezekiah Hopkins, of 
Lebanon, Pennsylvania, U. S. A., there is now another vacancy open which entitles a member of 
the League to a salary of £4 a week for purely nominal services. All red-headed men who are 
sound in body and mind and above the age of twenty-one years, are eligible. Apply in person on 
Monday, at eleven o’clock, to Duncan Ross, at the offices of the League, 7 Pope’s Court, Fleet 
Street.” 

“What on earth does this mean?” I ejaculated after I had twice read over the extraordinary 
announcement. 

Holmes chuckled and wriggled in his chair, as was his habit when in high spirits. “It is a little off 
the beaten track, isn’t it?” said he. “And now, Mr. Wilson, off you go at scratch and tell us all 
about yourself, your household, and the effect which this advertisement had upon your fortunes. 
You will first make a note, Doctor, of the paper and the date.” 

“It is The Morning Chronicle of April 27, 1890. Just two months ago.” 

“Very good. Now, Mr. Wilson?” 

“Well, it is just as I have been telling you, Mr. Sherlock Holmes,” said Jabez Wilson, mopping his 
forehead; “I have a small pawnbroker’s business at Coburg Square, near the City. It’s not a very 
large affair, and of late years it has not done more than just give me a living. I used to be able to 



keep two assistants, but now I only keep one; and I would have a job to pay him but that he is 
willing to come for half wages so as to learn the business.” 

“What is the name of this obliging youth?” asked Sherlock Holmes. 

“His name is Vincent Spaulding, and he’s not such a youth, either. It’s hard to say his age. I 
should not wish a smarter assistant, Mr. Holmes; and I know very well that he could better 
himself and earn twice what I am able to give him. But, after all, if he is satisfied, why should I 
put ideas in his head?” 

“Why, indeed? You seem most fortunate in having an employé who comes under the full market 
price. It is not a common experience among employers in this age. I don’t know that your 
assistant is not as remarkable as your advertisement.” 

“Oh, he has his faults, too,” said Mr. Wilson. “Never was such a fellow for photography. 
Snapping away with a camera when he ought to be improving his mind, and then diving down 
into the cellar like a rabbit into its hole to develop his pictures. That is his main fault, but on the 
whole he’s a good worker. There’s no vice in him.” 

“He is still with you, I presume?” 

“Yes, sir. He and a girl of fourteen, who does a bit of simple cooking and keeps the place clean—
that’s all I have in the house, for I am a widower and never had any family. We live very quietly, 
sir, the three of us; and we keep a roof over our heads and pay our debts, if we do nothing more. 

“The first thing that put us out was that advertisement. Spaulding, he came down into the office 
just this day eight weeks, with this very paper in his hand, and he says: 

“ ‘I wish to the Lord, Mr. Wilson, that I was a red-headed man.’ 

“ ‘Why that?’ I asks. 

“ ‘Why,’ says he, ‘here’s another vacancy on the League of the Red-headed Men. It’s worth quite 
a little fortune to any man who gets it, and I understand that there are more vacancies than 
there are men, so that the trustees are at their wits’ end what to do with the money. If my hair 
would only change colour, here’s a nice little crib all ready for me to step into.’ 

“ ‘Why, what is it, then?’ I asked. You see, Mr. Holmes, I am a very stay-at-home man, and as my 
business came to me instead of my having to go to it, I was often weeks on end without putting 
my foot over the door-mat. In that way I didn’t know much of what was going on outside, and I 
was always glad of a bit of news. 

“ ‘Have you never heard of the League of the Red-headed Men?’ he asked with his eyes open. 

“ ‘Never.’ 

“ ‘Why, I wonder at that, for you are eligible yourself for one of the vacancies.’ 

“ ‘And what are they worth?’ I asked. 



“ ‘Oh, merely a couple of hundred a year, but the work is slight, and it need not interfere very 
much with one’s other occupations.’ 

“Well, you can easily think that that made me prick up my ears, for the business has not been 
over good for some years, and an extra couple of hundred would have been very handy. 

“ ‘Tell me all about it,’ said I. 

“ ‘Well,’ said he, showing me the advertisement, ‘you can see for yourself that the League has a 
vacancy, and there is the address where you should apply for particulars. As far as I can make 
out, the League was founded by an American millionaire, Ezekiah Hopkins, who was very 
peculiar in his ways. He was himself red-headed, and he had a great sympathy for all red-headed 
men; so, when he died, it was found that he had left his enormous fortune in the hands of 
trustees, with instructions to apply the interest to the providing of easy berths to men whose 
hair is of that colour. From all I hear it is splendid pay and very little to do.’ 

“ ‘But,’ said I, ‘there would be millions of red-headed men who would apply.’ 

“ ‘Not so many as you might think,’ he answered. ‘You see it is really confined to Londoners, and 
to grown men. This American had started from London when he was young, and he wanted to 
do the old town a good turn. Then, again, I have heard it is no use your applying if your hair is 
light red, or dark red, or anything but real bright, blazing, fiery red. Now, if you cared to apply, 
Mr. Wilson, you would just walk in; but perhaps it would hardly be worth your while to put 
yourself out of the way for the sake of a few hundred pounds.’ 

“Now, it is a fact, gentlemen, as you may see for yourselves, that my hair is of a very full and rich 
tint, so that it seemed to me that if there was to be any competition in the matter I stood as good 
a chance as any man that I had ever met. Vincent Spaulding seemed to know so much about it 
that I thought he might prove useful, so I just ordered him to put up the shutters for the day and 
to come right away with me. He was very willing to have a holiday, so we shut the business up 
and started off for the address that was given us in the advertisement. 

“I never hope to see such a sight as that again, Mr. Holmes. From north, south, east, and west 
every man who had a shade of red in his hair had tramped into the city to answer the 
advertisement. Fleet Street was choked with red-headed folk, and Pope’s Court looked like a 
coster’s orange barrow. I should not have thought there were so many in the whole country as 
were brought together by that single advertisement. Every shade of colour they were—straw, 
lemon, orange, brick, Irish-setter, liver, clay; but, as Spaulding said, there were not many who 
had the real vivid flame-coloured tint. When I saw how many were waiting, I would have given it 
up in despair; but Spaulding would not hear of it. How he did it I could not imagine, but he 
pushed and pulled and butted until he got me through the crowd, and right up to the steps 
which led to the office. There was a double stream upon the stair, some going up in hope, and 
some coming back dejected; but we wedged in as well as we could and soon found ourselves in 
the office.” 

“Your experience has been a most entertaining one,” remarked Holmes as his client paused and 
refreshed his memory with a huge pinch of snuff. “Pray continue your very interesting 
statement.” 



“There was nothing in the office but a couple of wooden chairs and a deal table, behind which sat 
a small man with a head that was even redder than mine. He said a few words to each candidate 
as he came up, and then he always managed to find some fault in them which would disqualify 
them. Getting a vacancy did not seem to be such a very easy matter, after all. However, when our 
turn came the little man was much more favourable to me than to any of the others, and he 
closed the door as we entered, so that he might have a private word with us. 

“ ‘This is Mr. Jabez Wilson,’ said my assistant, ‘and he is willing to fill a vacancy in the League.’ 

“ ‘And he is admirably suited for it,’ the other answered. ‘He has every requirement. I cannot 
recall when I have seen anything so fine.’ He took a step backward, cocked his head on one side, 
and gazed at my hair until I felt quite bashful. Then suddenly he plunged forward, wrung my 
hand, and congratulated me warmly on my success. 

“ ‘It would be injustice to hesitate,’ said he. ‘You will, however, I am sure, excuse me for taking 
an obvious precaution.’ With that he seized my hair in both his hands, and tugged until I yelled 
with the pain. ‘There is water in your eyes,’ said he as he released me. ‘I perceive that all is as it 
should be. But we have to be careful, for we have twice been deceived by wigs and once by paint. 
I could tell you tales of cobbler’s wax which would disgust you with human nature.’ He stepped 
over to the window and shouted through it at the top of his voice that the vacancy was filled. A 
groan of disappointment came up from below, and the folk all trooped away in different 
directions until there was not a red-head to be seen except my own and that of the manager. 

“ ‘My name,’ said he, ‘is Mr. Duncan Ross, and I am myself one of the pensioners upon the fund 
left by our noble benefactor. Are you a married man, Mr. Wilson? Have you a family?’ 

“I answered that I had not. 

“His face fell immediately. 

“ ‘Dear me!’ he said gravely, ‘that is very serious indeed! I am sorry to hear you say that. The 
fund was, of course, for the propagation and spread of the red-heads as well as for their 
maintenance. It is exceedingly unfortunate that you should be a bachelor.’ 

“My face lengthened at this, Mr. Holmes, for I thought that I was not to have the vacancy after 
all; but after thinking it over for a few minutes he said that it would be all right. 

“ ‘In the case of another,’ said he, ‘the objection might be fatal, but we must stretch a point in 
favour of a man with such a head of hair as yours. When shall you be able to enter upon your 
new duties?’ 

“ ‘Well, it is a little awkward, for I have a business already,’ said I. 

“ ‘Oh, never mind about that, Mr. Wilson!’ said Vincent Spaulding. ‘I should be able to look after 
that for you.’ 

“ ‘What would be the hours?’ I asked. 

“ ‘Ten to two.’ 



“Now a pawnbroker’s business is mostly done of an evening, Mr. Holmes, especially Thursday 
and Friday evening, which is just before pay-day; so it would suit me very well to earn a little in 
the mornings. Besides, I knew that my assistant was a good man, and that he would see to 
anything that turned up. 

“ ‘That would suit me very well,’ said I. ‘And the pay?’ 

“ ‘Is £4 a week.’ 

“ ‘And the work?’ 

“ ‘Is purely nominal.’ 

“ ‘What do you call purely nominal?’ 

“ ‘Well, you have to be in the office, or at least in the building, the whole time. If you leave, you 
forfeit your whole position forever. The will is very clear upon that point. You don’t comply with 
the conditions if you budge from the office during that time.’ 

“ ‘It’s only four hours a day, and I should not think of leaving,’ said I. 

“ ‘No excuse will avail,’ said Mr. Duncan Ross; ‘neither sickness nor business nor anything else. 
There you must stay, or you lose your billet.’ 

“ ‘And the work?’ 

“ ‘Is to copy out the Encyclopaedia Britannica. There is the first volume of it in that press. You 
must find your own ink, pens, and blotting-paper, but we provide this table and chair. Will you 
be ready to-morrow?’ 

“ ‘Certainly,’ I answered. 

“ ‘Then, good-bye, Mr. Jabez Wilson, and let me congratulate you once more on the important 
position which you have been fortunate enough to gain.’ He bowed me out of the room and I 
went home with my assistant, hardly knowing what to say or do, I was so pleased at my own 
good fortune. 

“Well, I thought over the matter all day, and by evening I was in low spirits again; for I had quite 
persuaded myself that the whole affair must be some great hoax or fraud, though what its object 
might be I could not imagine. It seemed altogether past belief that anyone could make such a 
will, or that they would pay such a sum for doing anything so simple as copying out the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica. Vincent Spaulding did what he could to cheer me up, but by bedtime I 
had reasoned myself out of the whole thing. However, in the morning I determined to have a 
look at it anyhow, so I bought a penny bottle of ink, and with a quill-pen, and seven sheets of 
foolscap paper, I started off for Pope’s Court. 

“Well, to my surprise and delight, everything was as right as possible. The table was set out 
ready for me, and Mr. Duncan Ross was there to see that I got fairly to work. He started me off 
upon the letter A, and then he left me; but he would drop in from time to time to see that all was 



right with me. At two o’clock he bade me good-day, complimented me upon the amount that I 
had written, and locked the door of the office after me. 

“This went on day after day, Mr. Holmes, and on Saturday the manager came in and planked 
down four golden sovereigns for my week’s work. It was the same next week, and the same the 
week after. Every morning I was there at ten, and every afternoon I left at two. By degrees Mr. 
Duncan Ross took to coming in only once of a morning, and then, after a time, he did not come 
in at all. Still, of course, I never dared to leave the room for an instant, for I was not sure when 
he might come, and the billet was such a good one, and suited me so well, that I would not risk 
the loss of it. 

“Eight weeks passed away like this, and I had written about Abbots and Archery and Armour 
and Architecture and Attica, and hoped with diligence that I might get on to the B’s before very 
long. It cost me something in foolscap, and I had pretty nearly filled a shelf with my writings. 
And then suddenly the whole business came to an end.” 

“To an end?” 

“Yes, sir. And no later than this morning. I went to my work as usual at ten o’clock, but the door 
was shut and locked, with a little square of cardboard hammered on to the middle of the panel 
with a tack. Here it is, and you can read for yourself.” 

He held up a piece of white cardboard about the size of a sheet of note-paper. It read in this 
fashion: 

 

 

THE RED-HEADED LEAGUE  

 

IS  

 

DISSOLVED.  

 

October 9, 1890. 

 

 

Sherlock Holmes and I surveyed this curt announcement and the rueful face behind it, until the 
comical side of the affair so completely overtopped every other consideration that we both burst 
out into a roar of laughter. 



“I cannot see that there is anything very funny,” cried our client, flushing up to the roots of his 
flaming head. “If you can do nothing better than laugh at me, I can go elsewhere.” 

“No, no,” cried Holmes, shoving him back into the chair from which he had half risen. “I really 
wouldn’t miss your case for the world. It is most refreshingly unusual. But there is, if you will 
excuse my saying so, something just a little funny about it. Pray what steps did you take when 
you found the card upon the door?” 

“I was staggered, sir. I did not know what to do. Then I called at the offices round, but none of 
them seemed to know anything about it. Finally, I went to the landlord, who is an accountant 
living on the ground floor, and I asked him if he could tell me what had become of the Red-
headed League. He said that he had never heard of any such body. Then I asked him who Mr. 
Duncan Ross was. He answered that the name was new to him. 

“ ‘Well,’ said I, ‘the gentleman at No. 4.’ 

“ ‘What, the red-headed man?’ 

“ ‘Yes.’ 

“ ‘Oh,’ said he, ‘his name was William Morris. He was a solicitor and was using my room as a 
temporary convenience until his new premises were ready. He moved out yesterday.’ 

“ ‘Where could I find him?’ 

“ ‘Oh, at his new offices. He did tell me the address. Yes, 17 King Edward Street, near St. Paul’s.’ 

“I started off, Mr. Holmes, but when I got to that address it was a manufactory of artificial knee-
caps, and no one in it had ever heard of either Mr. William Morris or Mr. Duncan Ross.” 

“And what did you do then?” asked Holmes. 

“I went home to Saxe-Coburg Square, and I took the advice of my assistant. But he could not 
help me in any way. He could only say that if I waited I should hear by post. But that was not 
quite good enough, Mr. Holmes. I did not wish to lose such a place without a struggle, so, as I 
had heard that you were good enough to give advice to poor folk who were in need of it, I came 
right away to you.” 

“And you did very wisely,” said Holmes. “Your case is an exceedingly remarkable one, and I shall 
be happy to look into it. From what you have told me I think that it is possible that graver issues 
hang from it than might at first sight appear.” 

“Grave enough!” said Mr. Jabez Wilson. “Why, I have lost four pound a week.” 

“As far as you are personally concerned,” remarked Holmes, “I do not see that you have any 
grievance against this extraordinary league. On the contrary, you are, as I understand, richer by 
some £30, to say nothing of the minute knowledge which you have gained on every subject 
which comes under the letter A. You have lost nothing by them.” 



“No, sir. But I want to find out about them, and who they are, and what their object was in 
playing this prank—if it was a prank—upon me. It was a pretty expensive joke for them, for it 
cost them two and thirty pounds.” 

“We shall endeavour to clear up these points for you. And, first, one or two questions, Mr. 
Wilson. This assistant of yours who first called your attention to the advertisement—how long 
had he been with you?” 

“About a month then.” 

“How did he come?” 

“In answer to an advertisement.” 

“Was he the only applicant?” 

“No, I had a dozen.” 

“Why did you pick him?” 

“Because he was handy and would come cheap.” 

“At half wages, in fact.” 

“Yes.” 

“What is he like, this Vincent Spaulding?” 

“Small, stout-built, very quick in his ways, no hair on his face, though he’s not short of thirty. 
Has a white splash of acid upon his forehead.” 

Holmes sat up in his chair in considerable excitement. “I thought as much,” said he. “Have you 
ever observed that his ears are pierced for earrings?” 

“Yes, sir. He told me that a gipsy had done it for him when he was a lad.” 

“Hum!” said Holmes, sinking back in deep thought. “He is still with you?” 

“Oh, yes, sir; I have only just left him.” 

“And has your business been attended to in your absence?” 

“Nothing to complain of, sir. There’s never very much to do of a morning.” 

“That will do, Mr. Wilson. I shall be happy to give you an opinion upon the subject in the course 
of a day or two. To-day is Saturday, and I hope that by Monday we may come to a conclusion.” 

“Well, Watson,” said Holmes when our visitor had left us, “what do you make of it all?” 

“I make nothing of it,” I answered frankly. “It is a most mysterious business.” 



“As a rule,” said Holmes, “the more bizarre a thing is the less mysterious it proves to be. It is 
your commonplace, featureless crimes which are really puzzling, just as a commonplace face is 
the most difficult to identify. But I must be prompt over this matter.” 

“What are you going to do, then?” I asked. 

“To smoke,” he answered. “It is quite a three pipe problem, and I beg that you won’t speak to me 
for fifty minutes.” He curled himself up in his chair, with his thin knees drawn up to his hawk-
like nose, and there he sat with his eyes closed and his black clay pipe thrusting out like the bill 
of some strange bird. I had come to the conclusion that he had dropped asleep, and indeed was 
nodding myself, when he suddenly sprang out of his chair with the gesture of a man who has 
made up his mind and put his pipe down upon the mantelpiece. 

“Sarasate plays at the St. James’s Hall this afternoon,” he remarked. “What do you think, 
Watson? Could your patients spare you for a few hours?” 

“I have nothing to do to-day. My practice is never very absorbing.” 

“Then put on your hat and come. I am going through the City first, and we can have some lunch 
on the way. I observe that there is a good deal of German music on the programme, which is 
rather more to my taste than Italian or French. It is introspective, and I want to introspect. 
Come along!” 

We travelled by the Underground as far as Aldersgate; and a short walk took us to Saxe-Coburg 
Square, the scene of the singular story which we had listened to in the morning. It was a poky, 
little, shabby-genteel place, where four lines of dingy two-storied brick houses looked out into a 
small railed-in enclosure, where a lawn of weedy grass and a few clumps of faded laurel bushes 
made a hard fight against a smoke-laden and uncongenial atmosphere. Three gilt balls and a 
brown board with “JABEZ WILSON” in white letters, upon a corner house, announced the place 
where our red-headed client carried on his business. Sherlock Holmes stopped in front of it with 
his head on one side and looked it all over, with his eyes shining brightly between puckered lids. 
Then he walked slowly up the street, and then down again to the corner, still looking keenly at 
the houses. Finally he returned to the pawnbroker’s, and, having thumped vigorously upon the 
pavement with his stick two or three times, he went up to the door and knocked. It was instantly 
opened by a bright-looking, clean-shaven young fellow, who asked him to step in. 

“Thank you,” said Holmes, “I only wished to ask you how you would go from here to the Strand.” 

“Third right, fourth left,” answered the assistant promptly, closing the door. 

“Smart fellow, that,” observed Holmes as we walked away. “He is, in my judgment, the fourth 
smartest man in London, and for daring I am not sure that he has not a claim to be third. I have 
known something of him before.” 

“Evidently,” said I, “Mr. Wilson’s assistant counts for a good deal in this mystery of the Red-
headed League. I am sure that you inquired your way merely in order that you might see him.” 

“Not him.” 



“What then?” 

“The knees of his trousers.” 

“And what did you see?” 

“What I expected to see.” 

“Why did you beat the pavement?” 

“My dear doctor, this is a time for observation, not for talk. We are spies in an enemy’s country. 
We know something of Saxe-Coburg Square. Let us now explore the parts which lie behind it.” 

The road in which we found ourselves as we turned round the corner from the retired Saxe-
Coburg Square presented as great a contrast to it as the front of a picture does to the back. It was 
one of the main arteries which conveyed the traffic of the City to the north and west. The 
roadway was blocked with the immense stream of commerce flowing in a double tide inward 
and outward, while the footpaths were black with the hurrying swarm of pedestrians. It was 
difficult to realise as we looked at the line of fine shops and stately business premises that they 
really abutted on the other side upon the faded and stagnant square which we had just quitted. 

“Let me see,” said Holmes, standing at the corner and glancing along the line, “I should like just 
to remember the order of the houses here. It is a hobby of mine to have an exact knowledge of 
London. There is Mortimer’s, the tobacconist, the little newspaper shop, the Coburg branch of 
the City and Suburban Bank, the Vegetarian Restaurant, and McFarlane’s carriage-building 
depot. That carries us right on to the other block. And now, Doctor, we’ve done our work, so it’s 
time we had some play. A sandwich and a cup of coffee, and then off to violin-land, where all is 
sweetness and delicacy and harmony, and there are no red-headed clients to vex us with their 
conundrums.” 

My friend was an enthusiastic musician, being himself not only a very capable performer but a 
composer of no ordinary merit. All the afternoon he sat in the stalls wrapped in the most perfect 
happiness, gently waving his long, thin fingers in time to the music, while his gently smiling face 
and his languid, dreamy eyes were as unlike those of Holmes the sleuth-hound, Holmes the 
relentless, keen-witted, ready-handed criminal agent, as it was possible to conceive. In his 
singular character the dual nature alternately asserted itself, and his extreme exactness and 
astuteness represented, as I have often thought, the reaction against the poetic and 
contemplative mood which occasionally predominated in him. The swing of his nature took him 
from extreme languor to devouring energy; and, as I knew well, he was never so truly formidable 
as when, for days on end, he had been lounging in his armchair amid his improvisations and his 
black-letter editions. Then it was that the lust of the chase would suddenly come upon him, and 
that his brilliant reasoning power would rise to the level of intuition, until those who were 
unacquainted with his methods would look askance at him as on a man whose knowledge was 
not that of other mortals. When I saw him that afternoon so enwrapped in the music at St. 
James’s Hall I felt that an evil time might be coming upon those whom he had set himself to 
hunt down. 

“You want to go home, no doubt, Doctor,” he remarked as we emerged. 



“Yes, it would be as well.” 

“And I have some business to do which will take some hours. This business at Coburg Square is 
serious.” 

“Why serious?” 

“A considerable crime is in contemplation. I have every reason to believe that we shall be in time 
to stop it. But to-day being Saturday rather complicates matters. I shall want your help to-
night.” 

“At what time?” 

“Ten will be early enough.” 

“I shall be at Baker Street at ten.” 

“Very well. And, I say, Doctor, there may be some little danger, so kindly put your army revolver 
in your pocket.” He waved his hand, turned on his heel, and disappeared in an instant among 
the crowd. 

I trust that I am not more dense than my neighbours, but I was always oppressed with a sense of 
my own stupidity in my dealings with Sherlock Holmes. Here I had heard what he had heard, I 
had seen what he had seen, and yet from his words it was evident that he saw clearly not only 
what had happened but what was about to happen, while to me the whole business was still 
confused and grotesque. As I drove home to my house in Kensington I thought over it all, from 
the extraordinary story of the red-headed copier of the Encyclopaedia down to the visit to Saxe-
Coburg Square, and the ominous words with which he had parted from me. What was this 
nocturnal expedition, and why should I go armed? Where were we going, and what were we to 
do? I had the hint from Holmes that this smooth-faced pawnbroker’s assistant was a formidable 
man—a man who might play a deep game. I tried to puzzle it out, but gave it up in despair and 
set the matter aside until night should bring an explanation. 

It was a quarter-past nine when I started from home and made my way across the Park, and so 
through Oxford Street to Baker Street. Two hansoms were standing at the door, and as I entered 
the passage I heard the sound of voices from above. On entering his room, I found Holmes in 
animated conversation with two men, one of whom I recognised as Peter Jones, the official 
police agent, while the other was a long, thin, sad-faced man, with a very shiny hat and 
oppressively respectable frock-coat. 

“Ha! Our party is complete,” said Holmes, buttoning up his pea-jacket and taking his heavy 
hunting crop from the rack. “Watson, I think you know Mr. Jones, of Scotland Yard? Let me 
introduce you to Mr. Merryweather, who is to be our companion in to-night’s adventure.” 

“We’re hunting in couples again, Doctor, you see,” said Jones in his consequential way. “Our 
friend here is a wonderful man for starting a chase. All he wants is an old dog to help him to do 
the running down.” 



“I hope a wild goose may not prove to be the end of our chase,” observed Mr. Merryweather 
gloomily. 

“You may place considerable confidence in Mr. Holmes, sir,” said the police agent loftily. “He 
has his own little methods, which are, if he won’t mind my saying so, just a little too theoretical 
and fantastic, but he has the makings of a detective in him. It is not too much to say that once or 
twice, as in that business of the Sholto murder and the Agra treasure, he has been more nearly 
correct than the official force.” 

“Oh, if you say so, Mr. Jones, it is all right,” said the stranger with deference. “Still, I confess that 
I miss my rubber. It is the first Saturday night for seven-and-twenty years that I have not had 
my rubber.” 

“I think you will find,” said Sherlock Holmes, “that you will play for a higher stake to-night than 
you have ever done yet, and that the play will be more exciting. For you, Mr. Merryweather, the 
stake will be some £30,000; and for you, Jones, it will be the man upon whom you wish to lay 
your hands.” 

“John Clay, the murderer, thief, smasher, and forger. He’s a young man, Mr. Merryweather, but 
he is at the head of his profession, and I would rather have my bracelets on him than on any 
criminal in London. He’s a remarkable man, is young John Clay. His grandfather was a royal 
duke, and he himself has been to Eton and Oxford. His brain is as cunning as his fingers, and 
though we meet signs of him at every turn, we never know where to find the man himself. He’ll 
crack a crib in Scotland one week, and be raising money to build an orphanage in Cornwall the 
next. I’ve been on his track for years and have never set eyes on him yet.” 

“I hope that I may have the pleasure of introducing you to-night. I’ve had one or two little turns 
also with Mr. John Clay, and I agree with you that he is at the head of his profession. It is past 
ten, however, and quite time that we started. If you two will take the first hansom, Watson and I 
will follow in the second.” 

Sherlock Holmes was not very communicative during the long drive and lay back in the cab 
humming the tunes which he had heard in the afternoon. We rattled through an endless 
labyrinth of gas-lit streets until we emerged into Farrington Street. 

“We are close there now,” my friend remarked. “This fellow Merryweather is a bank director, 
and personally interested in the matter. I thought it as well to have Jones with us also. He is not 
a bad fellow, though an absolute imbecile in his profession. He has one positive virtue. He is as 
brave as a bulldog and as tenacious as a lobster if he gets his claws upon anyone. Here we are, 
and they are waiting for us.” 

We had reached the same crowded thoroughfare in which we had found ourselves in the 
morning. Our cabs were dismissed, and, following the guidance of Mr. Merryweather, we passed 
down a narrow passage and through a side door, which he opened for us. Within there was a 
small corridor, which ended in a very massive iron gate. This also was opened, and led down a 
flight of winding stone steps, which terminated at another formidable gate. Mr. Merryweather 
stopped to light a lantern, and then conducted us down a dark, earth-smelling passage, and so, 



after opening a third door, into a huge vault or cellar, which was piled all round with crates and 
massive boxes. 

“You are not very vulnerable from above,” Holmes remarked as he held up the lantern and gazed 
about him. 

“Nor from below,” said Mr. Merryweather, striking his stick upon the flags which lined the floor. 
“Why, dear me, it sounds quite hollow!” he remarked, looking up in surprise. 

“I must really ask you to be a little more quiet!” said Holmes severely. “You have already 
imperilled the whole success of our expedition. Might I beg that you would have the goodness to 
sit down upon one of those boxes, and not to interfere?” 

The solemn Mr. Merryweather perched himself upon a crate, with a very injured expression 
upon his face, while Holmes fell upon his knees upon the floor and, with the lantern and a 
magnifying lens, began to examine minutely the cracks between the stones. A few seconds 
sufficed to satisfy him, for he sprang to his feet again and put his glass in his pocket. 

“We have at least an hour before us,” he remarked, “for they can hardly take any steps until the 
good pawnbroker is safely in bed. Then they will not lose a minute, for the sooner they do their 
work the longer time they will have for their escape. We are at present, Doctor—as no doubt you 
have divined—in the cellar of the City branch of one of the principal London banks. Mr. 
Merryweather is the chairman of directors, and he will explain to you that there are reasons why 
the more daring criminals of London should take a considerable interest in this cellar at 
present.” 

“It is our French gold,” whispered the director. “We have had several warnings that an attempt 
might be made upon it.” 

“Your French gold?” 

“Yes. We had occasion some months ago to strengthen our resources and borrowed for that 
purpose 30,000 napoleons from the Bank of France. It has become known that we have never 
had occasion to unpack the money, and that it is still lying in our cellar. The crate upon which I 
sit contains 2,000 napoleons packed between layers of lead foil. Our reserve of bullion is much 
larger at present than is usually kept in a single branch office, and the directors have had 
misgivings upon the subject.” 

“Which were very well justified,” observed Holmes. “And now it is time that we arranged our 
little plans. I expect that within an hour matters will come to a head. In the meantime Mr. 
Merryweather, we must put the screen over that dark lantern.” 

“And sit in the dark?” 

“I am afraid so. I had brought a pack of cards in my pocket, and I thought that, as we were a 
partie carrée, you might have your rubber after all. But I see that the enemy’s preparations have 
gone so far that we cannot risk the presence of a light. And, first of all, we must choose our 
positions. These are daring men, and though we shall take them at a disadvantage, they may do 
us some harm unless we are careful. I shall stand behind this crate, and do you conceal 



yourselves behind those. Then, when I flash a light upon them, close in swiftly. If they fire, 
Watson, have no compunction about shooting them down.” 

I placed my revolver, cocked, upon the top of the wooden case behind which I crouched. Holmes 
shot the slide across the front of his lantern and left us in pitch darkness—such an absolute 
darkness as I have never before experienced. The smell of hot metal remained to assure us that 
the light was still there, ready to flash out at a moment’s notice. To me, with my nerves worked 
up to a pitch of expectancy, there was something depressing and subduing in the sudden gloom, 
and in the cold dank air of the vault. 

“They have but one retreat,” whispered Holmes. “That is back through the house into Saxe-
Coburg Square. I hope that you have done what I asked you, Jones?” 

“I have an inspector and two officers waiting at the front door.” 

“Then we have stopped all the holes. And now we must be silent and wait.” 

What a time it seemed! From comparing notes afterwards it was but an hour and a quarter, yet it 
appeared to me that the night must have almost gone, and the dawn be breaking above us. My 
limbs were weary and stiff, for I feared to change my position; yet my nerves were worked up to 
the highest pitch of tension, and my hearing was so acute that I could not only hear the gentle 
breathing of my companions, but I could distinguish the deeper, heavier in-breath of the bulky 
Jones from the thin, sighing note of the bank director. From my position I could look over the 
case in the direction of the floor. Suddenly my eyes caught the glint of a light. 

At first it was but a lurid spark upon the stone pavement. Then it lengthened out until it became 
a yellow line, and then, without any warning or sound, a gash seemed to open and a hand 
appeared, a white, almost womanly hand, which felt about in the centre of the little area of light. 
For a minute or more the hand, with its writhing fingers, protruded out of the floor. Then it was 
withdrawn as suddenly as it appeared, and all was dark again save the single lurid spark which 
marked a chink between the stones. 

Its disappearance, however, was but momentary. With a rending, tearing sound, one of the 
broad, white stones turned over upon its side and left a square, gaping hole, through which 
streamed the light of a lantern. Over the edge there peeped a clean-cut, boyish face, which 
looked keenly about it, and then, with a hand on either side of the aperture, drew itself shoulder-
high and waist-high, until one knee rested upon the edge. In another instant he stood at the side 
of the hole and was hauling after him a companion, lithe and small like himself, with a pale face 
and a shock of very red hair. 

“It’s all clear,” he whispered. “Have you the chisel and the bags? Great Scott! Jump, Archie, 
jump, and I’ll swing for it!” 

Sherlock Holmes had sprung out and seized the intruder by the collar. The other dived down the 
hole, and I heard the sound of rending cloth as Jones clutched at his skirts. The light flashed 
upon the barrel of a revolver, but Holmes’ hunting crop came down on the man’s wrist, and the 
pistol clinked upon the stone floor. 

“It’s no use, John Clay,” said Holmes blandly. “You have no chance at all.” 



“So I see,” the other answered with the utmost coolness. “I fancy that my pal is all right, though I 
see you have got his coat-tails.” 

“There are three men waiting for him at the door,” said Holmes. 

“Oh, indeed! You seem to have done the thing very completely. I must compliment you.” 

“And I you,” Holmes answered. “Your red-headed idea was very new and effective.” 

“You’ll see your pal again presently,” said Jones. “He’s quicker at climbing down holes than I 
am. Just hold out while I fix the derbies.” 

“I beg that you will not touch me with your filthy hands,” remarked our prisoner as the 
handcuffs clattered upon his wrists. “You may not be aware that I have royal blood in my veins. 
Have the goodness, also, when you address me always to say ‘sir’ and ‘please.’ ” 

“All right,” said Jones with a stare and a snigger. “Well, would you please, sir, march upstairs, 
where we can get a cab to carry your Highness to the police-station?” 

“That is better,” said John Clay serenely. He made a sweeping bow to the three of us and walked 
quietly off in the custody of the detective. 

“Really, Mr. Holmes,” said Mr. Merryweather as we followed them from the cellar, “I do not 
know how the bank can thank you or repay you. There is no doubt that you have detected and 
defeated in the most complete manner one of the most determined attempts at bank robbery 
that have ever come within my experience.” 

“I have had one or two little scores of my own to settle with Mr. John Clay,” said Holmes. “I have 
been at some small expense over this matter, which I shall expect the bank to refund, but 
beyond that I am amply repaid by having had an experience which is in many ways unique, and 
by hearing the very remarkable narrative of the Red-headed League.”  

 

“You see, Watson,” he explained in the early hours of the morning as we sat over a glass of 
whisky and soda in Baker Street, “it was perfectly obvious from the first that the only possible 
object of this rather fantastic business of the advertisement of the League, and the copying of the 
Encyclopaedia, must be to get this not over-bright pawnbroker out of the way for a number of 
hours every day. It was a curious way of managing it, but, really, it would be difficult to suggest a 
better. The method was no doubt suggested to Clay’s ingenious mind by the colour of his 
accomplice’s hair. The £4 a week was a lure which must draw him, and what was it to them, who 
were playing for thousands? They put in the advertisement, one rogue has the temporary office, 
the other rogue incites the man to apply for it, and together they manage to secure his absence 
every morning in the week. From the time that I heard of the assistant having come for half 
wages, it was obvious to me that he had some strong motive for securing the situation.” 

“But how could you guess what the motive was?” 

“Had there been women in the house, I should have suspected a mere vulgar intrigue. That, 
however, was out of the question. The man’s business was a small one, and there was nothing in 



his house which could account for such elaborate preparations, and such an expenditure as they 
were at. It must, then, be something out of the house. What could it be? I thought of the 
assistant’s fondness for photography, and his trick of vanishing into the cellar. The cellar! There 
was the end of this tangled clue. Then I made inquiries as to this mysterious assistant and found 
that I had to deal with one of the coolest and most daring criminals in London. He was doing 
something in the cellar—something which took many hours a day for months on end. What 
could it be, once more? I could think of nothing save that he was running a tunnel to some other 
building. 

“So far I had got when we went to visit the scene of action. I surprised you by beating upon the 
pavement with my stick. I was ascertaining whether the cellar stretched out in front or behind. It 
was not in front. Then I rang the bell, and, as I hoped, the assistant answered it. We have had 
some skirmishes, but we had never set eyes upon each other before. I hardly looked at his face. 
His knees were what I wished to see. You must yourself have remarked how worn, wrinkled, and 
stained they were. They spoke of those hours of burrowing. The only remaining point was what 
they were burrowing for. I walked round the corner, saw the City and Suburban Bank abutted on 
our friend’s premises, and felt that I had solved my problem. When you drove home after the 
concert I called upon Scotland Yard and upon the chairman of the bank directors, with the result 
that you have seen.” 

“And how could you tell that they would make their attempt to-night?” I asked. 

“Well, when they closed their League offices that was a sign that they cared no longer about Mr. 
Jabez Wilson’s presence—in other words, that they had completed their tunnel. But it was 
essential that they should use it soon, as it might be discovered, or the bullion might be 
removed. Saturday would suit them better than any other day, as it would give them two days for 
their escape. For all these reasons I expected them to come to-night.” 

“You reasoned it out beautifully,” I exclaimed in unfeigned admiration. “It is so long a chain, and 
yet every link rings true.” 

“It saved me from ennui,” he answered, yawning. “Alas! I already feel it closing in upon me. My 
life is spent in one long effort to escape from the commonplaces of existence. These little 
problems help me to do so.” 

“And you are a benefactor of the race,” said I. 

He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, perhaps, after all, it is of some little use,” he remarked. “ 
‘L’homme c’est rien—l’oeuvre c’est tout,’17 as Gustave Flaubert wrote to George Sand.” 

  

                                                        
17  Fr. ‘the man is nothing; the work is everything 



Discussion Questions 

1. Give one example from this story of Watson acting as a “foil”? 
2. Choose one rule from the Six Rules listed below and explain how this story does or does 

not follow the rule. 
3. Holmes explains to Watson how he guessed the truth. What was the purpose of Clay’s 

hiring Mr. Wilson to copy the Encyclopedia? What was Clay doing in the cellar? How did 
Holmes know Clay would attempt to rob the bank that night?  

4. What does the story reveal about Holmes’ methods for solving crimes? 
5. Watson says, “I trust that I am not more dense than my neighbors, but I was always 

oppressed with a sense of my own stupidity in my dealings with Sherlock Holmes.” 
Explain what makes him feel this way. Do you see any evidence that Holmes enjoys 
making him feel this way? 

6. Holmes and his companions are able to catch John Clay red-handed by setting a  trap for 
him. Do you think they are behaving fairly by doing this? Why or why not? 

7. Do you generally admire Holmes? Why or why not? 

Raymond Chandler's Ten Commandments For the Detective Novel 
1. It must be credibly motivated, both as to the original situation and the dénouement (i.e. 

the climax). 

2. It must be technically sound as to the methods of murder and detection. 

3. It must be realistic in character, setting, and atmosphere. It must be about real people 
in a real world. 

4. It must have a sound story value apart from the mystery element (i.e., the investigation 
itself must be an adventure worth reading). 

5. It must have enough essential simplicity to be explained easily when the time comes. 

6. It must baffle a reasonably intelligent reader. 

7. The solution must seem inevitable once revealed. 

8. It must not try to do everything at once. If it is a puzzle story operating in a rather cool, 
reasonable atmosphere, it cannot also be a violent adventure or a passionate romance. 

9. It must punish the criminal in one way or another, not necessarily by operation of the 
law.  

10. It must be honest with the reader. (i.e. The narrator cannot withhold vital information 
that would solve the mystery or lie to the reader). 
  



Lyrical  Poetry 
  



John Keats 

Introduction18 

John Keats (31 October 1795 – 23 February 1821) was an English Romantic poet. He was one of 
the main figures of the second generation of Romantic poets, along with Lord Byron and Percy 
Bysshe Shelley, despite his work having been in publication for only four years before his death. 

Although his poems were not generally well received by critics during his lifetime, his reputation 
grew after his death, and by the end of the 19th century, he had become one of the most beloved 
of all English poets. He had a significant influence on a diverse range of poets and writers. Jorge 
Luis Borges stated that his first encounter with Keats was the most significant literary 
experience of his life. 

The poetry of Keats is characterised by sensual imagery, most notably in the series of odes. 
Today his poems and letters are some of the most popular and most analysed in English 
literature. 

On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer by John Keats 

Much have I traveled in the realms of gold, 
  And many goodly states and kingdoms seen; 
  Round many western islands have I been 
Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold. 
Oft of one wide expanse had I been told 
  That deep-brow'd Homer ruled as his demesne; 
  Yet did I never breathe its pure serene 
Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold: 
Then felt I like some watcher of the skies 
  When a new planet swims into his ken; 
Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes 
  He star'd at the Pacific—and all his men 
Look'd at each other with a wild surmise— 
  Silent, upon a peak in Darien. 
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What is the relationship of Chapman to Homer, and how does Keats feel about each 
man? 

2. What are the “realms of gold” to which Keats alludes? 
3. What does Keats mean by the phrase “watcher of the skies” and how does that relate to 

his praise of Chapman? 
4. Who is Cortez and why does Keats compare himself to him? 

                                                        
18 Wikipedia contributors. "John Keats." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 9 
Nov. 2015. Web. 11 Nov. 2015. 



Ode on a Grecian Urn by John Keats 

1. 
Thou still unravish'd bride of quietness, 
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 
Sylvan historian, who canst thus express 
A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 
What leaf-fring'd legend haunts about thy shape 
Of deities or mortals, or of both, 
In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 
What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 
 
2. 
Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 
Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 
Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear'd, 
Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone: 
Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare; 
Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 
Though winning near the goal—yet, do not grieve; 
She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 
For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 
3. 
Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed 
Your leaves, nor ever bid the Spring adieu; 
And, happy melodist, unwearied, 
For ever piping songs for ever new; 
More happy love! more happy, happy love! 
For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd, 
For ever panting, and for ever young; 
All breathing human passion far above, 
That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy'd, 
A burning forehead, and a parching tongue. 
 
4. 
Who are these coming to the sacrifice? 
To what green altar, O mysterious priest, 
Lead'st thou that heifer lowing at the skies, 
And all her silken flanks with garlands drest? 
What little town by river or sea shore, 
Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel, 
Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn? 
And, little town, thy streets for evermore 
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell 
Why thou art desolate, can e'er return. 
 
5. 
O Attic shape! Fair attitude! with brede 



Of marble men and maidens overwrought, 
With forest branches and the trodden weed; 
Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought 
As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral! 
When old age shall this generation waste, 
Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe 
Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say'st, 
"Beauty is truth, truth beauty,"—that is all 
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know. 
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Assuming that the urn is said to be sylvan because it displays woodland scenes, in what 
sense is it a historian? What history or histories does it contain, or represent? 

2. How can unheard melodies be sweeter than heard ones? 
3. Why are youth, lover and loved one, trees, and musicians so lucky to exist upon the urn? 

(Lines 15–27) 
4. What disadvantages do living lovers labor under? (Lines 28–30) 
5. In stanza four, the procession of thought turns in a new direction. What additional 

insight occurs to the poet?  
6. Paraphrase the statement that the urn “dost tease us out of thought / As doth Eternity.”  
7. How is the urn a “Cold Pastoral”?  
8. How then can a Cold Pastoral be called “a friend to man”? 

 

Bright Star by John Keats 

Bright star! would I were steadfast as thou art— 
Not in lone splendour hung aloft the night, 
And watching, with eternal lids apart, 
Like Nature's patient, sleepless Eremite, 
The moving waters at their priest-like task 
Of pure ablution round earth's human shores, 
Or gazing on the new soft-fallen mask 
Of snow upon the mountains and the moors— 
No—yet still steadfast, still unchangeable, 
Pillow'd upon my fair love's ripening breast, 
To feel for ever its soft fall and swell, 
Awake for ever in a sweet unrest, 
Still, still to hear her tender taken breath, 
And so live ever—or else swoon to death. 
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What qualities does the star have that the poet wishes he also had? 
2. Is the star literal or symbolic? How do you know? 
3. What is the tension or conflict in this poem?  
4. Is the conflict resolved? How do you know? 



Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
Introduction19 

Alfred Tennyson, 1st Baron Tennyson, FRS (6 August 1809 – 6 October 1892) was Poet Laureate 
of Great Britain and Ireland during much of Queen Victoria's reign and remains one of the most 
popular British poets. Tennyson excelled at penning short lyrics, such as "Break, Break, Break," 
"The Charge of the Light Brigade," and "Tears, Idle Tears."  Much of his verse was based on 
classical mythological themes, such as Ulysses, although In Memoriam A.H.H. was written to 
commemorate his friend Arthur Hallam, a fellow poet and student at Trinity College, 
Cambridge, after he died of a stroke aged just 22. Tennyson also wrote some notable blank verse 
including "Ulysses."  

 

Break, Break, Break by Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
 

Break, break, break, 
On thy cold gray stones, O Sea! 
And I would that my tongue could utter 
The thoughts that arise in me. 
 
O well for the fisherman's boy, 
That he shouts with his sister at play! 
O well for the sailor lad, 
That he sings in his boat on the bay! 
 
And the stately ships go on 
To their haven under the hill; 
But O for the touch of a vanish'd hand, 
And the sound of a voice that is still! 
 
Break, break, break, 
At the foot of thy crags, O Sea! 
But the tender grace of a day that is dead 
Will never come back to me. 
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What are the motifs in this poem? 
2. How does the sea affect the poet’s emotions? 
3. What is the poet’s attitude toward the fisherman’s children? 
4. What is the poet mourning? 
 
 

                                                        
19 Wikipedia contributors. "Alfred, Lord Tennyson." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free 
Encyclopedia, 5 Nov. 2015. Web. 11 Nov. 2015. 



Tears, Idle Tears by Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
 

Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean, 
Tears from the depth of some divine despair 
Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes, 
In looking on the happy Autumn-fields, 
And thinking of the days that are no more. 
 
Fresh as the first beam glittering on a sail, 
That brings our friends up from the underworld, 
Sad as the last which reddens over one 
That sinks with all we love below the verge; 
So sad, so fresh, the days that are no more. 
 
Ah, sad and strange as in dark summer dawns 
The earliest pipe of half-awaken'd birds 
To dying ears, when unto dying eyes 
The casement slowly grows a glimmering square; 
So sad, so strange, the days that are no more. 
 
Dear as remember'd kisses after death, 
And sweet as those by hopeless fancy feign'd 
On lips that are for others; deep as love, 
Deep as first love, and wild with all regret; 
O Death in Life, the days that are no more. 
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What are the motifs in this poem? 
2. Where do his tears come from? What are they for? 
3. As one of the poems that deal with the death of Arthur Henry Hallam, how does Tennyson 

explore his grief in this poem? 
4. Aside from Hallam, what else is Tennyson mourning? 
 

The Charge of the Light Brigade by Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
 

I. 
Half a league, half a league, 
Half a league onward, 
All in the valley of Death 
Rode the six hundred. 
'Forward, the Light Brigade!' 
'Charge for the guns!' he said: 
Into the valley of Death 
Rode the six hundred. 
 
II. 



'Forward, the Light Brigade!' 
Was there a man dismay'd? 
Not tho' the soldier knew 
Some one had blunder'd: 
Their's not to make reply, 
Their's not to reason why, 
Their's but to do and die: 
Into the valley of Death 
Rode the six hundred. 
 
III. 
Cannon to right of them, 
Cannon to left of them, 
Cannon in front of them 
Volley'd and thunder'd; 
Storm'd at with shot and shell, 
Boldly they rode and well, 
Into the jaws of Death, 
Into the mouth of Hell 
Rode the six hundred. 
 
IV. 
Flash'd all their sabres bare, 
Flash'd as they turn'd in air, 
Sabring the gunners there, 
Charging an army, while 
All the world wonder'd: 
Plunged in the battery-smoke 
Right thro' the line they broke; 
Cossack and Russian 
Reel'd from the sabre-stroke 
Shatter'd and sunder'd. 
Then they rode back, but not 
Not the six hundred. 
 
V. 
Cannon to right of them, 
Cannon to left of them, 
Cannon behind them 
Volley'd and thunder'd; 
Storm'd at with shot and shell, 
While horse and hero fell, 
They that had fought so well 
Came thro' the jaws of Death, 
Back from the mouth of Hell, 
All that was left of them, 
Left of six hundred. 
 
VI. 
When can their glory fade? 
O the wild charge they made! 



All the world wondered. 
Honor the charge they made! 
Honor the Light Brigade, 
Noble six hundred! 
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. The battle from what war is depicted in the poem? 
2. What lines in the poem indicate that the soldiers are marching towards their death? 
3. What is the meaning of lines “Their's not to make reply, Their's not to reason why, 

Their's but to do and die”? 
4. What is the meaning of stanza six? 
5. What is the mood of this poem? 

 

 

  



Edna St. Vincent Millay 

Introduction20 

Edna St. Vincent Millay (February 22, 1892 – October 19, 1950) was an American lyrical poet 
and playwright. She received the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry in 1923, the third woman to win the 
award for poetry, and was also known for her feminist activism. She used the pseudonym Nancy 
Boyd for her prose work. The poet Richard Wilbur asserted, "She wrote some of the best sonnets 
of the century." 

 

Sonnets 

I 
When you, that at this moment are to me 
Dearer than words on paper, shall depart, 
And be no more the warder of my heart, 
Whereof again myself shall hold the key; 
And be no more, what now you seem to be, 
The sun, from which all excellencies start 
In a round nimbus, nor a broken dart 
Of moonlight, even, splintered on the sea; 
I shall remember only of this hour— 
And weep somewhat, as now you see me weep— 
The pathos of your love, that, like a flower, 
Fearful of death yet amorous of sleep, 
Droops for a moment and beholds, dismayed, 
The wind whereon its petals shall be laid. 
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Summarize Millay’s poem in a brief paragraph. 
2. Identify one motif. 
3. Identify one theme. 
4. Identify one symbol or metaphor. 

II 
What's this of death, from you who never will die? 
Think you the wrist that fashioned you in clay, 
The thumb that set the hollow just that way 
In your full throat and lidded the long eye 
So roundly from the forehead, will let lie 
Broken, forgotten, under foot some day 
Your unimpeachable body, and so slay 
The work he most had been remembered by? 
I tell you this: whatever of dust to dust 
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Goes down, whatever of ashes may return 
To its essential self in its own season, 
Loveliness such as yours will not be lost, 
But, cast in bronze upon his very urn, 
Make known him Master, and for what good reason. 
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Summarize Millay’s poem in a brief paragraph. 
2. Identify one motif. 
3. Identify one theme. 
4. Identify one symbol or metaphor. 

 
 
III 
I know I am but summer to your heart, 
And not the full four seasons of the year; 
And you must welcome from another part 
Such noble moods as are not mine, my dear. 
No gracious weight of golden fruits to sell 
Have I, nor any wise and wintry thing; 
And I have loved you all too long and well 
To carry still the high sweet breast of spring. 
Wherefore I say: O love, as summer goes, 
I must be gone, steal forth with silent drums, 
That you may hail anew the bird and rose 
When I come back to you, as summer comes. 
Else will you seek, at some not distant time, 
Even your summer in another clime. 
 
Discussion Questions: 

1. Summarize Millay’s poem in a brief paragraph. 
2. Identify one motif. 
3. Identify one theme. 
4. Identify one symbol or metaphor. 

 
 
IV 
Here is a wound that never will heal, I know, 
Being wrought not of a dearness and a death 
But of a love turned ashes and the breath 
Gone out of beauty; never again will grow 
The grass on that scarred acre, though I sow 
Young seed there yearly and the sky bequeath 
Its friendly weathers down, far underneath 
Shall be such bitterness of an old woe. 
That April should be shattered by a gust, 
That August should be leveled by a rain, 
I can endure, and that the lifted dust 
Of man should settle to the earth again; 



But that a dream can die, will be a thrust 
Between my ribs forever of hot pain. 
 
Discussion Questions: 

1. Summarize Millay’s poem in a brief paragraph. 
2. Identify one motif. 
3. Identify one theme. 
4. Identify one symbol or metaphor. 

 
 
V 
What lips my lips have kissed, and where, and why, 
I have forgotten, and what arms have lain 
Under my head till morning; but the rain 
Is full of ghosts to-night, that tap and sigh 
Upon the glass and listen for reply; 
And in my heart there stirs a quiet pain, 
For unremembered lads that not again 
Will turn to me at midnight with a cry. 
Thus in the winter stands the lonely tree, 
Nor knows what birds have vanished one by one, 
Yet knows its boughs more silent than before: 
I cannot say what loves have come and gone; 
I only know that summer sang in me 
A little while, that in me sings no more. 
 
Discussion Questions: 

1. Summarize Millay’s poem in a brief paragraph. 
2. Identify one motif. 
3. Identify one theme. 
4. Identify one symbol or metaphor. 

 
 
VI 
Euclid alone has looked on Beauty bare. 
Let all who prate of Beauty hold their peace, 
And lay them prone upon the earth and cease 
To ponder on themselves, the while they stare 
At nothing, intricately drawn nowhere 
In shapes of shifting lineage; let geese 
Gabble and hiss, but heroes seek release 
From dusty bondage into luminous air. 
O blinding hour, O holy, terrible day, 
When first the shaft into his vision shone 
Of light anatomized! Euclid alone 
Has looked on Beauty bare. Fortunate they 
Who, though once only and then but far away, 
Have heard her massive sandal set on stone. 
 
  



Discussion Questions: 

1. Summarize Millay’s poem in a brief paragraph. 
2. Identify one motif. 
3. Identify one theme. 
4. Identify one symbol or metaphor. 

 
 
VII 
Oh, oh, you will be sorry for that word! 
Give back my book and take my kiss instead. 
Was it my enemy or my friend I heard?— 
"What a big book for such a little head!" 
Come, I will show you now my newest hat, 
And you may watch me purse my mouth and prink. 
Oh, I shall love you still and all of that. 
I never again shall tell you what I think. 
I shall be sweet and crafty, soft and sly; 
You will not catch me reading any more; 
I shall be called a wife to pattern by; 
And some day when you knock and push the door, 
Some sane day, not too bright and not too stormy, 
I shall be gone, and you may whistle for me. 
 
Discussion Questions: 

1. Summarize Millay’s poem in a brief paragraph. 
2. Identify one motif. 
3. Identify one theme. 
4. Identify one symbol or metaphor. 

 
VIII 
Say what you will, and scratch my heart to find 
The roots of last year's roses in my breast; 
I am as surely riper in my mind 
As if the fruit stood in the stalls confessed. 
Laugh at the unshed leaf, say what you will, 
Call me in all things what I was before, 
A flutterer in the wind, a woman still; 
I tell you I am what I was and more. 
My branches weigh me down, frost cleans the air, 
My sky is black with small birds bearing south; 
Say what you will, confuse me with fine care, 
Put by my word as but an April truth,— 
Autumn is no less on me that a rose 
Hugs the brown bough and sighs before it goes. 
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Summarize Millay’s poem in a brief paragraph. 
2. Identify one motif. 



3. Identify one theme. 
4. Identify one symbol or metaphor. 

 

  



William Blake 
Introduction21 

William Blake (28 November 1757 – 12 August 1827) was an English poet, painter, and 
printmaker. Largely unrecognised during his lifetime, Blake is now considered a seminal figure 
in the history of the poetry and visual arts of the Romantic Age. His prophetic poetry has been 
said to form “what is in proportion to its merits the least read body of poetry in the English 
language.” Although he lived in London his entire life (except for three years spent in Felpham), 
he produced a diverse and symbolically rich œuvre, which embraced the imagination as “the 
body of God” or “human existence itself.” Although Blake was considered mad by 
contemporaries for his idiosyncratic views, he is held in high regard by later critics for his 
expressiveness and creativity, and for the philosophical and mystical undercurrents within his 
work. His paintings and poetry have been characterised as part of the Romantic movement and 
as “Pre-Romantic.” Reverent of the Bible but hostile to the Church of England (indeed, to almost 
all forms of organised religion), Blake was influenced by the ideals and ambitions of the French 
and American Revolutions. Though later he rejected many of these political beliefs, he 
maintained an amiable relationship with the political activist Thomas Paine; he was also 
influenced by thinkers such as Emanuel Swedenborg. Despite these known influences, the 
singularity of Blake's work makes him difficult to classify. The 19th-century scholar William 
Rossetti characterised him as a “glorious luminary” and “a man not forestalled by predecessors, 
nor to be classed with contemporaries, nor to be replaced by known or readily surmisable 
successors.” 

The Sick Rose by William Blake 

O rose, thou art sick! 
   The invisible worm, 
That flies in the night, 
   In the howling storm, 
 
Has found out thy bed 
   Of crimson joy, 
And his dark secret love 
   Does thy life destroy. 

Discussion Questions: 

Interpret the following symbols and images; say why you interpret them that way. 

1. Rose 
2. Worm 
3. Howling Storm 
4. Bed of Crimson Joy 
5. Dark Secret Love 
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A Poison Tree by William Blake 

I was angry with my friend: 
I told my wrath, my wrath did end. 
I was angry with my foe: 
I told it not, my wrath did grow. 
 
And I watered it in fears 
Night and morning with my tears, 
And I sunnèd it with smiles 
And with soft deceitful wiles. 
 
And it grew both day and night, 
Till it bore an apple bright, 
And my foe beheld it shine, 
And he knew that it was mine,— 
 
And into my garden stole 
When the night had veiled the pole; 
In the morning, glad, I see 
My foe outstretched beneath the tree. 

Discussion Questions: 

Interpret the following symbols and images; say why you interpret them that way. 

1. The Poison Tree 
2. The Apple 

The Tyger by William Blake 

Tyger, tyger, burning bright 
In the forests of the night, 
What immortal hand or eye 
Could frame thy fearful symmetry? 

In what distant deeps or skies 
Burnt the fire of thine eyes? 
On what wings dare he aspire? 
What the hand dare seize the fire? 

And what shoulder and what art 
Could twist the sinews of thy heart? 
And, when thy heart began to beat, 
What dread hand and what dread feet? 

What the hammer? what the chain? 
In what furnace was thy brain? 
What the anvil? what dread grasp 
Dare its deadly terrors clasp? 



When the stars threw down their spears, 
And watered heaven with their tears, 
Did He smile His work to see? 
Did He who made the lamb make thee? 

Tyger, tyger, burning bright 
In the forests of the night, 
What immortal hand or eye 
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry? 

Discussion Questions: 

Interpret the following symbols and images; say why you interpret them that way. 

1. Tyger 
2. Lamb 
3. Fire 
4. Stars 

London by William Blake 

I wander through each chartered street, 
   Near where the chartered Thames does flow, 
And mark in every face I meet, 
   Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 

In every cry of every man, 
   In every infant’s cry of fear, 
In every voice, in every ban, 
   The mind-forged manacles I hear: 

How the chimney-sweeper’s cry 
   Every blackening church appalls, 
And the hapless soldier’s sigh 
   Runs in blood down palace-walls. 

But most, through midnight streets I hear 
   How the youthful harlot’s curse 
Blasts the new-born infant’s tear, 
   And blights with plagues the marriage hearse. 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What are the “marks” Blake sees? What do the indicate? 
2. What does Blake mean by the phrase “mind-forged” manacles? 
3. In what dual sense is the church “blackened”? 
4. In what sense does blood run down palace walls?  
5. What is the “youthful harlot’s curse”? 

  



George Gordon, Lord Byron 

Introduction22 

George Gordon Byron (later Noel), 6th Baron Byron, FRS (22 January 1788 – 19 April 1824), 
commonly known simply as Lord Byron, was an English poet and a leading figure in the 
Romantic movement. Among Byron's best-known works are the lengthy narrative poems Don 
Juan and Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, and the short lyric “She Walks in Beauty.” 

Byron is regarded as one of the greatest British poets, and remains widely read and influential. 
He travelled widely across Europe, especially in Italy where he lived for seven years. Later in life, 
Byron joined the Greek War of Independence fighting the Ottoman Empire, for which many 
Greeks revere him as a national hero. He died one year later at age 36 from a fever contracted 
while in Missolonghi in Greece. Often described as the most flamboyant and notorious of the 
major Romantics, Byron was both celebrated and castigated in life for his aristocratic excesses, 
including huge debts, numerous love affairs with people of both sexes, rumours of a scandalous 
liaison with his half-sister, and self-imposed exile. 

He also fathered Ada, Countess of Lovelace, whose work on Charles Babbage's Analytical Engine 
is considered a founding document in the field of computer science, and Allegra Byron, who died 
in childhood — as well as, possibly, Elizabeth Medora Leigh out of wedlock. 

She Walks in Beauty by Lord Byron 

I. 
She walks in Beauty, like the night 
Of cloudless climes and starry skies; 
And all that's best of dark and bright 
Meet in her aspect and her eyes: 
Thus mellowed to that tender light 
Which Heaven to gaudy day denies. 
 
II. 
One shade the more, one ray the less, 
Had half impaired the nameless grace[382] 
Which waves in every raven tress, 
Or softly lightens o'er her face; 
Where thoughts serenely sweet express, 
How pure, how dear their dwelling-place. 
 
III. 
And on that cheek, and o'er that brow, 
So soft, so calm, yet eloquent, 
The smiles that win, the tints that glow, 
But tell of days in goodness spent, 
A mind at peace with all below, 
A heart whose love is innocent! 
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Discussion Questions: 

1. Does Byron love this woman or does he merely admire her beauty? Why? 
2. Is Byron’s poem an idealization of this woman or a realistic portrayal of her? Explain.  
3. Make a note of all of the dark and light images. What is Byron’s purpose is contrasting 

light and dark? 
 

When We Two Parted by Lord Byron 

1. 
When we two parted 
In silence and tears, 
Half broken-hearted 
To sever for years, 
Pale grew thy cheek and cold, 
Colder thy kiss; 
Truly that hour foretold 
Sorrow to this. 
 
2. 
The dew of the morning 
Sunk chill on my brow— 
It felt like the warning 
Of what I feel now. 
Thy vows are all broken, 
And light is thy fame: 
I hear thy name spoken, 
And share in its shame. 
 
3. 
They name thee before me, 
A knell to mine ear; 
A shudder comes o'er me— 
Why wert thou so dear? 
They know not I knew thee, 
Who knew thee too well:— 
Long, long shall I rue thee, 
Too deeply to tell. 
 
4. 
In secret we met— 
In silence I grieve. 
That thy heart could forget, 
Thy spirit deceive. 
If I should meet thee 
After long years, 
How should I greet thee?— 
With silence and tears. 
 



Discussion Questions: 

1. What predominant theme do you find in the poem? What is it about? 
2. How does Byron feel about this woman? Is he angry, sad, sorry, guilty, etc.? Explain. 
3. Why was their affair secret? What does Byron think about that? 
4. What specific words or phrases set the tone for this poem? 

 
 
Remember Thee! Remember Thee! by Lord Byron 
 
1. 
Remember thee! remember thee! 
Till Lethe quench life's burning stream 
Remorse and Shame shall cling to thee, 
And haunt thee like a feverish dream! 
 
2. 
Remember thee! Aye, doubt it not. 
Thy husband too shall think of thee: 
By neither shalt thou be forgot, 
Thou false to him, thou fiend to me! 
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. How does Byron feel about this woman? Is he angry, sad, sorry, guilty, etc.? Explain. 
2. What specific words or phrases set the tone for this poem? 
3. What is the Lethe and why is it appropriate in this poem? 

 

 

  



William Shakespeare 

Introduction23 

Published in 1609, the Sonnets were the last of Shakespeare's non-dramatic works to be printed. 
Scholars are not certain when each of the 154 sonnets was composed, but evidence suggests that 
Shakespeare wrote sonnets throughout his career for a private readership. Even before the two 
unauthorised sonnets appeared in The Passionate Pilgrim in 1599, Francis Meres had referred in 
1598 to Shakespeare's “sugred Sonnets among his private friends.” Few analysts believe that the 
published collection follows Shakespeare's intended sequence. He seems to have planned two 
contrasting series: one about uncontrollable lust for a married woman of dark complexion (the 
“dark lady”(sonnets 127-154)), and one about conflicted love for a fair young man (the “fair 
youth” (Sonnets 1-126)). It remains unclear if these figures represent real individuals, or if the 
authorial “I” who addresses them represents Shakespeare himself, though Wordsworth believed 
that with the sonnets “Shakespeare unlocked his heart.” Critics praise the Sonnets as a profound 
meditation on the nature of love, sexual passion, procreation, death, and time. 

Sonnets 
 

XVIII 

Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? 
Thou art more lovely and more temperate: 
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 
And summer's lease hath all too short a date: 
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines, 
And often is his gold complexion dimm'd, 
And every fair from fair sometime declines, 
By chance, or nature's changing course untrimm'd: 
But thy eternal summer shall not fade, 
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow'st, 
Nor shall death brag thou wander'st in his shade, 
When in eternal lines to time thou grow'st, 
     So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, 
     So long lives this, and this gives life to thee. 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Does Shakespeare think that his beloved compares favorably to a summer’s day? 
Explain.  

2. What are some of the problems with a summer’s day?  
3. What does the poet mean when he says, “But thy eternal summer shall not fade”?  
4. What does the poet mean when he says,  "Nor shall death brag thou wander'st in his 

shade"?  
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LV 

Not marble, nor the gilded monuments 
Of princes, shall outlive this powerful rhyme; 
But you shall shine more bright in these contents 
Than unswept stone, besmear'd with sluttish time. 
When wasteful war shall statues overturn, 
And broils root out the work of masonry, 
Nor Mars his sword, nor war's quick fire shall burn 
The living record of your memory. 
'Gainst death, and all-oblivious enmity 
Shall you pace forth; your praise shall still find room 
Even in the eyes of all posterity 
That wear this world out to the ending doom. 
     So, till the judgment that yourself arise, 
     You live in this, and dwell in lovers' eyes. 

Discussion Questions: 

1. List two reasons “monuments” don’t last, according to Shakespeare. 
2. What can poetry do that monuments can’t do? 

 

LXXI 

No longer mourn for me when I am dead 
Than you shall hear the surly sullen bell 
Give warning to the world that I am fled 
From this vile world with vilest worms to dwell: 
Nay, if you read this line, remember not 
The hand that writ it, for I love you so, 
That I in your sweet thoughts would be forgot, 
If thinking on me then should make you woe. 
O! if,--I say you look upon this verse, 
When I perhaps compounded am with clay, 
Do not so much as my poor name rehearse; 
But let your love even with my life decay; 
     Lest the wise world should look into your moan, 
     And mock you with me after I am gone. 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What two reasons does Shakespeare give for not mourning his death? 
2. What does he say should die with him? 
3. What will live on after his death? 

 



CXVI 

Let me not to the marriage of true minds 
Admit impediments. Love is not love 
Which alters when it alteration finds, 
Or bends with the remover to remove: 
O, no! it is an ever-fixed mark, 
That looks on tempests and is never shaken; 
It is the star to every wandering bark, 
Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken. 
Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks 
Within his bending sickle's compass come; 
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks, 
But bears it out even to the edge of doom. 
     If this be error and upon me prov'd, 
     I never writ, nor no man ever lov'd. 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What two images does Shakespeare offer as representative of love (lines 5-8)? 
2. Name two things love does NOT do? 

 

CXXX 

My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun; 
Coral is far more red, than her lips red: 
If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun; 
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head. 
I have seen roses damask'd, red and white, 
But no such roses see I in her cheeks; 
And in some perfumes is there more delight 
Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks. 
I love to hear her speak, yet well I know 
That music hath a far more pleasing sound: 
I grant I never saw a goddess go,-- 
My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground: 
     And yet by heaven, I think my love as rare, 
     As any she belied with false compare. 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Describe the speaker's "mistress" in this poem. What color is her skin? Her breasts? Her 
cheeks? Her hair? What is the texture of her hair like? What does her breath smell like? 
What does her voice sound like? When his mistress walks, where does she walk?  

2. How does this contrast (apparently) with what other poets claim about their mistresses?  
3. Why does the poet think his love is rare?  



Narrative Poetry 
  



Ulysses by Alfred, Lord Tennyson 

Introduction24 

This noble poem, which is said to have induced Sir Robert Peel to give Tennyson his pension, 
was written soon after Arthur Hallam's death, presumably therefore in 1833. "It gave my 
feeling," Tennyson said to his son, "about the need of going forward and braving the struggle of 
life perhaps more simply than anything in In Memoriam." It is not the Ulysses of Homer, nor 
was it suggested by the Odyssey. The germ, the spirit and the sentiment of the poem are from 
the twenty-sixth canto of Dante's Inferno, where Ulysses in the Limbo of the Deceivers speaks 
from the flame which swathes him. I give a literal version of the passage:   
 

Neither fondness for my son nor reverence for my aged sire nor 
the due love which ought to have gladdened Penelope could 
conquer in me the ardour which I had to become experienced in 
the world and in human vice and worth. I put out into the deep 
open sea with but one ship and with that small company which 
had not deserted me.... I and my companions were old and tardy 
when we came to that narrow pass where Hercules assigned his 
landmarks. 'O brothers,' I said, 'who through a hundred thousand 
dangers have reached the West deny not to this the brief vigil of 
your senses that remain, experience of the unpeopled world 
beyond the sun. Consider your origin, ye were not formed to live 
like Brutes but to follow virtue and knowledge.... Night already 
saw the other pole with all its stars and ours so low that it rose not 
from the ocean floor' (Inferno, xxvi., 94-126). 

 
But if the germ is here the expansion is Tennyson's; he has added elaboration and symmetry, 
fine touches, magical images and magical diction. There is nothing in Dante which answers to   
 

Yet all experience is an arch wherethro' 
Gleams that untravell'd world, whose margin fades 
For ever and for ever when I move. 

 
or 
 

It may be that the gulfs will wash us down: 
It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles, 
And see the great Achilles, whom we knew. 

 
Of these lines well does Carlyle say what so many will feel: "These lines do not make me weep, 
but there is in me what would till whole Lacrymatorics as I read." 
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It little profits that an idle king, 
By this still hearth, among these barren crags, 
Match'd with an aged wife, I mete and dole 
Unequal laws unto a savage race, 
That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me. 
I cannot rest from travel: I will drink 
Life to the lees: all times I have enjoy'd 
Greatly, have suffer'd greatly, both with those 
That loved me, and alone; on shore, and when 
Thro' scudding drifts the rainy Hyades 
Vext the dim sea: I am become a name; 
For always roaming with a hungry heart 
Much have I seen and known; cities of men 
And manners, climates, councils, governments,  
Myself not least, but honour'd of them all; 
And drunk delight of battle with my peers, 
Far on the ringing plains of windy Troy. 
I am a part of all that I have met; 
Yet all experience is an arch wherethro' 
Gleams that untravell'd world, whose margin fades 
For ever and for ever when I move. 
How dull it is to pause, to make an end,   
To rust unburnish'd, not to shine in use! 
As tho' to breathe were life. Life piled on life 
Were all too little, and of one to me 
Little remains: but every hour is saved 
From that eternal silence, something more, 
A bringer of new things; and vile it were 
For some three suns to store and hoard myself, 
And this gray spirit yearning in desire 
To follow knowledge, like a sinking star, 
Beyond the utmost bound of human thought. 
 
This is my son, mine own Telemachus,   
To whom I leave the sceptre and the isle  
Well-loved of me, discerning to fulfil 
This labour, by slow prudence to make mild 
A rugged people, and thro' soft degrees 
Subdue them to the useful and the good. 
Most blameless is he, centred in the sphere 
Of common duties, decent not to fail 
In offices of tenderness, and pay 
Meet adoration to my household gods, 
When I am gone. He works his work, I mine. 
There lies the port: the vessel puffs her sail: 



There gloom the dark broad seas. My mariners, 
Souls that have toil'd and wrought, and thought with me  
That ever with a frolic welcome took 
The thunder and the sunshine, and opposed 
Free hearts, free foreheads  you and I are old; 
Old age hath yet his honour and his toil; 
Death closes all; but something ere the end, 
Some work of noble note, may yet be done, 
Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods. 
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks: 
The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs: the deep 
Moans round with many voices. Come, my friends, 
'Tis not too late to seek a newer world. 
Push off, and sitting well in order smite 
The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds 
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths 
Of all the western stars, until I die. 
It may be that the gulfs will wash us down: 
It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles,   
And see the great Achilles, whom we knew. 
Tho' much is taken, much abides; and tho' 
We are not now that strength which in old days 
Moved earth and heaven; that which we are, we are; 
One equal temper of heroic hearts, 
Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will 
To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. How does Ulysses assess his current situation and also his people in the opening 
stanza?  Why is it important for him to establish this assessment early in the poem (given 
what happens later)? 

2. What personality traits does Ulysses illustrate about himself in the second stanza? Make 
sure to use examples to illustrate these traits. 

3. In the third stanza, Ulysses introduces his son Telemachus.  How is Telemachus a 
different kind of leader than Ulysses? In what ways does Ulysses value or denigrate this 
kind of leadership? 

4. In the final, almost benedictory stanza, Ulysses is getting ready to make one last journey 
of adventure, but at the same time he seems about to embrace his forthcoming 
death.  What details emphasize his final "seizing of the day" and which details suggest 
he's accepting death? 

5. Some readers emphasize Ulysses's journey as an "intellectual" journey, or they see the 
poem as being about person's striving to question the status quo.  What details of the 
poem emphasize this kind of reading?  



Goblin Market by Christina Rossetti 

Introduction25 

"Goblin Market" (composed in April 1859 and published in 1862) is a narrative poem by 
Christina Rossetti. In a letter to her publisher, Rossetti claimed that the poem, which is 
interpreted frequently as having features of remarkably sexual imagery, was not meant for 
children. However, in public Rossetti often stated that the poem was intended for children, and 
went on to write many children's poems. When the poem appeared in her first volume of poetry, 
Goblin Market and Other Poems, it was illustrated by her brother, the Pre-Raphaelite artist 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti. 

 

Morning and evening 
Maids heard the goblins cry: 
'Come buy our orchard fruits, 
Come buy, come buy: 
Apples and quinces, 
Lemons and oranges, 
Plump unpecked cherries, 
Melons and raspberries, 
Bloom-down-cheeked peaches, 
Swart-headed mulberries,  
Wild free-born cranberries, 
Crab-apples, dewberries, 
Pine-apples, blackberries, 
Apricots, strawberries;— 
All ripe together 
In summer weather,— 
Morns that pass by, 
Fair eves that fly; 
Come buy, come buy: 
Our grapes fresh from the vine,  
Pomegranates full and fine, 
Dates and sharp bullaces, 
Rare pears and greengages, 
Damsons and bilberries, 
Taste them and try: 
Currants and gooseberries, 
Bright-fire-like barberries, 
Figs to fill your mouth, 
Citrons from the South, 
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Sweet to tongue and sound to eye;  
Come buy, come buy.' 

  Evening by evening 
Among the brookside rushes, 
Laura bowed her head to hear, 
Lizzie veiled her blushes: 
Crouching close together 
In the cooling weather, 
With clasping arms and cautioning lips, 
With tingling cheeks and finger tips. 
'Lie close,' Laura said,  
Pricking up her golden head: 
'We must not look at goblin men, 
We must not buy their fruits: 
Who knows upon what soil they fed 
Their hungry thirsty roots?' 
'Come buy,' call the goblins 
Hobbling down the glen. 
'Oh,' cried Lizzie, 'Laura, Laura, 
You should not peep at goblin men.' 
Lizzie covered up her eyes,  
Covered close lest they should look; 
Laura reared her glossy head, 
And whispered like the restless brook: 
'Look, Lizzie, look, Lizzie, 
Down the glen tramp little men. 
One hauls a basket, 
One bears a plate, 
One lugs a golden dish 
Of many pounds weight. 
How fair the vine must grow  
Whose grapes are so luscious; 
How warm the wind must blow 
Through those fruit bushes.' 
'No,' said Lizzie, 'No, no, no; 
Their offers should not charm us, 
Their evil gifts would harm us.' 
She thrust a dimpled finger 
In each ear, shut eyes and ran: 
Curious Laura chose to linger 
Wondering at each merchant man.  
One had a cat's face, 
One whisked a tail, 
One tramped at a rat's pace, 



One crawled like a snail, 
One like a wombat prowled obtuse and furry, 
One like a ratel tumbled hurry skurry. 
She heard a voice like voice of doves 
Cooing all together: 
They sounded kind and full of loves 
In the pleasant weather.  

  Laura stretched her gleaming neck 
Like a rush-imbedded swan, 
Like a lily from the beck, 
Like a moonlit poplar branch, 
Like a vessel at the launch 
When its last restraint is gone. 

  Backwards up the mossy glen 
Turned and trooped the goblin men, 
With their shrill repeated cry, 
'Come buy, come buy.'  
When they reached where Laura was 
They stood stock still upon the moss, 
Leering at each other, 
Brother with queer brother; 
Signalling each other, 
Brother with sly brother. 
One set his basket down, 
One reared his plate; 
One began to weave a crown 
Of tendrils, leaves, and rough nuts brown  
(Men sell not such in any town); 
One heaved the golden weight 
Of dish and fruit to offer her: 
'Come buy, come buy,' was still their cry. 
Laura stared but did not stir, 
Longed but had no money: 
The whisk-tailed merchant bade her taste 
In tones as smooth as honey, 
The cat-faced purr'd, 
The rat-faced spoke a word  
Of welcome, and the snail-paced even was heard; 
One parrot-voiced and jolly 
Cried 'Pretty Goblin' still for 'Pretty Polly;'— 
One whistled like a bird. 

  But sweet-tooth Laura spoke in haste: 
'Good folk, I have no coin; 



To take were to purloin: 
I have no copper in my purse, 
I have no silver either, 
And all my gold is on the furze  
That shakes in windy weather 
Above the rusty heather.' 
'You have much gold upon your head,' 
They answered all together: 
'Buy from us with a golden curl.' 
She clipped a precious golden lock, 
She dropped a tear more rare than pearl, 
Then sucked their fruit globes fair or red: 
Sweeter than honey from the rock, 
Stronger than man-rejoicing wine,  
Clearer than water flowed that juice; 
She never tasted such before, 
How should it cloy with length of use? 
She sucked and sucked and sucked the more 
Fruits which that unknown orchard bore; 
She sucked until her lips were sore; 
Then flung the emptied rinds away 
But gathered up one kernel stone, 
And knew not was it night or day 
As she turned home alone.  

  Lizzie met her at the gate 
Full of wise upbraidings: 
'Dear, you should not stay so late, 
Twilight is not good for maidens; 
Should not loiter in the glen 
In the haunts of goblin men. 
Do you not remember Jeanie, 
How she met them in the moonlight, 
Took their gifts both choice and many, 
Ate their fruits and wore their flowers  
Plucked from bowers 
Where summer ripens at all hours? 
But ever in the noonlight 
She pined and pined away; 
Sought them by night and day, 
Found them no more, but dwindled and grew grey; 
Then fell with the first snow, 
While to this day no grass will grow 
Where she lies low: 
I planted daisies there a year ago  



That never blow. 
You should not loiter so.' 
'Nay, hush,' said Laura: 
'Nay, hush, my sister: 
I ate and ate my fill, 
Yet my mouth waters still; 
To-morrow night I will 
Buy more:' and kissed her: 
'Have done with sorrow; 
I'll bring you plums to-morrow  
Fresh on their mother twigs, 
Cherries worth getting; 
You cannot think what figs 
My teeth have met in, 
What melons icy-cold 
Piled on a dish of gold 
Too huge for me to hold, 
What peaches with a velvet nap, 
Pellucid grapes without one seed: 
Odorous indeed must be the mead  
Whereon they grow, and pure the wave they drink 
With lilies at the brink, 
And sugar-sweet their sap.' 

  Golden head by golden head, 
Like two pigeons in one nest 
Folded in each other's wings, 
They lay down in their curtained bed: 
Like two blossoms on one stem, 
Like two flakes of new-fall'n snow, 
Like two wands of ivory  
Tipped with gold for awful kings. 
Moon and stars gazed in at them, 
Wind sang to them lullaby, 
Lumbering owls forbore to fly, 
Not a bat flapped to and fro 
Round their rest: 
Cheek to cheek and breast to breast 
Locked together in one nest. 

  Early in the morning 
When the first cock crowed his warning,  
Neat like bees, as sweet and busy, 
Laura rose with Lizzie: 
Fetched in honey, milked the cows, 
Aired and set to rights the house, 



Kneaded cakes of whitest wheat, 
Cakes for dainty mouths to eat, 
Next churned butter, whipped up cream, 
Fed their poultry, sat and sewed; 
Talked as modest maidens should: 
Lizzie with an open heart,  
Laura in an absent dream, 
One content, one sick in part; 
One warbling for the mere bright day's delight, 
One longing for the night. 

  At length slow evening came: 
They went with pitchers to the reedy brook; 
Lizzie most placid in her look, 
Laura most like a leaping flame. 
They drew the gurgling water from its deep; 
Lizzie plucked purple and rich golden flags,  
Then turning homeward said: 'The sunset flushes 
Those furthest loftiest crags; 
Come, Laura, not another maiden lags, 
No wilful squirrel wags, 
The beasts and birds are fast asleep.' 
But Laura loitered still among the rushes 
And said the bank was steep. 

  And said the hour was early still 
The dew not fall'n, the wind not chill: 
Listening ever, but not catching  
The customary cry, 
'Come buy, come buy,' 
With its iterated jingle 
Of sugar-baited words: 
Not for all her watching 
Once discerning even one goblin 
Racing, whisking, tumbling, hobbling; 
Let alone the herds 
That used to tramp along the glen, 
In groups or single,  
Of brisk fruit-merchant men. 

  Till Lizzie urged, 'O Laura, come; 
I hear the fruit-call but I dare not look: 
You should not loiter longer at this brook: 
Come with me home. 
The stars rise, the moon bends her arc, 
Each glowworm winks her spark, 



Let us get home before the night grows dark: 
For clouds may gather 
Though this is summer weather,  
Put out the lights and drench us through; 
Then if we lost our way what should we do?' 

  Laura turned cold as stone 
To find her sister heard that cry alone, 
That goblin cry, 
'Come buy our fruits, come buy.' 
Must she then buy no more such dainty fruit? 
Must she no more such succous pasture find, 
Gone deaf and blind? 
Her tree of life drooped from the root:  
She said not one word in her heart's sore ache; 
But peering thro' the dimness, nought discerning, 
Trudged home, her pitcher dripping all the way; 
So crept to bed, and lay 
Silent till Lizzie slept; 
Then sat up in a passionate yearning, 
And gnashed her teeth for baulked desire, and wept 
As if her heart would break. 

  Day after day, night after night, 
Laura kept watch in vain  
In sullen silence of exceeding pain. 
She never caught again the goblin cry: 
'Come buy, come buy;'— 
She never spied the goblin men 
Hawking their fruits along the glen: 
But when the noon waxed bright 
Her hair grew thin and grey; 
She dwindled, as the fair full moon doth turn 
To swift decay and burn 
Her fire away.  

  One day remembering her kernel-stone 
She set it by a wall that faced the south; 
Dewed it with tears, hoped for a root, 
Watched for a waxing shoot, 
But there came none; 
It never saw the sun, 
It never felt the trickling moisture run: 
While with sunk eyes and faded mouth 
She dreamed of melons, as a traveller sees 
False waves in desert drouth  



With shade of leaf-crowned trees, 
And burns the thirstier in the sandful breeze. 

  She no more swept the house, 
Tended the fowls or cows, 
Fetched honey, kneaded cakes of wheat, 
Brought water from the brook: 
But sat down listless in the chimney-nook 
And would not eat. 

  Tender Lizzie could not bear 
To watch her sister's cankerous care  
Yet not to share. 
She night and morning 
Caught the goblins' cry: 
'Come buy our orchard fruits, 
Come buy, come buy:'— 
Beside the brook, along the glen, 
She heard the tramp of goblin men, 
The voice and stir 
Poor Laura could not hear; 
Longed to buy fruit to comfort her,  
But feared to pay too dear. 
She thought of Jeanie in her grave, 
Who should have been a bride; 
But who for joys brides hope to have 
Fell sick and died 
In her gay prime, 
In earliest Winter time 
With the first glazing rime, 
With the first snow-fall of crisp Winter time. 

  Till Laura dwindling  
Seemed knocking at Death's door: 
Then Lizzie weighed no more 
Better and worse; 
But put a silver penny in her purse, 
Kissed Laura, crossed the heath with clumps of furze 
At twilight, halted by the brook: 
And for the first time in her life 
Began to listen and look. 

  Laughed every goblin 
When they spied her peeping:  
Came towards her hobbling, 
Flying, running, leaping, 
Puffing and blowing, 



Chuckling, clapping, crowing, 
Clucking and gobbling, 
Mopping and mowing, 
Full of airs and graces, 
Pulling wry faces, 
Demure grimaces, 
Cat-like and rat-like,  
Ratel- and wombat-like, 
Snail-paced in a hurry, 
Parrot-voiced and whistler, 
Helter skelter, hurry skurry, 
Chattering like magpies, 
Fluttering like pigeons, 
Gliding like fishes,— 
Hugged her and kissed her: 
Squeezed and caressed her: 
Stretched up their dishes,  
Panniers, and plates: 
'Look at our apples 
Russet and dun, 
Bob at our cherries, 
Bite at our peaches, 
Citrons and dates, 
Grapes for the asking, 
Pears red with basking 
Out in the sun, 
Plums on their twigs;  
Pluck them and suck them, 
Pomegranates, figs.'— 

  'Good folk,' said Lizzie, 
Mindful of Jeanie: 
'Give me much and many:'— 
Held out her apron, 
Tossed them her penny. 
'Nay, take a seat with us, 
Honour and eat with us,' 
They answered grinning:  
'Our feast is but beginning. 
Night yet is early, 
Warm and dew-pearly, 
Wakeful and starry: 
Such fruits as these 
No man can carry; 
Half their bloom would fly, 



Half their dew would dry, 
Half their flavour would pass by. 
Sit down and feast with us,  
Be welcome guest with us, 
Cheer you and rest with us.'— 
'Thank you,' said Lizzie: 'But one waits 
At home alone for me: 
So without further parleying, 
If you will not sell me any 
Of your fruits though much and many, 
Give me back my silver penny 
I tossed you for a fee.'— 
They began to scratch their pates,  
No longer wagging, purring, 
But visibly demurring, 
Grunting and snarling. 
One called her proud, 
Cross-grained, uncivil; 
Their tones waxed loud, 
Their looks were evil. 
Lashing their tails 
They trod and hustled her, 
Elbowed and jostled her,  
Clawed with their nails, 
Barking, mewing, hissing, mocking, 
Tore her gown and soiled her stocking, 
Twitched her hair out by the roots, 
Stamped upon her tender feet, 
Held her hands and squeezed their fruits 
Against her mouth to make her eat. 

  White and golden Lizzie stood, 
Like a lily in a flood,— 
Like a rock of blue-veined stone  
Lashed by tides obstreperously,— 
Like a beacon left alone 
In a hoary roaring sea, 
Sending up a golden fire,— 
Like a fruit-crowned orange-tree 
White with blossoms honey-sweet 
Sore beset by wasp and bee,— 
Like a royal virgin town 
Topped with gilded dome and spire 
Close beleaguered by a fleet  
Mad to tug her standard down. 



  One may lead a horse to water, 
Twenty cannot make him drink. 
Though the goblins cuffed and caught her, 
Coaxed and fought her, 
Bullied and besought her, 
Scratched her, pinched her black as ink, 
Kicked and knocked her, 
Mauled and mocked her, 
Lizzie uttered not a word;  
Would not open lip from lip 
Lest they should cram a mouthful in: 
But laughed in heart to feel the drip 
Of juice that syrupped all her face, 
And lodged in dimples of her chin, 
And streaked her neck which quaked like curd. 
At last the evil people, 
Worn out by her resistance, 
Flung back her penny, kicked their fruit 
Along whichever road they took,  
Not leaving root or stone or shoot; 
Some writhed into the ground, 
Some dived into the brook 
With ring and ripple, 
Some scudded on the gale without a sound, 
Some vanished in the distance. 

  In a smart, ache, tingle, 
Lizzie went her way; 
Knew not was it night or day; 
Sprang up the bank, tore thro' the furze,  
Threaded copse and dingle, 
And heard her penny jingle 
Bouncing in her purse,— 
Its bounce was music to her ear. 
She ran and ran 
As if she feared some goblin man 
Dogged her with gibe or curse 
Or something worse: 
But not one goblin skurried after, 
Nor was she pricked by fear;  
The kind heart made her windy-paced 
That urged her home quite out of breath with haste 
And inward laughter. 

  She cried 'Laura,' up the garden, 
'Did you miss me? 



Come and kiss me. 
Never mind my bruises, 
Hug me, kiss me, suck my juices 
Squeezed from goblin fruits for you, 
Goblin pulp and goblin dew.  
Eat me, drink me, love me; 
Laura, make much of me: 
For your sake I have braved the glen 
And had to do with goblin merchant men.' 

  Laura started from her chair, 
Flung her arms up in the air, 
Clutched her hair: 
'Lizzie, Lizzie, have you tasted 
For my sake the fruit forbidden? 
Must your light like mine be hidden,  
Your young life like mine be wasted, 
Undone in mine undoing, 
And ruined in my ruin, 
Thirsty, cankered, goblin-ridden?'— 
She clung about her sister, 
Kissed and kissed and kissed her: 
Tears once again 
Refreshed her shrunken eyes, 
Dropping like rain 
After long sultry drouth;  
Shaking with aguish fear, and pain, 
She kissed and kissed her with a hungry mouth. 

  Her lips began to scorch, 
That juice was wormwood to her tongue, 
She loathed the feast: 
Writhing as one possessed she leaped and sung, 
Rent all her robe, and wrung 
Her hands in lamentable haste, 
And beat her breast. 
Her locks streamed like the torch  
Borne by a racer at full speed, 
Or like the mane of horses in their flight, 
Or like an eagle when she stems the light 
Straight toward the sun, 
Or like a caged thing freed, 
Or like a flying flag when armies run. 

  Swift fire spread through her veins, knocked at her heart, 
Met the fire smouldering there 



And overbore its lesser flame; 
She gorged on bitterness without a name:  
Ah! fool, to choose such part 
Of soul-consuming care! 
Sense failed in the mortal strife: 
Like the watch-tower of a town 
Which an earthquake shatters down, 
Like a lightning-stricken mast, 
Like a wind-uprooted tree 
Spun about, 
Like a foam-topped waterspout 
Cast down headlong in the sea,  
She fell at last; 
Pleasure past and anguish past, 
Is it death or is it life? 

  Life out of death. 
That night long Lizzie watched by her, 
Counted her pulse's flagging stir, 
Felt for her breath, 
Held water to her lips, and cooled her face 
With tears and fanning leaves: 
But when the first birds chirped about their eaves,  
And early reapers plodded to the place 
Of golden sheaves, 
And dew-wet grass 
Bowed in the morning winds so brisk to pass, 
And new buds with new day 
Opened of cup-like lilies on the stream, 
Laura awoke as from a dream, 
Laughed in the innocent old way, 
Hugged Lizzie but not twice or thrice; 
Her gleaming locks showed not one thread of grey,  
Her breath was sweet as May 
And light danced in her eyes. 

  Days, weeks, months, years 
Afterwards, when both were wives 
With children of their own; 
Their mother-hearts beset with fears, 
Their lives bound up in tender lives; 
Laura would call the little ones 
And tell them of her early prime, 
Those pleasant days long gone  
Of not-returning time: 
Would talk about the haunted glen, 



The wicked, quaint fruit-merchant men, 
Their fruits like honey to the throat 
But poison in the blood; 
(Men sell not such in any town:) 
Would tell them how her sister stood 
In deadly peril to do her good, 
And win the fiery antidote: 
Then joining hands to little hands  
Would bid them cling together, 
'For there is no friend like a sister 
In calm or stormy weather; 
To cheer one on the tedious way, 
To fetch one if one goes astray, 
To lift one if one totters down, 
To strengthen whilst one stands.' 

 

Discussion Questions: 

Consider the poem in terms of the following allegorical frames.  What passages from the poem 
are central to each frame? 

1. Children's story 
 
2. Christian/religious 
 
3. Sexual 
 
4. Moral 

 

  



Annabel Lee by Edgar Allan Poe 

Introduction26 

Poe had always felt a need for the companionship of sympathetic and affectionate women, for 
whom he entertained a chivalric regard amounting to reverence. After the shock of his wife's 
death had somewhat worn away, he began to depend for sympathy upon various women with 
whom he maintained romantic friendships. Judged by ordinary standards, his conduct became 
at times little short of maudlin; his correspondence showed a sort of gasping, frantic dependence 
upon the sympathy and consolation of these women friends, and exhibited a painful picture of a 
broken man. Mrs. Shew, one of the kind women who had relieved the family at the time of 
Virginia's last illness, strongly advised him to marry, and he did propose marriage to Mrs. Sara 
Helen Whitman, a verse writer of some note in her day. After a wild and exhausting wooing, 
begun in an extravagantly romantic manner, the match was broken off through the influence of 
the lady's friends. When it was all over Poe seemed very little disturbed. The truth is, he was a 
wreck, and feeling utterly dependent, clutched frantically at every hope of sympathy and 
consolation. His only real love was for his dead wife, which he recorded shortly before his death 
in the exquisite lyric, "Annabel Lee." 

It was many and many a year ago, 
  In a kingdom by the sea, 
That a maiden there lived whom you may know 
  By the name of Annabel Lee; 
And this maiden she lived with no other thought  
  Than to love and be loved by me. 

I was a child and she was a child, 
  In this kingdom by the sea, 
But we loved with a love that was more than love, 
  I and my Annabel Lee;  
With a love that the winged seraphs of heaven 
  Coveted her and me. 

And this was the reason that, long ago, 
  In this kingdom by the sea, 
A wind blew out of a cloud, chilling  
  My beautiful Annabel Lee; 
So that her highborn kinsmen came 
  And bore her away from me, 
To shut her up in a sepulchre 
  In this kingdom by the sea.  

The angels, not half so happy in heaven, 
  Went envying her and me; 
Yes! that was the reason (as all men know, 
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  In this kingdom by the sea) 
That the wind came out of the cloud by night,  
  Chilling and killing my Annabel Lee. 

But our love it was stronger by far than the love 
  Of those who were older than we, 
  Of many far wiser than we; 
And neither the angels in heaven above,  
  Nor the demons down under the sea, 
Can ever dissever my soul from the soul 
  Of the beautiful Annabel Lee: 

For the moon never beams, without bringing me dreams 
  Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;  
And the stars never rise, but I feel the bright eyes 
  Of the beautiful Annabel Lee; 
And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side 
Of my darling—my darling—my life and my bride, 
  In her sepulchre there by the sea,  
  In her tomb by the sounding sea. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. How do the opening lines of the poem evoke a “fairy-tale” theme? 
2. According to the speaker, how and why did Annabel die?  
3. How old were they when they were in love and happy? Explain. 

  



My Last Duchess by Robert Browning 

Introduction 

First appearing in Robert Browning’s 1842 collection Dramatic Lyrics, “My Last Duchess” is a 
first-person narrative of the Duke of Ferrara, an Italian nobleman of the Renaissance who had 
his young wife killed in a fit of sexual jealousy. 

 

   Ferrara 
 
   That's my last Duchess painted on the wall, 
   Looking as if she were alive.  I call 
   That piece a wonder, now: Fra Pandolf's hands 
   Worked busily a day, and there she stands. 
   Will't please you sit and look at her? I said 
   "Fra Pandolf" by design, for never read 
   Strangers like you that pictured countenance, 
   The depth and passion of its earnest glance, 
   But to myself they turned (since none puts by 
   the curtain I have drawn for you, but I)                        
   And seemed as they would ask me, if they durst, 
   How such a glance came there; so, not the first 
   Are you to turn and ask thus.  Sir, 'twas not 
   Her husband's presence only, called that spot 
   Of joy into the Duchess' cheek: perhaps 
   Fra Pandolf chanced to say "Her mantle laps 
   Over my lady's wrist too much," or "Paint 
   Must never hope to reproduce the faint 
   Half-flush that dies along her throat"; such stuff 
   Was courtesy, she thought, and cause enough                     
   For calling up that spot of joy. She had 
   A heart—how shall I say—too soon made glad, 
   Too easily impressed; she liked whate'er 
   She looked on, and her looks went everywhere. 
   Sir, 'twas all one! My favour at her breast, 
   The dropping of the daylight in the West, 
   The bough of cherries some officious fool 
   Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule 
   She rode with round the terrace—all and each 
   Would draw from her alike the approving speech,                 
   Or blush, at least. She thanked men—good! but thanked 
   Somehow—I know not how—as if she ranked 
   My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name 
   With anybody's gift.  Who'd stoop to blame 
   This sort of trifling?  Even had you skill 
   In speech (which I have not) to make your will 
   Quite clear to such an one, and say, "Just this 
   Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss, 
   Or there exceed the mark"—and if she let 



   Herself be lessoned so, nor plainly set                         
   Her wits to yours, forsooth, and made excuse, 
   E'en that would be some stooping; and I choose 
   Never to stoop.  Oh sir, she smiled, no doubt, 
   Whene'er I passed her; but who passed without 
   Much the same smile?  This grew; I gave commands; 
   Then all smiles stopped together.  There she stands 
   As if alive.  Will't please you rise?  We'll meet 
   The company below, then.  I repeat, 
   The Count your master's known munificence 
   Is ample warrant that no just pretence                          
   Of mine for dowry will be disallowed; 
   Though his fair daughter's self, as I avowed 
   At starting, is my object. Nay, we'll go 
   Together down, sir.  Notice Neptune, though, 
   Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity, 
   Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me! 
 

Discussion Questions 

1. What is the Duke like? Using quotes from the poem, define his character.  
2. How does Browning make us feel sympathetic toward the Duchess? Using quotes from 

the poem, define her character.  
3. What is the Duke’s attitude toward women? Is there any indication on the text that his 

attitude toward women is typical of his society? 
4. What were the Duke’s commands that stopped the Duchess’s smiles?  
5. What does the Duke’s collection of art and specifically his treatment of the Duchess’ 

painting indicate about character? what is Browning trying to show us? 
  



The Rime of the Ancient Mariner by Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

Introduction27 

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner (originally The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere) is the longest 
major poem by the English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, written in 1797–98 and published in 
1798 in the first edition of Lyrical Ballads. Along with other poems in Lyrical Ballads, it was a 
signal shift to modern poetry and the beginning of British Romantic literature. 

ARGUMENT. 

How a Ship having passed the Line was driven by Storms to the cold Country towards the South 
Pole; and how from thence she made her course to the tropical Latitude of the Great Pacific 
Ocean; and of the strange things that befell; and in what manner the Ancyent Marinere came 
back to his own Country. 

PART I 
[An ancient Mariner meeteth three Gallants bidden to a wedding-feast, and 
detaineth one.] 
  It is an ancient Mariner, 
  And he stoppeth one of three. 
  "By thy long grey beard and glittering eye, 
  Now wherefore stopp'st thou me? 
  The bridegroom's doors are opened wide,  
  And I am next of kin; 
  The guests are met, the feast is set: 
  May'st hear the merry din." 
  He holds him with his skinny hand, 
  "There was a ship," quoth he.  
  "Hold off! unhand me, grey-beard loon!" 
  Eftsoons his hand dropt he. 
[The Wedding-Guest is spellbound by the eye of the old seafaring man, and 
constrained to hear his tale.] 
  He holds him with his glittering eye— 
  The Wedding-Guest stood still, 
  And listens like a three years' child:  
  The Mariner hath his will. 
  The Wedding-Guest sat on a stone: 
  He cannot choose but hear; 
  And thus spake on that ancient man, 
  The bright-eyed Mariner.  
  "The ship was cheered, the harbor cleared, 
  Merrily did we drop 
  Below the kirk, below the hill, 
  Below the lighthouse top. 
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[The Mariner tells how the ship sailed southward with a good wind and fair 
weather, till it reached the Line.] 
  The sun came up upon the left,  
  Out of the sea came he! 
  And he shone bright, and on the right 
  Went down into the sea. 
  Higher and higher every day, 
  Till over the mast at noon—"  
  The Wedding-Guest here beat his breast, 
  For he heard the loud bassoon. 
[The Wedding-Guest heareth the bridal music; but the Mariner continueth his 
tale.] 
  The bride hath paced into the hall, 
  Red as a rose is she; 
  Nodding their heads before her goes  
  The merry minstrelsy. 
  The Wedding-Guest he beat his breast, 
  Yet he cannot choose but hear; 
  And thus spake on that ancient man, 
  The bright-eyed Mariner.  
[The ship driven by a storm toward the south pole.] 
  "And now the Storm-blast came, and he 
  Was tyrannous and strong: 
  He struck with his o'ertaking wings, 
  And chased us south along. 
  With sloping masts and dipping prow,  
  As who pursued with yell and blow 
  Still treads the shadow of his foe, 
  And forward bends his head, 
  The ship drove fast, loud roared the blast, 
  And southward aye we fled.  
  And now there came both mist and snow, 
  And it grew wondrous cold: 
  And ice, mast-high, came floating by, 
  As green as emerald. 
[The land of ice, and of fearful sounds where no living thing was to be seen.] 
  And through the drifts the snowy clifts  
  Did send a dismal sheen: 
  Nor shapes of men nor beasts we ken— 
  The ice was all between. 
  The ice was here, the ice was there, 
  The ice was all around:  
  It cracked and growled, and roared and howled, 
  Like noises in a swound! 
[Till a great sea-bird, called the Albatross, came through the snow-fog, and was 
received with great joy and hospitality.] 
  At length did cross an Albatross, 
  Thorough the fog it came; 



  As if it had been a Christian soul,  
  We hailed it in God's name. 
  It ate the food it ne'er had eat, 
  And round and round it flew. 
  The ice did split with a thunder-fit; 
  The helmsman steered us through!  
[And lo! the Albatross proveth a bird of good omen, and followeth the ship as it 
returned northward through fog and floating ice.] 
  And a good south wind sprung up behind; 
  The Albatross did follow, 
  And every day, for food or play, 
  Came to the mariners' hollo! 
  In mist or cloud, on mast or shroud,  
  It perched for vespers nine; 
  Whiles all the night, through fog-smoke white, 
  Glimmered the white moon-shine." 
[The ancient Mariner inhospitably killeth the pious bird of good omen.] 
  "God save thee, ancient Mariner! 
  From the fiends, that plague thee thus!—  
  Why look'st thou so?"—"With my cross-bow 
  I shot the Albatross. 
PART II 
  The Sun now rose upon the right: 
  Out of the sea came he, 
  Still hid in mist, and on the left  
  Went down into the sea. 
  And the good south wind still blew behind, 
  But no sweet bird did follow, 
  Nor any day for food or play 
  Came to the mariners' hollo!  
[His shipmates cry out against the ancient Mariner, for killing the bird of good 
luck.] 
  And I had done a hellish thing, 
  And it would work 'em woe: 
  For all averred, I had killed the bird 
  That made the breeze to blow. 
  Ah wretch! said they, the bird to slay,  
  That made the breeze to blow! 
[But when the fog cleared off, they justify the same, and thus make themselves 
accomplices in the crime.] 
  Nor dim nor red, like God's own head, 
  The glorious Sun uprist: 
  Then all averred, I had killed the bird 
  That brought the fog and mist.  
  'T was right, said they, such birds to slay, 
  That bring the fog and mist. 
[The fair breeze continues; the ship enters the Pacific Ocean, and sails northward, 
even till it reaches the Line.] 



  The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew, 
  The furrow followed free; 
  We were the first that ever burst  
  Into that silent sea. 
[The ship hath been suddenly becalmed.] 
  Down dropt the breeze, the sails dropt down, 
  'T was sad as sad could be; 
  And we did speak only to break 
  The silence of the sea!  
  All in a hot and copper sky, 
  The bloody Sun, at noon, 
  Right up above the mast did stand, 
  No bigger than the Moon. 
  Day after day, day after day,  
  We stuck, nor breath nor motion; 
  As idle as a painted ship 
  Upon a painted ocean. 
[And the Albatross begins to be avenged.] 
  Water, water, every where, 
  And all the boards did shrink;  
  Water, water, every where 
  Nor any drop to drink. 
  The very deep did rot: O Christ! 
  That ever this should be! 
  Yea, slimy things did crawl with legs  
  Upon the slimy sea. 
  About, about, in reel and rout 
  The death-fires danced at night; 
  The water, like a witch's oils, 
  Burnt green, and blue and white.  
[A Spirit had followed them: one of the invisible inhabitants of this planet, neither 
departed souls nor angels, concerning whom the learned Jew, Josephus, and the 
Platonic Constantinopolitan, Michael Psellus, may be consulted. They are very 
numerous, and there is no climate or element without one or more.] 
  And some in dreams assured were 
  Of the Spirit that plagued us so; 
  Nine fathom deep he had followed us 
  From the land of mist and snow. 
  And every tongue, through utter drought,  
  Was withered at the root; 
  We could not speak, no more than if 
  We had been choked with soot. 
[The shipmates, in their sore distress, would fain throw the whole guilt on the 
ancient Mariner: in sign whereof they hang the dead sea-bird round his neck.] 
  Ah! well-a-day! what evil looks 
  Had I from old and young!  
  Instead of the cross, the Albatross 
  About my neck was hung. 



PART III 
[The ancient Mariner beholdeth a sign in the element afar off.] 
  There passed a weary time. Each throat 
  Was parched, and glazed each eye. 
  A weary time! a weary time!  
  How glazed each weary eye, 
  When looking westward, I beheld 
  A something in the sky. 
  At first it seemed a little speck, 
  And then it seemed a mist;  
  It moved and moved, and took at last 
  A certain shape, I wist. 
  A speck, a mist, a shape, I wist! 
  And still it neared and neared: 
  As if it dodged a water-sprite,  
  It plunged and tacked and veered. 
[At its nearer approach, it seemeth him to be a ship; and at a dear ransom he 
freeth his speech from the bonds of thirst.] 
  With throats unslaked, with black lips baked, 
  We could nor laugh nor wail; 
  Through utter drought all dumb we stood! 
  I bit my arm, I sucked the blood,  
  And cried, A sail! a sail! 
With throats unslaked, with black lips baked, 
Agape they heard me call: 
[A flash of joy;] 
[And horror follows. For can it be a ship that comes onward without wind or tide?] 
  Gramercy! they for joy did grin, 
  And all at once their breath drew in,  
  As they were drinking all. 
  See! see! (I cried) she tacks no more! 
  Hither to work us weal; 
  Without a breeze, without a tide, 
  She steadies with upright keel!  
  The western wave was all a-flame. 
  The day was well nigh done! 
  Almost upon the western wave 
  Rested the broad bright Sun; 
  When that strange shape drove suddenly  
  Betwixt us and the Sun; 
[It seemeth him but the skeleton of a ship.] 
  And straight the Sun was flecked with bars, 
  (Heaven's Mother send us grace!) 
  As if through a dungeon-grate he peered 
  With broad and burning face.  
  Alas (thought I, and my heart beat loud) 
  How fast she nears and nears! 



  Are those her sails that glance in the Sun, 
  Like restless gossameres? 
[And its ribs are seen as bars on the face of the setting Sun. The Spectre-Woman 
and her Deathmate, and no other on board the skeleton-ship.] 
  Are those her ribs through which the Sun  
  Did peer, as through a grate? 
  And is that Woman all her crew? 
  Is that a Death? and are there two? 
  Is Death that woman's mate? 
[Like vessel, like crew!] 
  Her lips were red, her looks were free,  
  Her locks were yellow as gold: 
  Her skin was as white as leprosy, 
  The Night-mare Life-in-Death was she, 
  Who thicks man's blood with cold. 
[Death and Life-in-Death have diced for the ship's crew, and she (the latter) 
winneth the ancient Mariner.] 
  The naked hulk alongside came,  
  And the twain were casting dice; 
  'The game is done! I've won! I've won!' 
  Quoth she, and whistles thrice. 
[No twilight within the courts of the Sun.] 
  The Sun's rim dips; the stars rush out; 
  At one stride comes the dark;  
  With far-heard whisper, o'er the sea, 
  Off shot the spectre-bark. 
[At the rising of the moon.] 
  We listened and looked sideways up! 
  Fear at my heart, as at a cup, 
  My life-blood seemed to sip!  
  The stars were dim, and thick the night, 
  The steersman's face by his lamp gleamed white; 
  From the sails the dew did drip— 
  Till clomb above the eastern bar 
  The horned Moon, with one bright star  
  Within the nether tip. 
[One after another,] 
  One after one, by the star-dogged Moon, 
  Too quick for groan or sigh, 
  Each turned his face with a ghastly pang, 
  And cursed me with his eye.  
[His shipmates drop down dead.] 
  Four times fifty living men, 
  (And I heard nor sigh nor groan) 
  With heavy thump, a lifeless lump, 
  They dropped down one by one. 
[But Life-in-Death begins her work on the ancient Mariner.] 



  The souls did from their bodies fly,—  
  They fled to bliss or woe! 
  And every soul, it passed me by, 
  Like the whizz of my cross-bow!" 
PART IV 
[The Wedding-Guest feareth that a Spirit is talking to him;] 
  "I Fear thee, ancient Mariner! 
  I fear thy skinny hand!  
  And thou art long, and lank, and brown, 
  As is the ribbed sea-sand. 
  I fear thee and thy glittering eye, 
  And thy skinny hand, so brown."— 
  "Fear me not, fear not, thou wedding-guest!  
  This body dropt not down. 
[But the ancient Mariner assureth him of his bodily life, and proceedeth to relate 
his horrible penance.] 
  Alone, alone, all, all alone, 
  Alone on the wide, wide sea! 
  And never a saint took pity on 
  My soul in agony.  
[He despiseth the creatures of the calm.] 
  The many men, so beautiful! 
  And they all dead did lie: 
  And a thousand thousand slimy things 
  Lived on; and so did I. 
[And envieth that they should live, and so many lie dead.] 
  I looked upon the rotting sea,  
  And drew my eyes away; 
  I looked upon the rotting deck, 
  And there the dead men lay. 
  I looked to heaven, and tried to pray; 
  But or ever a prayer had gusht,  
  A wicked whisper came, and made 
  My heart as dry as dust. 
  I closed my lids, and kept them close, 
  And the balls like pulses beat; 
  For the sky and the sea, and the sea and the sky  
  Lay like a load on my weary eye, 
  And the dead were at my feet. 
[But the curse liveth for him in the eye of the dead men.] 
  The cold sweat melted from their limbs, 
  Nor rot nor reek did they: 
  The look with which they looked on me 
  Had never passed away. 
  An orphan's curse would drag to hell 
  A spirit from on high; 
  But oh! more horrible than that 
  Is a curse in a dead man's eye! 



  Seven days, seven nights, I saw that curse, 
  And yet I could not die. 
[In his loneliness and fixedness he yearneth towards the journeying Moon, and the 
stars that still sojourn, yet still move onward; and every where the blue sky 
belongs to them, and is their appointed rest, and their native country and their 
own natural homes, which they enter unannounced, as lords that are certainly 
expected and yet there is a silent joy at their arrival.] 
  The moving Moon went up the sky, 
  And nowhere did abide: 
  Softly she was going up, 
  And a star or two beside— 
  Her beams bemocked the sultry main, 
  Like April hoar-frost spread; 
  But where the ship's huge shadow lay, 
  The charmed water burnt alway 
  A still and awful red. 
[By the light of the Moon he beholdeth God's creatures of the great calm.] 
  Beyond the shadow of the ship, 
  I watched the water-snakes: 
  They moved in tracks of shining white, 
  And when they reared, the elfish light 
  Fell off in hoary flakes. 
  Within the shadow of the ship 
  I watched their rich attire: 
  Blue, glossy green, and velvet black, 
  They coiled and swam; and every track  
  Was a flash of golden fire. 
[Their beauty and their happiness.] 
[He blesseth them in his heart.] 
  O happy living things! no tongue 
  Their beauty might declare: 
  A spring of love gushed from my heart, 
  And I blessed them unaware:  
  Sure my kind saint took pity on me, 
  And I blessed them unaware. 
[The spell begins to break.] 
  The selfsame moment I could pray; 
  And from my neck so free 
  The Albatross fell off, and sank  
  Like lead into the sea. 
PART V 
  Oh sleep! it is a gentle thing, 
  Beloved from pole to pole! 
  To Mary Queen the praise be given! 
  She sent the gentle sleep from Heaven,  
  That slid into my soul. 
[By grace of the holy Mother, the ancient Mariner is refreshed with rain.] 



  The silly buckets on the deck, 
  That had so long remained, 
  I dreamt that they were filled with dew; 
  And when I awoke, it rained.  
  My lips were wet, my throat was cold, 
  My garments all were dank; 
  Sure I had drunken in my dreams, 
  And still my body drank. 
  I moved, and could not feel my limbs:  
  I was so light—almost 
  I thought that I had died in sleep, 
  And was a blessed ghost. 
[He heareth sounds and seeth strange sights and commotions in the sky and the 
element.] 
  And soon I heard a roaring wind: 
  It did not come anear;  
  But with its sound it shook the sails, 
  That were so thin and sere. 
  The upper air burst into life! 
  And a hundred fire-flags sheen, 
  To and fro they were hurried about!  
  And to and fro, and in and out, 
  The wan stars danced between. 
  And the coming wind did roar more loud, 
  And the sails did sigh like sedge; 
  And the rain poured down from one black cloud;  
  The Moon was at its edge. 
  The thick black cloud was cleft, and still 
  The Moon was at its side. 
  Like waters shot from some high crag, 
  The lightning fell with never a jag,  
  A river steep and wide. 
[The bodies of the ship's crew are inspired, and the ship moves on;] 
  The loud wind never reached the ship, 
  Yet now the ship moved on! 
  Beneath the lightning and the Moon 
  The dead men gave a groan.  
  They groaned, they stirred, they all uprose, 
  Nor spake, nor moved their eyes; 
  It had been strange, even in a dream, 
  To have seen those dead men rise. 
  The helmsman steered, the ship moved on;  
  Yet never a breeze up blew; 
  The mariners all 'gan work the ropes, 
  Where they were wont to do; 
  They raised their limbs like lifeless tools— 
  We were a ghastly crew.  



  The body of my brother's son 
  Stood by me, knee to knee: 
  The body and I pulled at one rope, 
  But he said nought to me." 
[But not by the souls of the men, nor by daemons of earth or middle air, but by a 
blessed troop of angelic spirits, sent down by the invocation of the guardian saint.] 
  "I fear thee, ancient Mariner!"  
  "Be calm, thou Wedding-Guest! 
  'T was not those souls that fled in pain, 
  Which to their corses came again, 
  But a troop of spirits blest: 
  For when it dawned—they dropped their arms, 
  And clustered round the mast;  
  Sweet sounds rose slowly through their mouths, 
  And from their bodies passed. 
  Around, around, flew each sweet sound, 
  Then darted to the Sun;  
  Slowly the sounds came back again, 
  Now mixed, now one by one. 
  Sometimes a-dropping from the sky 
  I heard the sky-lark sing; 
  Sometimes all little birds that are,  
  How they seemed to fill the sea and air 
  With their sweet jargoning! 
  And now 't was like all instruments, 
  Now like a lonely flute; 
  And now it is an angel's song,  
  That makes the heavens be mute. 
  It ceased; yet still the sails made on 
  A pleasant noise till noon, 
  A noise like of a hidden brook 
  In the leafy month of June,  
  That to the sleeping woods all night 
  Singeth a quiet tune. 
  Till noon we quietly sailed on, 
  Yet never a breeze did breathe: 
  Slowly and smoothly went the ship,  
  Moved onward from beneath. 
[The lonesome Spirit from the south-pole carries on the ship as far as the Line, in 
obedience to the angelic troop, but still requireth vengeance.] 
  Under' the keel nine fathom deep, 
  From the land of mist and snow, 
  The spirit slid: and it was he 
  That made the ship to go.  
  The sails at noon left off their tune, 
  And the ship stood still also. 
  The Sun, right up above the mast, 
  Had fixed her to the ocean: 



  But in a minute she 'gan stir,  
  With a short uneasy motion— 
  Backwards and forwards half her length 
  With a short uneasy motion. 
  Then like a pawing horse let go, 
  She made a sudden bound:  
  It flung the blood into my head, 
  And I fell down in a swound. 
[The Polar Spirit's fellow-daemons, the invisible inhabitants of the element, take 
part in his wrong; and two of them relate, one to the other, that penance long and 
heavy for the ancient Mariner hath been accorded to the Polar Spirit, who 
returneth southward.] 
  How long in that same fit I lay, 
  I have not to declare; 
  But ere my living life returned,  
  I heard and in my soul discerned 
  Two voices in the air. 
  'Is it he?' quoth one, 'Is this the man? 
  By him who died on cross, 
  With his cruel bow he laid full low  
  The harmless Albatross. 
  The spirit who bideth by himself 
  In the land of mist and snow, 
  He loved the bird that loved the man 
  Who shot him with his bow?'  
  The other was a softer voice, 
  As soft as honey-dew: 
  Quoth he, 'The man hath penance done, 
  And penance more will do.' 
PART VI 
FIRST VOICE 
  'But tell me, tell me! speak again,  
  Thy soft response renewing— 
  What makes that ship drive on so fast? 
  What is the ocean doing?' 
SECOND VOICE 
  'Still as a slave before his lord, 
  The ocean hath no blast;  
  His great bright eye most silently 
  Up to the Moon is cast— 
  If he may know which way to go; 
  For she guides him smooth or grim. 
  See, brother, see! how graciously  
  She looketh down on him.' 
FIRST VOICE 
[The Mariner hath been cast into a trance; for the angelic power causeth the vessel 
to drive northward faster than human life could endure.] 



  'But why drives on that ship so fast? 
  Without or wave or wind?' 
SECOND VOICE 
  'The air is cut away before, 
  And closes from behind.  
  Fly, brother, fly! more high, more high! 
  Or we shall be belated: 
  For slow and slow that ship will go, 
  When the Mariner's trance is abated. 
[The supernatural motion is retarded; the Mariner awakes, and his penance 
begins anew.] 
  I woke, and we were sailing on  
  As in a gentle weather: 
  'T was night, calm night, the moon was high, 
  The dead men stood together. 
  All stood together on the deck, 
  For a charnel-dungeon fitter:  
  All fixed on me their stony eyes, 
  That in the Moon did glitter. 
  The pang, the curse, with which they died, 
  Had never passed away: 
  I could not draw my eyes from theirs,  
  Nor turn them up to pray. 
[The curse is finally expiated.] 
  And now this spell was snapt: once more 
  I viewed the ocean green, 
  And looked far forth, yet little saw 
  Of what had else been seen—  
  Like one, that on a lonesome road 
  Doth walk in fear and dread, 
  And having once turned round walks on, 
  And turns no more his head; 
  Because he knows, a frightful fiend  
  Doth close behind him tread. 
  But soon there breathed a wind on me, 
  Nor sound nor motion made: 
  Its path was not upon the sea, 
  In ripple or in shade.  
  It raised my hair, it fanned my cheek 
  Like a meadow-gale of spring— 
  It mingled strangely with my fears, 
  Yet it felt like a welcoming. 
  Swiftly, swiftly flew the ship,  
  Yet she sailed softly too: 
  Sweetly, sweetly blew the breeze— 
  On me alone it blew. 
[And the ancient Mariner beholdeth his native country.] 



  Oh! dream of joy! is this indeed 
  The light-house top I see?  
  Is this the hill? is this the kirk? 
  Is this mine own countree? 
  We drifted o'er the harbor-bar, 
  And I with sobs did pray— 
  O let me be awake, my God!  
  Or let me sleep alway. 
  The harbor-bay was clear as glass, 
  So smoothly it was strewn! 
  And on the bay the moonlight lay, 
  And the shadow of the Moon.  
  The rock shone bright, the kirk no less, 
  That stands above the rock: 
  The moonlight steeped in silentness 
  The steady weathercock. 
  And the bay was white with silent light  
  Till rising from the same, 
[The angelic spirits leave the dead bodies,] 
  Full many shapes, that shadows were, 
  In crimson colors came. 
[And appear in their own forms of light.] 
  A little distance from the prow 
  Those crimson shadows were:  
  I turned my eyes upon the deck— 
  Oh, Christ! what saw I there! 
  Each corse lay flat, lifeless and flat, 
  And, by the holy rood! 
  A man all light, a seraph-man,  
  On every corse there stood. 
  This seraph-band, each waved his hand: 
  It was a heavenly sight! 
  They stood as signals to the land, 
  Each one a lovely light;  
  This seraph-band, each waved his hand, 
  No voice did they impart— 
  No voice; but oh! the silence sank 
  Like music on my heart. 
  But soon I heard the dash of oars,  
  I heard the Pilot's cheer; 
  My head was turned perforce away, 
  And I saw a boat appear. 
  The Pilot and the Pilot's boy, 
  I heard them coming fast:  
  Dear Lord in Heaven! it was a joy 
  The dead men could not blast. 
  I saw a third—I heard his voice: 
  It is the Hermit good! 



  He singeth loud his godly hymns  
  That he makes in the wood. 
  He'll shrieve my soul, he'll wash away 
  The Albatross's blood. 
PART VII 
[The Hermit of the Wood,] 
  This Hermit good lives in that wood 
  Which slopes down to the sea.  
  How loudly his sweet voice he rears! 
  He loves to talk with marineres 
  That come from a far countree. 
  He kneels at morn, and noon, and eve— 
  He hath a cushion plump:  
  It is the moss that wholly hides 
  The rotted old oak-stump. 
  The skiff-boat neared: I heard them talk, 
  'Why, this is strange, I trow! 
  Where are those lights, so many and fair,  
  That signal made but now?' 
[Approacheth the ship with wonder.] 
  'Strange, by my faith!' the Hermit said— 
  'And they answered not our cheer! 
  The planks looked warped! and see those sails, 
  How thin they are and sere!  
  I never saw aught like to them, 
  Unless perchance it were 
  Brown skeletons of leaves that lag 
  My forest-brook along; 
  When the ivy-tod is heavy with snow,  
  And the owlet whoops to the wolf below, 
  That eats the she-wolf's young.' 
  'Dear Lord! it hath a fiendish look— 
  (The Pilot made reply) 
  I am a-feared'—'Push on, push on!'  
  Said the Hermit cheerily. 
  The boat came closer to the ship, 
  But I nor spake nor stirred; 
  The boat came close beneath the ship, 
  And straight a sound was heard.  
[The ship suddenly sinketh.] 
  Under the water it rumbled on, 
  Still louder and more dread: 
  It reached the ship, it split the bay; 
  The ship went down like lead. 
[The ancient Mariner is saved in the Pilot's boat.] 
  Stunned by that loud and dreadful sound,  
  Which sky and ocean smote, 
  Like one that hath been seven days drowned 



  My body lay afloat; 
  But swift as dreams, myself I found 
  Within the Pilot's boat.  
  Upon the whirl, where sank the ship, 
  The boat spun round and round; 
  And all was still, save that the hill 
  Was telling of the sound. 
  I moved my lips—the Pilot shrieked  
  And fell down in a fit; 
  The holy Hermit raised his eyes, 
  And prayed where he did sit. 
  I took the oars: the Pilot's boy, 
  Who now doth crazy go,  
  Laughed loud and long, and all the while 
  His eyes went to and fro. 
  'Ha! ha!' quoth he, 'full plain I see, 
  The Devil knows how to row.' 
  And now, all in my own countree,  
  I stood on the firm land! 
  The Hermit stepped forth from the boat, 
  And scarcely he could stand. 
[The ancient Mariner earnestly entreateth the Hermit to shrieve him; and the 
penance of life falls on him.] 
  'O shrieve me, shrieve me, holy man!' 
  The Hermit crossed his brow.  
  'Say quick,' quoth he, 'I bid thee say— 
  What manner of man art thou?' 
  Forthwith this frame of mine was wrenched 
  With a woful agony, 
  Which forced me to begin my tale;  
  And then it left me free. 
[And ever and anon throughout his future life an agony constraineth him to travel 
from land to land,] 
  Since then, at an uncertain hour, 
  That agony returns: 
  And till my ghastly tale is told, 
  This heart within me burns.  
  I pass, like night, from land to land; 
  I have strange power of speech; 
  That moment that his face I see, 
  I know the man that must hear me: 
  To him my tale I teach.  
  What loud uproar bursts from that door! 
  The wedding-guests are there: 
  But in the garden-bower the bride 
  And bride-maids singing are: 
  And hark the little vesper bell,  
  Which biddeth me to prayer! 



  O Wedding-Guest! this soul hath been 
  Alone on a wide, wide sea: 
  So lonely 't was, that God himself 
  Scarce seemed there to be.  
  O sweeter than the marriage-feast, 
  'T is sweeter far to me, 
  To walk together to the kirk 
  With a goodly company!— 
  To walk together to the kirk,  
  And all together pray, 
  While each to his great Father bends, 
  Old men, and babes, and loving friends 
  And youths and maidens gay! 
[And to teach, by his own example, love and reverence to all things that God made 
and loveth.] 
  Farewell, farewell! but this I tell  
  To thee, thou Wedding-Guest! 
  He prayeth well, who loveth well 
  Both man and bird and beast. 
  He prayeth best, who loveth best 
  All things both great and small;  
  For the dear God who loveth us, 
  He made and loveth all." 
  The Mariner, whose eye is bright, 
  Whose beard with age is hoar, 
  Is gone: and now the Wedding-Guest  
  Turned from the bridegroom's door. 
  He went like one that hath been stunned, 
  And is of sense forlorn: 
  A sadder and a wiser man, 
  He rose the morrow morn.  
 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What power enables the Mariner to stop the wedding guest in his tracks? What is the 
value of "superstition" in this poem"? 

2. Why should it matter that the man stopped was on his way to a wedding? 
3. Why does the Mariner shoot the Albatross? Is any reason given in the poem? 
4. How is the albatross more than a plain old albatross -- what is its spiritual significance, if 

any? What do you make of the "breeze" that blows through the poem -- i.e. that at certain 
points the Mariner's ship is becalmed or takes sail? 

5. What event or process leads the Mariner to bless the sea-snakes unawares? Why does the 
Albatross then fall from his neck? 

6. Why must the Mariner continue with his penance -- why must he repeat his tale to 
everyone he can fix with his gaze? 

  



Non-Fiction 
  



De Profundis by Oscar Wilde 
Introduction28 

De Profundis (Latin: "from the depths") is a letter written by Oscar Wilde during his 
imprisonment in Reading Gaol (Berkshire, England), to "Bosie" (Lord Alfred Douglas, son of the 
Marquess of Queensberry). 

During its first half Wilde recounts their previous relationship and extravagant lifestyle which 
eventually led to Wilde's conviction and imprisonment for “gross indecency.” He indicts both 
Lord Alfred's vanity and his own weakness in acceding to those wishes. In the second half, Wilde 
charts his spiritual development in prison and identification with Jesus Christ, whom he 
characterizes as a romantic, individualist artist.  

Wilde wrote the letter between January and March 1897, close to the end of his imprisonment. 
Contact had lapsed between Douglas and Wilde and the latter had suffered from his close 
supervision, physical labor and emotional isolation. Nelson, the new prison governor, thought 
that writing might be more cathartic than prison labor. He was not allowed to send the long 
letter which he was allowed to write "for medicinal purposes"; each page was taken away when 
completed, and only at the end could he read it over and make revisions. Nelson gave the long 
letter to him on his release on 18 May 1897. 

Wilde entrusted the manuscript to the journalist Robert Ross (an ex-lover, and rival to "Bosie"). 
Ross published the letter in 1905, five years after Wilde's death, giving it the title De Profundis 
from Psalm 130.  

The Trial 

In 1891 Wilde began an intimate friendship with Lord Alfred Douglas (Wilde was 41; Douglas, 
21), a young, vain aristocrat. As the two grew closer, family and friends on both sides urged 
Wilde and Douglas to lessen their contact. Lord Alfred's father, the Marquess of Queensberry, 
often feuded with his son over the topic. Especially after the suicide death of his eldest son, the 
Viscount Drumlanrig, Queensberry privately accused them of improper acts and threatened to 
cut off Lord Alfred's allowance. When they refused, he began publicly harassing Wilde. In early 
1895 Wilde had reached the height of his fame and success with his plays An Ideal Husband and 
The Importance of Being Earnest on stage in London. When Wilde returned from holidays after 
the premieres, he found Queensberry's card at his club with the inscription: "For Oscar Wilde, 
posing somdomite [sic]". 

Unable to bear further insults and encouraged by Lord Alfred (who wanted to attack his father 
in every possible way), Wilde sued Queensberry for criminal libel. Wilde withdrew his claim as 
the defence began but the Judge deemed that Queensberry's accusation was justified. The 
Crown promptly issued a warrant for his arrest and he was charged with gross indecency with 
other men under the Labouchere Amendment in April 1895. The trial was the centre of public 
discussion as details of Wilde's consorts from the working class became known. Wilde refused to 
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admit wrongdoing and the jury were unable to reach a verdict. At the retrial Wilde was 
sentenced to two years' imprisonment, to be held to hard labour.[3] 

Imprisonment 

He was imprisoned in Pentonville, Wandsworth, and Reading Prisons, where the poor food, 
manual labour, and harsh conditions greatly weakened his health. He quickly began suffering 
from hunger, insomnia, and disease. He was visited in Pentonville by R.B.S Haldane, a liberal, 
reforming MP whom he had known before. Haldane championed his case and arranged for 
access to religious, educational, and historical books. Whilst in Wandsworth Wilde collapsed in 
the Chapel and burst his right ear drum, an injury that would later contribute to his death. He 
spent two months recovering in the infirmary. Friends arranged for him to be transferred to 
Reading Prison, where he was prescribed lighter duties and allowed to spend some time reading 
but not writing. Depressed, he was unable to complete even these duties, and under Colonel 
Isaacson, the strict Warden of Reading Prison, Wilde became trapped in a series of harsh 
punishments for trivial offences. The failure to complete them led to renewed sanction. 

Wilde, who still loved Lord Alfred, became upset as contact from him became rare, then 
annoyed when he learned that the latter planned to publish Wilde's letters without permission 
and dedicate poems to him unasked. He wrote to friends immediately, forbidding the former 
and refusing the latter. Wilde still maintained his belief that the Queensberrys owed him a debt 
of honour arising from his bankruptcy trial. 

Wilde's friends continued pressing for better conditions and, in 1897, Major Nelson, a man of a 
more progressive mind, replaced Col. Isaacson as Warden. He quickly visited Wilde and offered 
him a book from his personal library, the sympathy bringing Wilde to tears. Soon Wilde 
requested lists of books, returning to Ancient Greek poets and Christian theology, and studying 
modern Italian and German, though it was Dante's Inferno that held his attention. 

Wilde was granted official permission to have writing materials in early 1897, but even then 
under strict control: he could write to his friends and his solicitor, but only one page at a time. 
Wilde decided to write a letter to Douglas, and in it discuss the last five years they had spent 
together, creating an autobiography of sorts. Wilde spent January, February, and March 1897 
writing his letter. Textual analysis of the manuscript shows that Nelson probably relaxed the 
stringent rules, allowing Wilde to see the papers together: three of the sheets are of relatively 
fair copy, suggesting they were entirely re-written, and most do not end with a full-stop. Wilde 
requested that he might send the letter to Lord Alfred Douglas or Robert Ross, which the Home 
Office denied, but he was permitted to take it with him on release .Wilde never revised the work 
after he left prison. 

 

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. 

For us there is only one season, the season of sorrow.  The very sun and moon seem 
taken from us.  Outside, the day may be blue and gold, but the light that creeps down 
through the thickly-muffled glass of the small iron-barred window beneath which one 
sits is grey and niggard.  It is always twilight in one’s cell, as it is always twilight in 
one’s heart.  And in the sphere of thought, no less than in the sphere of time, motion is 
no more.  The thing that you personally have long ago forgotten, or can easily forget, 
is happening to me now, and will happen to me again to-morrow.  Remember this, and 
you will be able to understand a little of why I am writing, and in this manner writing.  

***29 

Prosperity, pleasure and success, may be rough of grain and common in fibre, but 
sorrow is the most sensitive of all created things. There is nothing that stirs in the 
whole world of thought to which sorrow does not vibrate in terrible and exquisite 
pulsation. The thin beaten-out leaf of tremulous gold that chronicles the direction of 
forces the eye cannot see is in comparison coarse. It is a wound that bleeds when any 
hand but that of love touches it, and even then must bleed again, though not in pain. 

Where there is sorrow there is holy ground.  Some day people will realise what that 
means.  They will know nothing of life till they do,—and natures like his can realise 
it.  When I was brought down from my prison to the Court of Bankruptcy, between 
two policemen,—waited in the long dreary corridor that, before the whole crowd, 
whom an action so sweet and simple hushed into silence, he might gravely raise his 
hat to me, as, handcuffed and with bowed head, I passed him by.  Men have gone to 
heaven for smaller things than that.  It was in this spirit, and with this mode of love, 
that the saints knelt down to wash the feet of the poor, or stooped to kiss the leper on 
the cheek.  I have never said one single word to him about what he did.  I do not know 
to the present moment whether he is aware that I was even conscious of his action.  It 
is not a thing for which one can render formal thanks in formal words.  I store it in the 
treasure-house of my heart.  I keep it there as a secret debt that I am glad to think I can 
never possibly repay.  It is embalmed and kept sweet by the myrrh and cassia of many 
tears.  When wisdom has been profitless to me, philosophy barren, and the proverbs 
and phrases of those who have sought to give me consolation as dust and ashes in my 
mouth, the memory of that little, lovely, silent act of love has unsealed for me all the 
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wells of pity: made the desert blossom like a rose, and brought me out of the 
bitterness of lonely exile into harmony with the wounded, broken, and great heart of 
the world.  When people are able to understand, not merely how beautiful ---’s action 
was, but why it meant so much to me, and always will mean so much, then, perhaps, 
they will realise how and in what spirit they should approach me. . . . 

The poor are wise, more charitable, more kind, more sensitive than we are.  In their 
eyes prison is a tragedy in a man’s life, a misfortune, a casualty, something that calls 
for sympathy in others.  They speak of one who is in prison as of one who is ‘in 
trouble’ simply.  It is the phrase they always use, and the expression has the perfect 
wisdom of love in it.  With people of our own rank it is different.  With us, prison 
makes a man a pariah.  I, and such as I am, have hardly any right to air and sun.  Our 
presence taints the pleasures of others.  We are unwelcome when we reappear.  To 
revisit the glimpses of the moon is not for us.  Our very children are taken 
away.  Those lovely links with humanity are broken.  We are doomed to be solitary, 
while our sons still live.  We are denied the one thing that might heal us and keep us, 
that might bring balm to the bruised heart, and peace to the soul in pain. . . . 

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.  Byron was a symbolic figure, but 
his relations were to the passion of his age and its weariness of passion.  Mine were to 
something more noble, more permanent, of more vital issue, of larger scope. 

The gods had given me almost everything.  But I let myself be lured into long spells 
of senseless and sensual ease.  I amused myself with being a flâneur, a dandy, a man 
of fashion.  I surrounded myself with the smaller natures and the meaner minds.  I 
became the spendthrift of my own genius, and to waste an eternal youth gave me a 
curious joy.  Tired of being on the heights, I deliberately went to the depths in the 
search for new sensation.  What the paradox was to me in the sphere of thought, 
perversity became to me in the sphere of passion.  Desire, at the end, was a malady, or 
a madness, or both.  I grew careless of the lives of others.  I took pleasure where it 
pleased me, and passed on.  I forgot that every little action of the common day makes 
or unmakes character, and that therefore what one has done in the secret chamber one 



has some day to cry aloud on the housetop.  I ceased to be lord over myself.  I was no 
longer the captain of my soul, and did not know it.  I allowed pleasure to dominate 
me.  I ended in horrible disgrace.  There is only one thing for me now, absolute 
humility. 

I have lain in prison for nearly two years.  Out of my nature has come wild despair; an 
abandonment to grief that was piteous even to look at; terrible and impotent rage; 
bitterness and scorn; anguish that wept aloud; misery that could find no voice; sorrow 
that was dumb.  I have passed through every possible mood of suffering.  Better than 
Wordsworth himself I know what Wordsworth meant when he said— 

‘Suffering is permanent, obscure, and dark 
And has the nature of infinity.’ 

But while there were times when I rejoiced in the idea that my sufferings were to be 
endless, I could not bear them to be without meaning.  Now I find hidden somewhere 
away in my nature something that tells me that nothing in the whole world is 
meaningless, and suffering least of all.  That something hidden away in my nature, 
like a treasure in a field, is Humility. 

It is the last thing left in me, and the best: the ultimate discovery at which I have 
arrived, the starting-point for a fresh development.  It has come to me right out of 
myself, so I know that it has come at the proper time.  It could not have come before, 
nor later.  Had any one told me of it, I would have rejected it.  Had it been brought to 
me, I would have refused it.  As I found it, I want to keep it.  I must do so.  It is the 
one thing that has in it the elements of life, of a new life, Vita Nuova for me.  Of all 
things it is the strangest.  One cannot acquire it, except by surrendering everything 
that one has.  It is only when one has lost all things, that one knows that one possesses 
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. 

I am completely penniless, and absolutely homeless.  Yet there are worse things in the 
world than that.  I am quite candid when I say that rather than go out from this prison 
with bitterness in my heart against the world, I would gladly and readily beg my bread 
from door to door.  If I got nothing from the house of the rich I would get something 
at the house of the poor.  Those who have much are often greedy; those who have 
little always share.  I would not a bit mind sleeping in the cool grass in summer, and 



when winter came on sheltering myself by the warm close-thatched rick, or under the 
penthouse of a great barn, provided I had love in my heart.  The external things of life 
seem to me now of no importance at all.  You can see to what intensity of 
individualism I have arrived—or am arriving rather, for the journey is long, and 
‘where I walk there are thorns.’ 

Of course I know that to ask alms on the highway is not to be my lot, and that if ever I 
lie in the cool grass at night-time it will be to write sonnets to the moon.  When I go 
out of prison, R--- will be waiting for me on the other side of the big iron-studded 
gate, and he is the symbol, not merely of his own affection, but of the affection of 
many others besides.  I believe I am to have enough to live on for about eighteen 
months at any rate, so that if I may not write beautiful books, I may at least read 
beautiful books; and what joy can be greater?  After that, I hope to be able to recreate 
my creative faculty. 

But were things different: had I not a friend left in the world; were there not a single 
house open to me in pity; had I to accept the wallet and ragged cloak of sheer penury: 
as long as I am free from all resentment, hardness and scorn, I would be able to face 
the life with much more calm and confidence than I would were my body in purple 
and fine linen, and the soul within me sick with hate. 

And I really shall have no difficulty.  When you really want love you will find it 
waiting for you. 

I need not say that my task does not end there.  It would be comparatively easy if it 
did.  There is much more before me.  I have hills far steeper to climb, valleys much 
darker to pass through.  And I have to get it all out of myself.  Neither religion, 
morality, nor reason can help me at all. 

Morality does not help me.  I am a born antinomian.  I am one of those who are made 
for exceptions, not for laws.  But while I see that there is nothing wrong in what one 
does, I see that there is something wrong in what one becomes.  It is well to have 
learned that. 

Religion does not help me.  The faith that others give to what is unseen, I give to what 
one can touch, and look at.  My gods dwell in temples made with hands; and within 
the circle of actual experience is my creed made perfect and complete: too complete, 
it may be, for like many or all of those who have placed their heaven in this earth, I 
have found in it not merely the beauty of heaven, but the horror of hell also.  When I 
think about religion at all, I feel as if I would like to found an order for those 
who cannot believe: the Confraternity of the Faithless, one might call it, where on an 
altar, on which no taper burned, a priest, in whose heart peace had no dwelling, might 
celebrate with unblessed bread and a chalice empty of wine.  Every thing to be true 
must become a religion.  And agnosticism should have its ritual no less than faith.  It 



has sown its martyrs, it should reap its saints, and praise God daily for having hidden 
Himself from man.  But whether it be faith or agnosticism, it must be nothing external 
to me.  Its symbols must be of my own creating.  Only that is spiritual which makes its 
own form.  If I may not find its secret within myself, I shall never find it: if I have not 
got it already, it will never come to me. 

Reason does not help me.  It tells me that the laws under which I am convicted are 
wrong and unjust laws, and the system under which I have suffered a wrong and 
unjust system.  But, somehow, I have got to make both of these things just and right to 
me.  And exactly as in Art one is only concerned with what a particular thing is at a 
particular moment to oneself, so it is also in the ethical evolution of one’s character.  I 
have got to make everything that has happened to me good for me.  The plank bed, the 
loathsome food, the hard ropes shredded into oakum till one’s finger-tips grow dull 
with pain, the menial offices with which each day begins and finishes, the harsh 
orders that routine seems to necessitate, the dreadful dress that makes sorrow 
grotesque to look at, the silence, the solitude, the shame—each and all of these things 
I have to transform into a spiritual experience.  There is not a single degradation of the 
body which I must not try and make into a spiritualising of the soul. 

I want to get to the point when I shall be able to say quite simply, and without 
affectation that the two great turning-points in my life were when my father sent me to 
Oxford, and when society sent me to prison.  I will not say that prison is the best thing 
that could have happened to me: for that phrase would savour of too great bitterness 
towards myself.  I would sooner say, or hear it said of me, that I was so typical a child 
of my age, that in my perversity, and for that perversity’s sake, I turned the good 
things of my life to evil, and the evil things of my life to good. 

What is said, however, by myself or by others, matters little.  The important thing, the 
thing that lies before me, the thing that I have to do, if the brief remainder of my days 
is not to be maimed, marred, and incomplete, is to absorb into my nature all that has 
been done to me, to make it part of me, to accept it without complaint, fear, or 
reluctance.  The supreme vice is shallowness.  Whatever is realised is right. 

*** 

Many men on their release carry their prison about with them into the air, and hide it 
as a secret disgrace in their hearts, and at length, like poor poisoned things, creep into 
some hole and die.  It is wretched that they should have to do so, and it is wrong, 
terribly wrong, of society that it should force them to do so.  Society takes upon itself 
the right to inflict appalling punishment on the individual, but it also has the supreme 
vice of shallowness, and fails to realise what it has done.  When the man’s punishment 
is over, it leaves him to himself; that is to say, it abandons him at the very moment 
when its highest duty towards him begins.  It is really ashamed of its own actions, and 



shuns those whom it has punished, as people shun a creditor whose debt they cannot 
pay, or one on whom they have inflicted an irreparable, an irremediable wrong.  I can 
claim on my side that if I realise what I have suffered, society should realise what it 
has inflicted on me; and that there should be no bitterness or hate on either side. 

Of course I know that from one point of view things will be made different for me 
than for others; must indeed, by the very nature of the case, be made so.  The poor 
thieves and outcasts who are imprisoned here with me are in many respects more 
fortunate than I am.  The little way in grey city or green field that saw their sin is 
small; to find those who know nothing of what they have done they need go no further 
than a bird might fly between the twilight and the dawn; but for me the world is 
shrivelled to a handsbreadth, and everywhere I turn my name is written on the rocks in 
lead.  For I have come, not from obscurity into the momentary notoriety of crime, but 
from a sort of eternity of fame to a sort of eternity of infamy, and sometimes seem to 
myself to have shown, if indeed it required showing, that between the famous and the 
infamous there is but one step, if as much as one. 

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 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. 

And if life be, as it surely is, a problem to me, I am no less a problem to life.  People 
must adopt some attitude towards me, and so pass judgment, both on themselves and 
me.  I need not say I am not talking of particular individuals.  The only people I would 
care to be with now are artists and people who have suffered: those who know what 
beauty is, and those who know what sorrow is: nobody else interests me.  Nor am I 
making any demands on life.  In all that I have said I am simply concerned with my 
own mental attitude towards life as a whole; and I feel that not to be ashamed of 
having been punished is one of the first points I must attain to, for the sake of my own 
perfection, and because I am so imperfect. 

*** 

I used to live entirely for pleasure.  I shunned suffering and sorrow of every kind.  I 
hated both.  I resolved to ignore them as far as possible: to treat them, that is to say, as 
modes of imperfection.  They were not part of my scheme of life.  They had no place 
in my philosophy.  My mother, who knew life as a whole, used often to quote to me 
Goethe’s lines—written by Carlyle in a book he had given her years ago, and 
translated by him, I fancy, also:— 

‘Who never ate his bread in sorrow, 
Who never spent the midnight hours 



Weeping and waiting for the morrow,— 
He knows you not, ye heavenly powers.’ 

They were the lines which that noble Queen of Prussia, whom Napoleon treated with 
such coarse brutality, used to quote in her humiliation and exile; they were the lines 
my mother often quoted in the troubles of her later life.  I absolutely declined to 
accept or admit the enormous truth hidden in them.  I could not understand it.  I 
remember quite well how I used to tell her that I did not want to eat my bread in 
sorrow, or to pass any night weeping and watching for a more bitter dawn. 

I had no idea that it was one of the special things that the Fates had in store for me: 
that for a whole year of my life, indeed, I was to do little else.  But so has my portion 
been meted out to me; and during the last few months I have, after terrible difficulties 
and struggles, been able to comprehend some of the lessons hidden in the heart of 
pain.  Clergymen and people who use phrases without wisdom sometimes talk of 
suffering as a mystery.  It is really a revelation.  One discerns things one never 
discerned before.  One approaches the whole of history from a different 
standpoint.  What one had felt dimly, through instinct, about art, is intellectually and 
emotionally realised with perfect clearness of vision and absolute intensity of 
apprehension. 

I now see that sorrow, being the supreme emotion of which man is capable, is at once 
the type and test of all great art.  What the artist is always looking for is the mode of 
existence in which soul and body are one and indivisible: in which the outward is 
expressive of the inward: in which form reveals.  Of such modes of existence there are 
not a few: youth and the arts preoccupied with youth may serve as a model for us at 
one moment: at another we may like to think that, in its subtlety and sensitiveness of 
impression, its suggestion of a spirit dwelling in external things and making its 
raiment of earth and air, of mist and city alike, and in its morbid sympathy of its 
moods, and tones, and colours, modern landscape art is realising for us pictorially 
what was realised in such plastic perfection by the Greeks.  Music, in which all 
subject is absorbed in expression and cannot be separated from it, is a complex 
example, and a flower or a child a simple example, of what I mean; but sorrow is the 
ultimate type both in life and art. 

Behind joy and laughter there may be a temperament, coarse, hard and callous.  But 
behind sorrow there is always sorrow.  Pain, unlike pleasure, wears no mask.  Truth in 
art is not any correspondence between the essential idea and the accidental existence; 
it is not the resemblance of shape to shadow, or of the form mirrored in the crystal to 
the form itself; it is no echo coming from a hollow hill, any more than it is a silver 
well of water in the valley that shows the moon to the moon and Narcissus to 
Narcissus.  Truth in art is the unity of a thing with itself: the outward rendered 
expressive of the inward: the soul made incarnate: the body instinct with spirit.  For 



this reason there is no truth comparable to sorrow.  There are times when sorrow 
seems to me to be the only truth.  Other things may be illusions of the eye or the 
appetite, made to blind the one and cloy the other, but out of sorrow have the worlds 
been built, and at the birth of a child or a star there is pain. 

More than this, there is about sorrow an intense, an extraordinary reality.  I have said 
of myself that I was one who stood in symbolic relations to the art and culture of my 
age.  There is not a single wretched man in this wretched place along with me who 
does not stand in symbolic relation to the very secret of life.  For the secret of life is 
suffering.  It is what is hidden behind everything.  When we begin to live, what is 
sweet is so sweet to us, and what is bitter so bitter, that we inevitably direct all our 
desires towards pleasures, and seek not merely for a ‘month or twain to feed on 
honeycomb,’ but for all our years to taste no other food, ignorant all the while that we 
may really be starving the soul. 

*** 

I don’t regret for a single moment having lived for pleasure.  I did it to the full, as one 
should do everything that one does.  There was no pleasure I did not experience.  I 
threw the pearl of my soul into a cup of wine.  I went down the primrose path to the 
sound of flutes.  I lived on honeycomb.  But to have continued the same life would 
have been wrong because it would have been limiting.  I had to pass on.  The other 
half of the garden had its secrets for me also.  Of course all this is foreshadowed and 
prefigured in my books.  Some of it is in The Happy Prince, some of it in The Young 
King, notably in the passage where the bishop says to the kneeling boy, ‘Is not He 
who made misery wiser than thou art’? a phrase which when I wrote it seemed to me 
little more than a phrase; a great deal of it is hidden away in the note of doom that like 
a purple thread runs through the texture of Dorian Gray; in The Critic as Artist it is 
set forth in many colours; in The Soul of Man it is written down, and in letters too 
easy to read; it is one of the refrains whose recurring motifs make Salome so like a 
piece of music and bind it together as a ballad; in the prose poem of the man who 
from the bronze of the image of the ‘Pleasure that liveth for a moment’ has to make 
the image of the ‘Sorrow that abideth for ever’ it is incarnate.  It could not have been 
otherwise.  At every single moment of one’s life one is what one is going to be no less 
than what one has been.  Art is a symbol, because man is a symbol. 

It is, if I can fully attain to it, the ultimate realisation of the artistic life.  For the artistic 
life is simply self-development.  Humility in the artist is his frank acceptance of all 
experiences, just as love in the artist is simply the sense of beauty that reveals to the 
world its body and its soul.  In Marius the Epicurean Pater seeks to reconcile the 
artistic life with the life of religion, in the deep, sweet, and austere sense of the 
word.  But Marius is little more than a spectator: an ideal spectator indeed, and one to 
whom it is given ‘to contemplate the spectacle of life with appropriate emotions,’ 



which Wordsworth defines as the poet’s true aim; yet a spectator merely, and perhaps 
a little too much occupied with the comeliness of the benches of the sanctuary to 
notice that it is the sanctuary of sorrow that he is gazing at. 

*** 

You may realise it when I say that had I been released last May, as I tried to be, I 
would have left this place loathing it and every official in it with a bitterness of hatred 
that would have poisoned my life.  I have had a year longer of imprisonment, but 
humanity has been in the prison along with us all, and now when I go out I shall 
always remember great kindnesses that I have received here from almost everybody, 
and on the day of my release I shall give many thanks to many people, and ask to be 
remembered by them in turn. 

The prison style is absolutely and entirely wrong.  I would give anything to be able to 
alter it when I go out.  I intend to try.  But there is nothing in the world so wrong but 
that the spirit of humanity, which is the spirit of love, the spirit of the Christ who is 
not in churches, may make it, if not right, at least possible to be borne without too 
much bitterness of heart. 

I know also that much is waiting for me outside that is very delightful, from what St. 
Francis of Assisi calls ‘my brother the wind, and my sister the rain,’ lovely things 
both of them, down to the shop-windows and sunsets of great cities.  If I made a list of 
all that still remains to me, I don’t know where I should stop: for, indeed, God made 
the world just as much for me as for any one else.  Perhaps I may go out with 
something that I had not got before.  I need not tell you that to me reformations in 
morals are as meaningless and vulgar as Reformations in theology.  But while to 
propose to be a better man is a piece of unscientific cant, to have become a deeper 
man is the privilege of those who have suffered.  And such I think I have become. 

If after I am free a friend of mine gave a feast, and did not invite me to it, I should not 
mind a bit.  I can be perfectly happy by myself.  With freedom, flowers, books, and 
the moon, who could not be perfectly happy?  Besides, feasts are not for me any 
more.  I have given too many to care about them.  That side of life is over for me, very 
fortunately, I dare say.  But if after I am free a friend of mine had a sorrow and 
refused to allow me to share it, I should feel it most bitterly.  If he shut the doors of 
the house of mourning against me, I would come back again and again and beg to be 
admitted, so that I might share in what I was entitled to share in.  If he thought me 
unworthy, unfit to weep with him, I should feel it as the most poignant humiliation, as 
the most terrible mode in which disgrace could be inflicted on me.  But that could not 
be.  I have a right to share in sorrow, and he who can look at the loveliness of the 
world and share its sorrow, and realise something of the wonder of both, is in 



immediate contact with divine things, and has got as near to God’s secret as any one 
can get. 

Perhaps there may come into my art also, no less than into my life, a still deeper note, 
one of greater unity of passion, and directness of impulse.  Not width but intensity is 
the true aim of modern art.  We are no longer in art concerned with the type.  It is with 
the exception that we have to do.  I cannot put my sufferings into any form they took, 
I need hardly say.  Art only begins where Imitation ends, but something must come 
into my work, of fuller memory of words perhaps, of richer cadences, of more curious 
effects, of simpler architectural order, of some aesthetic quality at any rate. 

*** 

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; our 
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 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? 

I write this account of the mode of my being transferred here simply that it should be 
realised how hard it has been for me to get anything out of my punishment but 
bitterness and despair.  I have, however, to do it, and now and then I have moments of 
submission and acceptance.  All the spring may be hidden in the single bud, and the 
low ground nest of the lark may hold the joy that is to herald the feet of many rose-red 
dawns.  So perhaps whatever beauty of life still remains to me is contained in some 
moment of surrender, abasement, and humiliation.  I can, at any rate, merely proceed 
on the lines of my own development, and, accepting all that has happened to me, 
make myself worthy of it. 

People used to say of me that I was too individualistic.  I must be far more of an 
individualist than ever I was.  I must get far more out of myself than ever I got, and 
ask far less of the world than ever I asked.  Indeed, my ruin came not from too great 
individualism of life, but from too little.  The one disgraceful, unpardonable, and to all 
time contemptible action of my life was to allow myself to appeal to society for help 
and protection.  To have made such an appeal would have been from the individualist 
point of view bad enough, but what excuse can there ever be put forward for having 
made it?  Of course once I had put into motion the forces of society, society turned on 
me and said, ‘Have you been living all this time in defiance of my laws, and do you 
now appeal to those laws for protection?  You shall have those laws exercised to the 
full.  You shall abide by what you have appealed to.’  The result is I am in 
gaol.  Certainly no man ever fell so ignobly, and by such ignoble instruments, as I did. 

The Philistine element in life is not the failure to understand art.  Charming people, 
such as fishermen, shepherds, ploughboys, peasants and the like, know nothing about 
art, and are the very salt of the earth.  He is the Philistine who upholds and aids the 
heavy, cumbrous, blind, mechanical forces of society, and who does not recognise 
dynamic force when he meets it either in a man or a movement. 

People thought it dreadful of me to have entertained at dinner the evil things of life, 
and to have found pleasure in their company.  But then, from the point of view 
through which I, as an artist in life, approach them they were delightfully suggestive 
and stimulating.  The danger was half the excitement.  



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. 

Emotional forces, as I say somewhere in Intentions, are as limited in extent and 
duration as the forces of physical energy.  The little cup that is made to hold so much 
can hold so much and no more, though all the purple vats of Burgundy be filled with 
wine to the brim, and the treaders stand knee-deep in the gathered grapes of the stony 
vineyards of Spain.  There is no error more common than that of thinking that those 
who are the causes or occasions of great tragedies share in the feelings suitable to the 
tragic mood: no error more fatal than expecting it of them.  The martyr in his ‘shirt of 
flame’ may be looking on the face of God, but to him who is piling the faggots or 
loosening the logs for the blast the whole scene is no more than the slaying of an ox is 
to the butcher, or the felling of a tree to the charcoal burner in the forest, or the fall of 
a flower to one who is mowing down the grass with a scythe.  Great passions are for 
the great of soul, and great events can be seen only by those who are on a level with 
them. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What is the nature of sorrow? 
2. In the quote “They speak of one who is in prison as of one who is ‘in trouble’ 

simply,” who are “they” and what is “their” attitude toward people in prison? 
How do “they” compare to those whom Wilde compares “them” to? 

3. Wilde says, “I ceased to be lord over myself.  I was no longer the captain of my 
soul, and did not know it.” What does he think made him no longer the captain 
of his soul? 

4. Despite being in jail for having pursued his pleasures, Wilde says, “I don’t 
regret for a single moment having lived for pleasure.” Why does he not regret? 
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