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however, in the appearance of this machine which
caused me to regard it more attentively. While I
gazed directly upward at it (for its position was im-
mediately over my own) I fancied that I saw it in
motion. In an instant afterward the fancy was con-
firmed. Its sweep was brief, and of course slow. I
watched it for some minutes somewhat in fear, but
more in wonder. Wearied at length with observing
its dull movement, I turned my eyes upon the other
objects'in the cell.

A slight noise attracted my notice, and, looking to
the floor, I saw several enormous rats traversing
it. They had issued from the well which lay just
within view to my right. Even then, while I gazed,
they came up in troops, hurriedly, with ravenous
eyes, allured by the scent of the meat. From this it
required much effort and attention to scare them
away.

It might have been half an hour, perhaps even an
hour (for I could take but imperfect note of time),
before I again cast my eyes upward. What I then
saw confounded and amazed me. The sweep of the
pendulum had increased in extent by nearly a yard.
As a natural consequence its velocity was also much
greater. But what mainly disturbed me was the
idea that it had perceptibly descended. I now ob-
served—with what horror it is needless to say—that
its nether extremity was formed of a crescent of glit-
tering steel, about a foot in length from horn to
horn; the horns upward, and the under edge evi-
dently as keen as that of a razor. Like a razor also,
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?t seemed massy and heavy, tapering from the edge
into a solid and broad structure above. It was ap-
pended to a weighty rod of brass, and the whole
hissed as it swung through the air.

I could no longer doubt the doom prepared for
me by monkish ingenuity in torture, My cognizance
of the pit had become known to the inquisitorial
agents—the pit, whose horrors had been destined
for so bold a recusant as myself—the pit, typical of
hell and regarded by rumor as the Ultima Thule of
all their punishments. The plunge into this pit I
had avoided by the merest of accidents, and I knew
that surprise, or entrapment into torment, formed
an important portion of all the grotesquerie of these
dungeon deaths. Having failed to fall, it was no
part of the demon plan to hurl me into the abyss,
and thus (there being no alternative) a different
and a milder destruction awaited me. Milder! I
half smiled in my agony as I thought of such applica-
tion of such a term.

What boots it to tell of the long, long hours of
horror more than mortal, during which I counted the
rushing oscillations of the steel! Inch by inch—
line by line—with a descent only appreciable at in-
tervals that seemed ages—down and still down it
came! Days passed—it might have been that many
days passed—ere it swept so closely over me as to
fan me with its acrid breath. The odor of the sharp
steel forced itself into my nostrils, T prayed—TI
wearied heaven with my prayer for its more speedy
descent. I grew frantically mad, and struggled to
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force myself upward against the sweep of the fear-
ful cimeter. And then I fell suddenly calm, and lay
smiling at the glittering death, as a child at some
rare bawble. i
There was another interval of utter insensibility;
it was brief; for, upon again lapsing into life, there
had been no perceptible descent in the pendulum.
But it might have been long—for I knew there were
demons who took note of my swoon, and who could
have arrested the vibration at pleasure. Upon my
recovery, too, I felt very—oh! inexpressibly-—su.:k
and weak, as if through long inanition. Even amid
the agonies of that period, the human nature craved
food. With painful effort I outstretched my left
arm as far as my bonds permitted, and took posses-
sion of the small remnant which had been spar_ed me
by the rats. As I put a portion of it within my
lips, there rushed to my mind a half-formed thought
of joy—of hope. Yet what business had I with
hope? Tt was, as I say, a half-formed thought—
man has many such, which are never completed. 1
felt that it was of joy—of hope; but I felt also that
it had perished in its formation. In vainI struggled
to perfect—to regain it. Long suffering had nearly
annihilated all my ordinary powers of mind. I was
an imbecile—an idiot. :

The vibration of the pendulum was at right angles
to my length. T saw that the crescent was designed
to cross the region of the heart. It would fray t?le
serge of my robe—it would return ?md rept.aat 1-ts
operations—again—and again. Notwithstanding its
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terrifically wide sweep (some thirty feet or more),

and the hissing vigor of its descent, sufficient to

sunder these very walls of iron, still the fraying of
my robe would be all that, for several minutes, if
vould accomplish. And at this thought I paused.

I dared not go further than this reflection. I dwelt
upon it with a pertinacity of attention—as if, in so
dwelling, I could arrest here the descent of the steel.
I forced myself to ponder upon the sound of the
crescent as it should pass across the garment—upon
the peculiar thrilling sensation which the friction of
cloth produces on the nerves. I pondered upon all
this frivolity until my teeth were on edge.

. Down—steadily down it crept. I took a frenzied
pleasure in contrasting its downward with its lateral
velocity. To the right—to the left—far and wide—
with the shriek of a damned spirit! to my heart, with
the stealthy pace of the tiger! I alternately laughed
and howled, as the one or the other idea grew pre-
dominant.

Down—certainly, relentlessly down! It vibrated
within three inches of my bosom! I struggled vio-
lently—furiously—to free my left arm. This was
free only from the elbow to the hand. I could reach
the latter, from the platter beside me, to my mouth,
with great effort, but no further. Could I have
broken the fastenings above the elbow, I would have
seized and attempted to arrest the pendulum. I
might as well have attempted to arrest an avalanche!

Down—still unceasingly—still inevitably down!
I gasped and struggled at each vibration. I shrunk
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convulsively at its every sweep. My eyes followed
its outward or upward whorls with the eagerness of
the most unmeaning despair ; they closed themselves
spasmodically at the descent, although death W?Uld
have been a relief, oh, how unspeakable! St1.11 1
quivered in every nerve to think hova slight a sink-
ing of the machinery would precipitate that keen,
glistening axe upon my bosorm. It was hope %hat
prompted the nerve to quiver—the frame to shrink.
It was hope—the hope that triumphs on the r.ack-—-
that whispers to the death-condemned even in the
dungeons of the Inquisition. el
I saw that some ten or twelve vibrations would
bring the steel in actual contact with my robe—and
with this observation there suddenly came over my
spirit all the keen, collected calmness of despair. For
the first time during many hours—or perhaps days
—1 thought. Tt now occurred to me that the 'ban-
dage, or surcingle, which enveloped me, was unique.
1 was tied by no separate cord. The ﬁrsif stroke of
the razor-like crescent athwart any portion of the
band would so detach it that it might be unwound
from my person by means of my left hand. But
how fearful, in that case, the proximity of the steell
The result of the slightest struggle, .h'ow deadly!
Was it likely, moreover, that the minions ?f the
torturer had not foreseen and provided for this pos-
sibility? Was it probable that the bandage cros?*ed
my bosom in the track of the pendulum? Dreading
to find my faint and, as it seemed, my last hqpe fru_s—
trated, I so far elevated my head as to obtain a dis-
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tinct view of my breast. The surcingle enveloped
my limbs and body close in all directions—sawve in the
path of the destroying crescent. ‘
Scarcely had I dropped my head back into its
original position, when there flashed upon my mind
what I can not better describe than as the unformed
half of that idea of deliverance to which I have
previously alluded, and of which a moiety only
floated indeterminately through my brain when I
raised food to my burning lips. The whole thought
was now present—feeble, scarcely sane, scarcely defi-
nite—but still entire. I proceeded at once, with the
nervous energy of despair, to attempt its execution.

For many hours the immediate vicinity of the low
framework upon which I lay had been literally
swarming with rats. They were wild, bold, raven-
ous—their red eyes glaring upon me as if they
waited but for motionlessness on my part to make
me their prey. “To what food,” I thought, “have
they been accustomed in the well ?”

They had devoured, in spite of all my efforts to
prevent them, all but a small remnant of the con-
tents of the dish. I had fallen into an habitual see-
saw or wave of the hand about the platter; and, at
length, the unconscious uniformity of the movement
deprived it of effect. In their voracity, the vermin
frequently fastened their sharp fangs in my fingers.
With the particles of the oily and spicy viand which
now remained, I thoroughly rubbed the bandage
wherever I could reach it; then, raising my hand
from the floor, I lay breathlessly still.




252 Works of Edgar Allan Poe

At first, the ravenous animals were startled and
terrified at the change—at the cessation of move-
ment. They shrank alarmedly back; many sought
the well. But this was only for a moment. I had
not counted in vain upon their voracity. Observing
that T remained without motion, one or two of the
boldest leaped upon the framework, and smelt at
the surcingle. This seemed the signal for a general
rush. Forth from the well they hurried in fresh
troops. They-clung to the wood—they overran it,
and leaped in hundreds upon my person. Themeas-
ared movement of the pendulum disturbed them not
at all. Avoiding its strokes, they busied themselves
with the anointed bandage. They pressed—they
swarmed upon me in ever accumulating heaps. They
writhed upon my throat; their cold lips sought my
own ; T was half stifled by their thronging pressure;
disgust, for which the world has no name, swelled
my bosom, and chilled, with a heavy clamminess, my
heart. Yet one minute, and T felt that the struggle
wotild be over, Plainly I perceived the loosening of
the bandage. I knew that in more than one place
it must be already severed. With a more than
human resolution 1 lay still.

Nor had T erred in my calculations—nor had 1
endured in vain. I at length felt that I was free.
The surcingle hung in ribbons from my body. But
the stroke of the pendulum already pressed upon my
bosom. Tt had divided the serge of the robe. Tt
had cut through the linen beneath. Twice again it
swung, and a sharp sense of pain shot through every
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nerve. But:the moment of escapehad arrived. At
a wave of 'my hand :my deliverers hurried tumultu-
ously away. With a steady movement—cautious
sidelong, shrinking, and slow—I slid from the em:
b.race of ‘the bandage and beyond the reach of the
cimeter. :For the moment, at least, 1 was free.
Free!l—and in the grasp of the Inquisition! Ihad
scarcely stepped from my wooden bed of horror upen
the stone floor of the prison, when the motion of the
hellish machine ceased, and I beheld it drawn up
by 'some invisible force, through the ceiling. This’
was a lesson which I took desperately to heart. My
every motion was undoubtedly watched. Freel—
I h'fld but escaped death in one form of agony, to be
delivered unto worse than death in some other.
With that thought I rolled my eyes nervously
around on the barriers of iron that hemmed me in.
Something unusual—some change which, at first, I
could not appreciate distinctly—it was obvious, h,ad
taken place in the apartment. For many minutes
of a-dreamy and trembling abstraction, I busied my-
self in vain, unconnected conjecture. During this
period, I became aware, for the first time, of the
origin of the sulphurous light which illumined the
cell. It proceeded from a fissure, about half an inch
in width, extending -entirely around the prison at
the base/of the walls, which thus appeared, and were
completely separated from the floor. I endeavored,
but of course in vain, to look through the aperture.
As T rose from the attempt, the mystery of the

alteration rin the chamber broke at once upon my
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understanding. I have observed that, although the
outlines of the figures upon the walls were suffi-
ciently distinct, yet the colors seemed blurred and
indefinite. These colors had now assumed, and were
momentarily assuming, a startling and most intense
brilliancy, that gave to the spectral and fiendish por-
traitures an aspect that might have thrilled even
firmer nerves than my own. Demon eyes, of a wild
and ghastly vivacity, glared upon me in a thousand
directions, where none had been visible before, and
gleamed with the lurid lustre of a fire that I could
not force my imagination to regard as unreal.
Unreal!l—even while I breathed there came to
my nostrils the breath of the vapor of heated iron!
A suffocating odor pervaded the prison! A deeper
glow settled each moment in the eyes that glared at
my agonies! A richer tint of crimson diffused itself
over the pictured horrors of blood. I panted! I
gasped for breath! There could be no doubt of the
design of my tormentors—oh ! most unrelenting ! oh!
most demoniac of men! I shrank from the glowing
metal to the centre of the cell. Amid the thought
of the fiery destruction that impended, the idea of
the coolness of the well came over my soul like balm.
I rushed to its deadly brink. I threw my straining
vision below. The glare from the enkindled roof
illumined its inmost recesses. Yet, for a wild mo-
ment, did my spirit refuse to comprehend the mean-
ing of what I saw. At length it forced—it wrestled
its way into my soul—it burned itself in upon my
shuddering reason. Oh! for a voice to speak !—oh!
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horror—oh! any horror but this! With a shriek
I rushed from the margin, and buried my face in mj;
hands—weeping bitterly.
The heat rapidly increased, and once again I
looked up, shuddering as with a fit of the ague.
There had been a second change in the cell—and
now the change was obviously in the form. As be-
fore, if: was in vain that I at first endeavored to
apprecrate or understand what was taking place.
But not long was I left in doubt. The Inquisitorial
vengeance had been hurried by my twofold escape,
and there was to be no more dallying with the King
of Terrors. The room had been square. I saw
that two of its iron angles were now acute—two
(.:onsequently, obtuse. The fearful difference quick]):'
increased with a low rumbling or moaning sound.
In an instant the apartment had shifted its form into
that of a lozenge. But the alteration stopped not
here—I neither hoped nor desired it to stop. I
could have clasped the red walls to my bosom as a
garment of eternal peace. “Death,” I said, “any
death but that of the pit!” Fool! might I not have
!cnown that into the pit it was the object of the burn-
ing iron to urge me? Could I resist its glow? or if
even that, could I withstand its pressure? And now
flatter and flatter grew the lozenge, with a rapidity
that left me no time for contemplation. Its centre,
and of course its greatest width, came just over the
yawning gulf. I shrank back—but the closing walls
pressed me resistlessly onward. At length for my
seared and writhing body there was no longer an
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inch of foothold on the firm floor of the prison. I
struggled no more, but the agony of my soul found
vent in one loud, long, and final scream of despair.
I felt that I tottered upon the brink—I averted my
eyes— :

There was a discordant hum of human voices!
There was a loud blast as of many trumpets! There
was a harsh grating as of a thousand thunders! The
fiery walls rushed back! An outstretched arm
caught my own as I fell, fainting, into the abyss.
It was that of General Lasalle. The French army
had entered Toledo. The Inquisition was in the
hands of its enemies.

THE PREMATURE BURIAL

HERE are certain themes of which the interest
is all-absorbing, but which are too entirely
horrible for the purposes of legitimate fiction. These
the mere romanticist must eschew, if he do not
wish to offend, or to disgust. They are with pro-
priety handled only when the severity and majesty
of truth sanctify and sustain them. We thrill, for
example, with the most intense of “pleasurable pain”
over the accounts of the Passage of the Beresina,
of the Earthquake at Lisbon, of the Plague at Lon-
don, of the Massacre of St. Bartholomew, or of the
stifling of the hundred and twenty-three prisoners in
the Black Hole at Caleutta. But, in these accounts,
it is the fact—it is the reality—it is the history
which excites. As inventions, we should regard
them with simple abhorrence. ,

I have mentioned some few of the more promi-
nent and august calamities on record; but in these
it is the extent, not less than the character of the
calamity, which so vividly impresses the fancy. I
need not remind the reader that, from the long and
weird catalogue of human miseries, I might have
selected many individual instances more replete with
essential suffering than any of these vast generali-
ties of disaster. The true wretchedness, indeed—the
ultimate woe—is particular, not diffuse. That the
ghastly extremes of agony are endured by man the
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