
The
Phoenix Pick

Anthology of 
Classic 

Science Fiction 
Stories





The
Phoenix Pick
Anthology of 

Classic 
Science Fiction 

Stories

Verne, Wells, Hawthorne, Poe, Kipling 
and more...

Afterword by Paul Cook

MANOR
Rockville, MARYLAND

2008

Phoenix Pick
an imprint of



Th e Phoenix Pick Anthology of Classic Sciene Fiction in its current format, copyright © Arc Manor 2008. Th is book, 
in whole or in part, may not be copied or reproduced in its current format by any means, electronic, mechanical 

or otherwise without the permission of the publisher. Th e First Science Fictions copyright © Paul Cook 2008, All 
Rights Reserved.

Th e original text has been reformatted for clarity and to fi t this edition. 

Arc Manor, Arc Manor Classic Reprints, Manor Classics, TARK Classic Fiction, and the Arc Manor and TARK 
Classic Fiction logos are trademarks or registered trademarks of Arc Manor Publishers, Rockville, Maryland. All 

other trademarks are properties of their respective owners. 

Th is book is presented as is, without any warranties (implied or otherwise) as to the accuracy of the production, 
text or translation. Th e publisher does not take responsibility for any typesetting, formatting, translation or  other 

errors which may have occurred during the production of this book.
 

ISBN:    978-1-60450-258-9

Published by Phoenix Pick
An Imprint of Arc Manor

P. O. Box 10339
Rockville, MD 20849-0339

www.ArcManor.com

Printed in the United States of America/United Kingdom



Contents

Edgar Allan Poe
 Th e Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar 7

Nathaniel Hawthorne
 Th e Birth Mark 19

Herman Melville
 Th e Bell Tower 37

Ambrose G. Bierce
 Th e Damned Th ing 53

Jules Verne
 In Th e Year 2889 63

H. G. Wells
 Th e Empire of the Ants 79

Frank Lillie Pollack
 Finis 97

E.M. Forster
 Th e Machine Stops 109

Rudyard Kipling
 As Easy as A.B.C. 141

Jack London
 Th e Red One 169

H. P. Lovecraft
 Dagon 193

Th e First Science Fictions—Afterword by Paul Cook 201





Edgar Allan Poe

Th e Facts in the Case
of

M. Valdemar

EDGAR ALLAN POE (1809-1849), born in Massachusetts, grew up in 
Virginia, eventually attending the University of Virginia. After a brief at-
tempt at a military career Poe turned to journalism and writing where he 
was able to make a living. Th ough he was alcoholic and probably a chronic 
depressive (and not ever in the best of health), he was able to became a major 
fi gure in the American Romantic movement, writing poetry, short stories, 
literary criticism, and various kinds of essays which still remain infl uential. 
Poe is credited with inventing the short story as well as writing the fi rst 
American science fi ction stories. He also wrote what might be the very fi rst 
recognizable detective story. His focus was always on the darkly psychologi-
cal aspects of the human mind and the lengths to which humans, at the edge 
of madness, can go.







Of course I shall not pretend to consider it any matter for won-
der, that the extraordinary case of M. Valdemar has excited 
discussion. It would have been a miracle had it not—es-

pecially under the circumstances. Th rough the desire of all par-
ties concerned, to keep the aff air from the public, at least for the 
present, or until we had farther opportunities for investigation—
through our endeavors to eff ect this—a garbled or exaggerated ac-
count made its way into society, and became the source of many 
unpleasant misrepresentations; and, very naturally, of a great deal 
of disbelief.

It is now rendered necessary that I give the facts—as far as I 
comprehend them myself. Th ey are, succinctly, these:

My attention, for the last three years, had been repeatedly 
drawn to the subject of Mesmerism; and, about nine months ago, 
it occurred to me, quite suddenly, that in the series of experiments 
made hitherto, there had been a very remarkable and most unac-
countable omission:—no person had as yet been mesmerized in 
articulo mortis. It remained to be seen, fi rst, whether, in such condi-
tion, there existed in the patient any susceptibility to the magnetic 
infl uence; secondly, whether, if any existed, it was impaired or in-
creased by the condition; thirdly, to what extent, or for how long 
a period, the encroachments of Death might be arrested by the 
process. Th ere were other points to be ascertained, but these most 
excited my curiosity—the last in especial, from the immensely im-
portant character of its consequences.

In looking around me for some subject by whose means I might 
test these particulars, I was brought to think of my friend, M. Ernest 
Valdemar, the well-known compiler of the “Bibliotheca Forensica,” 
and author (under the nom de plume of Issachar Marx) of the Polish 
versions of “Wallenstein” and “Gargantua.” M. Valdemar, who has 
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resided principally at Harlem, N. Y., since the year 1839, is (or was) 
particularly noticeable for the extreme spareness of his person—his 
lower limbs much resembling those of John Randolph; and, also, 
for the whiteness of his whiskers, in violent contrast to the black-
ness of his hair—the latter, in consequence, being very generally 
mistaken for a wig. His temperament was markedly nervous, and 
rendered him a good subject for mesmeric experiment. On two or 
three occasions I had put him to sleep with little diffi  culty, but was 
disappointed in other results which his peculiar constitution had 
naturally led me to anticipate. His will was at no period positively, 
or thoroughly, under my control, and in regard to clairvoyance, I 
could accomplish with him nothing to be relied upon. I always 
attributed my failure at these points to the disordered state of his 
health. For some months previous to my becoming acquainted with 
him, his physicians had declared him in a confi rmed phthisis. It 
was his custom, indeed, to speak calmly of his approaching dissolu-
tion, as of a matter neither to be avoided nor regretted.

When the ideas to which I have alluded fi rst occurred to me, 
it was of course very natural that I should think of M. Valdemar. I 
knew the steady philosophy of the man too well to apprehend any 
scruples from him; and he had no relatives in America who would 
be likely to interfere. I spoke to him frankly upon the subject; and, 
to my surprise, his interest seemed vividly excited. I say to my sur-
prise; for, although he had always yielded his person freely to my 
experiments, he had never before given me any tokens of sympathy 
with what I did. His disease was of that character which would 
admit of exact calculation in respect to the epoch of its termination 
in death; and it was fi nally arranged between us that he would send 
for me about twenty-four hours before the period announced by his 
physicians as that of his decease.

It is now rather more than seven months since I received, from 
M. Valdemar himself, the subjoined note:

“MY DEAR P ——,
“You may as well come now. D——and F——are agreed that I can-

not hold out beyond to-morrow midnight; and I think they have 

hit the time very nearly.

    “Valdemar.”

 I received this note within half an hour after it was written, 
and in fi fteen minutes more I was in the dying man’s chamber. I 
had not seen him for ten days, and was appalled by the fearful 
alteration which the brief interval had wrought in him. His face 
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wore a leaden hue; the eyes were utterly lustreless; and the ema-
ciation was so extreme, that the skin had been broken through by 
the cheek-bones. His expectoration was excessive. Th e pulse was 
barely perceptible. He retained, nevertheless, in a very remarkable 
manner, both his mental power and a certain degree of physical 
strength. He spoke with distinctness—took some palliative medi-
cines without aid—and, when I entered the room, was occupied in 
penciling memoranda in a pocket-book. He was propped up in the 
bed by pillows. Doctors D——and F——were in attendance.

After pressing Valdemar’s hand, I took these gentlemen aside, 
and obtained from them a minute account of the patient’s condition. 
Th e left lung had been for eighteen months in a semi-osseous or 
cartilaginous state, and was, of course, entirely useless for all pur-
poses of vitality. Th e right, in its upper portion, was also partially, if 
not thoroughly, ossifi ed, while the lower region was merely a mass 
of purulent tubercles, running one into another. Several extensive 
perforations existed; and, at one point, permanent adhesion to the 
ribs had taken place. Th ese appearances in the right lobe were of 
comparatively recent date. Th e ossifi cation had proceeded with very 
unusual rapidity; no sign of it had been discovered a month before, 
and the adhesion had only been observed during the three previ-
ous days. Independently of the phthisis, the patient was suspected 
of aneurism of the aorta; but on this point the osseous symptoms 
rendered an exact diagnosis impossible. It was the opinion of both 
physicians that M. Valdemar would die about midnight on the 
morrow (Sunday.) It was then seven o’clock on Saturday evening.

On quitting the invalid’s bed-side to hold conversation with 
myself, Doctors D——and F——had bidden him a fi nal farewell. 
It had not been their intention to return; but, at my request, they 
agreed to look in upon the patient about ten the next night.

When they had gone, I spoke freely with M. Valdemar on the 
subject of his approaching dissolution, as well as, more particularly, 
of the experiment proposed. He still professed himself quite willing 
and even anxious to have it made, and urged me to commence it at 
once. A male and a female nurse were in attendance; but I did not 
feel myself altogether at liberty to engage in a task of this character 
with no more reliable witnesses than these people, in case of sudden 
accident, might prove. I therefore postponed operations until about 
eight the next night, when the arrival of a medical student, with 
whom I had some acquaintance, (Mr. Th eodore L——l,) relieved 
me from farther embarrassment. It had been my design, originally, 
to wait for the physicians; but I was induced to proceed, fi rst, by the 
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urgent entreaties of M. Valdemar, and secondly, by my conviction 
that I had not a moment to lose, as he was evidently sinking fast.

Mr. L——l was so kind as to accede to my desire that he would 
take notes of all that occurred; and it is from his memoranda that 
what I now have to relate is, for the most part, either condensed or 
copied verbatim.

It wanted about fi ve minutes of eight when, taking the patient’s 
hand, I begged him to state, as distinctly as he could, to Mr. L——l, 
whether he (M. Valdemar,) was entirely willing that I should make 
the experiment of mesmerizing him in his then condition.

He replied feebly, yet quite audibly, “Yes, I wish to be 
mesmerized”—adding immediately afterwards, “I fear you have 
deferred it too long.”

While he spoke thus, I commenced the passes which I had 
already found most eff ectual in subduing him. He was evidently 
infl uenced with the fi rst lateral stroke of my hand across his fore-
head; but although I exerted all my powers, no farther perceptible 
eff ect was induced until some minutes after ten o’clock, when Doc-
tors D——and F——called, according to appointment. I explained 
to them, in a few words, what I designed, and as they opposed no 
objection, saying that the patient was already in the death agony, 
I proceeded without hesitation—exchanging, however, the lateral 
passes for downward ones, and directing my gaze entirely into the 
right eye of the suff erer.

By this time his pulse was imperceptible and his breathing was 
stertorious [stertorous], and at intervals of half a minute.

Th is condition was nearly unaltered for a quarter of an hour. At 
the expiration of this period, however, a natural although a very 
deep sigh escaped the bosom of the dying man, and the stertori-
ous [stertorous] breathing ceased—that is to say, its stertoriousness 
[stertorousness] was no longer apparent; the intervals were undi-
minished. Th e patient’s extremities were of an icy coldness.

At fi ve minutes before eleven, I perceived unequivocal signs of 
the mesmeric infl uence. Th e glassy roll of the eye was changed for 
that expression of uneasy inward examination which is never seen 
except in cases of sleep-waking, and which it is quite impossible to 
mistake. With a few rapid lateral passes I made the lids quiver, as in 
incipient sleep, and with a few more I closed them altogether. I was 
not satisfi ed, however, with this, but continued the manipulations 
vigorously, and with the fullest exertion of the will, until I had 
completely stiff ened the limbs of the slumberer, after placing them 
in a seemingly easy position. Th e legs were at full length; the arms 
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were nearly so, and reposed on the bed at a moderate distance from 
the loins. Th e head was very slightly elevated.

When I had accomplished this, it was fully midnight, and I re-
quested the gentlemen present to examine M. Valdemar’s condition. 
After a few experiments, they admitted him to be in an unusually 
perfect state of mesmeric trance. Th e curiosity of both the phy-
sicians was greatly excited. Dr. D——resolved at once to remain 
with the patient all night, while Dr. F——took leave with a prom-
ise to return at daybreak. Mr. L——l and the nurses remained.

We left M. Valdemar entirely undisturbed until about three 
o’clock in the morning, when I approached him and found him in 
precisely the same condition as when Dr. F——went away—that 
is to say, he lay in the same position; the pulse was imperceptible; 
the breathing was gentle (scarcely noticeable, unless through the 
application of a mirror to the lips;) the eyes were closed naturally; 
and the limbs were as rigid and as cold as marble. Still, the general 
appearance was certainly not that of death.

As I approached M. Valdemar I made a kind of half eff ort to 
infl uence his right arm into pursuit of my own, as I passed the latter 
gently to and fro above his person. In such experiments with this 
patient, I had never perfectly succeeded before, and assuredly I had 
little thought of succeeding now; but to my astonishment, his arm 
very readily, although feebly, followed every direction I assigned it 
with mine. I determined to hazard a few words of conversation.

“M. Valdemar,” I said, “are you asleep?” He made no answer, 
but I perceived a tremor about the lips, and was thus induced to 
repeat the question, again and again. At its third repetition, his 
whole frame was agitated by a very slight shivering; the eye-lids 
unclosed themselves so far as to display a white line of a ball; the 
lips moved sluggishly, and from between them, in a barely audible 
whisper, issued the words:

“Yes;—asleep now. Do not wake me!—let me die so!”
I here felt the limbs and found them as rigid as ever. Th e right 

arm, as before, obeyed the direction of my hand. I questioned the 
sleep-waker again:

“Do you still feel pain in the breast, M. Valdemar?”
Th e answer now was immediate, but even less audible than 

before:
“No pain—I am dying.”
I did not think it advisable to disturb him farther just then, and 

nothing more was said or done until the arrival of Dr. F——, who 
came a little before sunrise, and expressed unbounded astonish-
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ment at fi nding the patient still alive. After feeling the pulse and 
applying a mirror to the lips, he requested me to speak to the sleep-
waker again. I did so, saying:

“M. Valdemar, do you still sleep?”
As before, some minutes elapsed ere a reply was made; and dur-

ing the interval the dying man seemed to be collecting his ener-
gies to speak. At my fourth repetition of the question, he said very 
faintly, almost inaudibly:

“Yes; still asleep—dying.”
It was now the opinion, or rather the wish, of the physicians, 

that M. Valdemar should be suff ered to remain undisturbed in 
his present apparently tranquil condition, until death should su-
pervene—and this, it was generally agreed, must now take place 
within a few minutes. I concluded, however, to speak to him once 
more, and merely repeated my previous question.

While I spoke, there came a marked change over the counte-
nance of the sleep-waker. Th e eyes rolled themselves slowly open, 
the pupils disappearing upwardly; the skin generally assumed a ca-
daverous hue, resembling not so much parchment as white paper; 
and the circular hectic spots which, hitherto, had been strongly de-
fi ned in the centre of each cheek, went out at once. I use this expres-
sion, because the suddenness of their departure put me in mind of 
nothing so much as the extinguishment of a candle by a puff  of the 
breath. Th e upper lip, at the same time, writhed itself away from the 
teeth, which it had previously covered completely; while the lower 
jaw fell with an audible jerk, leaving the mouth widely extended, 
and disclosing in full view the swollen and blackened tongue. I 
presume that no member of the party then present had been unac-
customed to death-bed horrors; but so hideous beyond conception 
was the appearance of M. Valdemar at this moment, that there was 
a general shrinking back from the region of the bed.

I now feel that I have reached a point of this narrative at which 
every reader will be startled into positive disbelief. It is my business, 
however, simply to proceed.

Th ere was no longer the faintest sign of vitality in M. Valde-
mar; and concluding him to be dead, we were consigning him to 
the charge of the nurses, when a strong vibratory motion was ob-
servable in the tongue. Th is continued for perhaps a minute. At the 
expiration of this period, there issued from the distended and mo-
tionless jaws a voice—such as it would be madness in me to attempt 
describing. Th ere are, indeed, two or three epithets which might 
be considered as applicable to it in part; I might say, for example, 
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that the sound was harsh, and broken and hollow; but the hideous 
whole is indescribable, for the simple reason that no similar sounds 
have ever jarred upon the ear of humanity. Th ere were two par-
ticulars, nevertheless, which I thought then, and still think, might 
fairly be stated as characteristic of the intonation—as well adapted 
to convey some idea of its unearthly peculiarity. In the fi rst place, 
the voice seemed to reach our ears—at least mine—from a vast 
distance, or from some deep cavern within the earth. In the second 
place, it impressed me (I fear, indeed, that it will be impossible 
to make myself comprehended) as gelatinous or glutinous matters 
impress the sense of touch.

I have spoken both of “sound” and of “voice.” I mean to say 
that the sound was one of distinct—of even wonderfully, thrillingly 
distinct—syllibifi cation [[syllabifi cation]]. M. Valdemar spoke—
obviously in reply to the question I had propounded to him a few 
minutes before. I had asked him, it will be remembered, if he still 
slept. He now said:

“Yes;—no;—I have been sleeping—and now—now—I am dead.”
No person present even aff ected to deny, or attempted to repress, 

the unutterable, shuddering horror which these few words, thus ut-
tered, were so well calculated to convey. Mr. L——l (the student) 
swooned. Th e nurses immediately left the chamber, and could not 
be induced to return. My own impressions I would not pretend 
to render intelligible to the reader. For nearly an hour, we busied 
ourselves, silently—without the utterance of a word—in endeavors 
to revive Mr. L——l. When he came to himself, we addressed our-
selves again to an investigation of M. Valdemar’s condition.

It remained in all respects as I have last described it, with the 
exception that the mirror no longer aff orded evidence of respiration. 
An attempt to draw blood from the arm failed. I should mention, 
too, that this limb was no farther subject to my will. I endeavored 
in vain to make it follow the direction of my hand. Th e only real 
indication, indeed, of the mesmeric infl uence, was now found in 
the vibratory movement of the tongue, whenever I addressed M. 
Valdemar a question. He seemed to be making an eff ort to reply, 
but had no longer suffi  cient volition. To queries put to him by any 
other person than myself he seemed utterly insensible—although I 
endeavored to place each member of the company in mesmeric rap-
port with him. I believe that I have now related all that is necessary 
to an understanding of the sleep-waker’s state at this epoch. Other 
nurses were procured; and at ten o’clock I left the house in company 
with the two physicians and Mr. L——l.
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In the afternoon we all called again to see the patient. His con-
dition remained precisely the same. We had now some discussion as 
to the propriety and feasibility of awakening him; but we had little 
diffi  culty in agreeing that no good purpose would be served by so 
doing. It was evident that, so far, death (or what is usually termed 
death) had been arrested by the mesmeric process. It seemed clear 
to us all that to awaken M. Valdemar would be merely to insure his 
instant, or at least his speedy dissolution.

From this period until the close of last week—an interval of 
nearly seven months—we continued to make daily calls at M. Val-
demar’s house, accompanied, now and then, by medical and other 
friends. All this time the sleeper-waker remained exactly as I have 
last described him. Th e nurses’ attentions were continual.

It was on Friday last that we fi nally resolved to make the ex-
periment of awakening, or attempting to awaken him; and it is 
the (perhaps) unfortunate result of this latter experiment which has 
given rise to so much discussion in private circles—to so much of 
what I cannot help thinking unwarranted popular feeling.

For the purpose of relieving M. Valdemar from the mesmeric 
trance, I made use of the customary passes. Th ese, for a time, were 
unsuccessful. Th e fi rst indication of revival was aff orded by a par-
tial descent of the iris. It was observed, as especially remarkable, 
that this lowering of the pupil was accompanied by the profuse out-
fl owing of a yellowish ichor (from beneath the lids) of a pungent 
and highly off ensive odor.

It was now suggested that I should attempt to infl uence the pa-
tient’s arm, as heretofore. I made the attempt and failed. Dr. F——
then intimated a desire to have me put a question. I did so, as 
follows:

“M. Valdemar, can you explain to us what are your feelings or 
wishes now?”

Th ere was an instant return of the hectic circles on the cheeks; 
the tongue quivered, or rather rolled violently in the mouth (al-
though the jaws and lips remained rigid as before;) and at length the 
same hideous voice which I have already described, broke forth:

“For God’s sake!—quick!—quick!—put me to sleep—or, 
quick!—waken me!—quick!—I say to you that I am dead!”

I was thoroughly unnerved, and for an instant remained unde-
cided what to do. At fi rst I made an endeavor to re-compose the 
patient; but, failing in this through total abeyance of the will, I 
retraced my steps and as earnestly struggled to awaken him. In this 
attempt I soon saw that I should be successful—or at least I soon 
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fancied that my success would be complete—and I am sure that all 
in the room were prepared to see the patient awaken.

For what really occurred, however, it is quite impossible that 
any human being could have been prepared.

As I rapidly made the mesmeric passes, amid ejaculations of 
“dead! dead!” absolutely bursting from the tongue and not from the 
lips of the suff erer, his whole frame at once—within the space of a 
single minute, or even less, shrunk—crumbled—absolutely rotted 
away beneath my hands. Upon the bed, before that whole com-
pany, there lay a nearly liquid mass of loathsome—of detestable 
putrescence.

Note:

Griswold was either unaware, or chose not to use, Poe’s manuscript 
correction which made the last sentence end “. . . of detestable pu-
tridity.” Th is change was made in the copy of the Broadway Journal 
Poe gave to Mrs. Whitman, a copy which Griswold presumably did 
not see in the preparation of his edition of Poe’s works.





Nathaniel Hawthorne

Th e Birth Mark

NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE (1804-1864), born in Massachusetts, was 
an early major fi gure in American literature. He was a member of the New 
England Renaissance (along with Emerson, Th oreau, and Bronson Alcott) 
and was life-long critic in his writings of the Puritan experience in New 
England. His fi ctional deacons, doctors, chemists, botanists, mesmerists and 
inventors usually had a destructive bent (as in “Th e Birthmark”) and their 
actions often resulted in tragedy. Hawthorne’s most enduring masterpiece is 
Th e Scarlet Letter and his stories and novels form the bedrock of American 
writing in the 19th century and continue to be popular to this day.







In the latter part of the last century there lived a man of sci-
ence, an eminent profi cient in every branch of natural phi-
losophy, who not long before our story opens had made 

experience of a spiritual affi  nity more attractive than any chemical 
one. He had left his laboratory to the care of an assistant, cleared 
his fi ne countenance from the furnace smoke, washed the stain of 
acids from his fi ngers, and persuaded a beautiful woman to become 
his wife. In those days when the comparatively recent discovery of 
electricity and other kindred mysteries of Nature seemed to open 
paths into the region of miracle, it was not unusual for the love of 
science to rival the love of woman in its depth and absorbing en-
ergy. Th e higher intellect, the imagination, the spirit, and even the 
heart might all fi nd their congenial aliment in pursuits which, as 
some of their ardent votaries believed, would ascend from one step 
of powerful intelligence to another, until the philosopher should 
lay his hand on the secret of creative force and perhaps make new 
worlds for himself. We know not whether Aylmer possessed this 
degree of faith in man’s ultimate control over Nature. He had de-
voted himself, however, too unreservedly to scientifi c studies ever 
to be weaned from them by any second passion. His love for his 
young wife might prove the stronger of the two; but it could only 
be by intertwining itself with his love of science, and uniting the 
strength of the latter to his own.

Such a union accordingly took place, and was attended with 
truly remarkable consequences and a deeply impressive moral. 
One day, very soon after their marriage, Aylmer sat gazing at his 
wife with a trouble in his countenance that grew stronger until he 
spoke.

“Georgiana,” said he, “has it never occurred to you that the 
mark upon your cheek might be removed?”
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“No, indeed,” said she, smiling; but perceiving the seriousness 
of his manner, she blushed deeply. “To tell you the truth it has 
been so often called a charm that I was simple enough to imagine 
it might be so.”

“Ah, upon another face perhaps it might,” replied her husband; 
“but never on yours. No, dearest Georgiana, you came so nearly 
perfect from the hand of Nature that this slightest possible defect, 
which we hesitate whether to term a defect or a beauty, shocks me, 
as being the visible mark of earthly imperfection.”

“Shocks you, my husband!” cried Georgiana, deeply hurt; at 
fi rst reddening with momentary anger, but then bursting into tears. 
“Th en why did you take me from my mother’s side? You cannot love 
what shocks you!”

To explain this conversation it must be mentioned that in the 
centre of Georgiana’s left cheek there was a singular mark, deeply 
interwoven, as it were, with the texture and substance of her face. 
In the usual state of her complexion—a healthy though delicate 
bloom—the mark wore a tint of deeper crimson, which imperfectly 
defi ned its shape amid the surrounding rosiness. When she blushed 
it gradually became more indistinct, and fi nally vanished amid the 
triumphant rush of blood that bathed the whole cheek with its bril-
liant glow. But if any shifting motion caused her to turn pale there 
was the mark again, a crimson stain upon the snow, in what Aylmer 
sometimes deemed an almost fearful distinctness. Its shape bore 
not a little similarity to the human hand, though of the smallest 
pygmy size. Georgiana’s lovers were wont to say that some fairy at 
her birth hour had laid her tiny hand upon the infant’s cheek, and 
left this impress there in token of the magic endowments that were 
to give her such sway over all hearts. Many a desperate swain would 
have risked life for the privilege of pressing his lips to the mysteri-
ous hand. It must not be concealed, however, that the impression 
wrought by this fairy sign manual varied exceedingly, according to 
the diff erence of temperament in the beholders. Some fastidious 
persons—but they were exclusively of her own sex—affi  rmed that 
the bloody hand, as they chose to call it, quite destroyed the eff ect 
of Georgiana’s beauty, and rendered her countenance even hideous. 
But it would be as reasonable to say that one of those small blue 
stains which sometimes occur in the purest statuary marble would 
convert the Eve of Powers to a monster. Masculine observers, if the 
birthmark did not heighten their admiration, contented themselves 
with wishing it away, that the world might possess one living speci-
men of ideal loveliness without the semblance of a fl aw. After his 
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marriage,—for he thought little or nothing of the matter before,—
Aylmer discovered that this was the case with himself.

Had she been less beautiful,—if Envy’s self could have found 
aught else to sneer at,—he might have felt his aff ection heightened 
by the prettiness of this mimic hand, now vaguely portrayed, now 
lost, now stealing forth again and glimmering to and fro with every 
pulse of emotion that throbbed within her heart; but seeing her 
otherwise so perfect, he found this one defect grow more and more 
intolerable with every moment of their united lives. It was the fatal 
fl aw of humanity which Nature, in one shape or another, stamps 
ineff aceably on all her productions, either to imply that they are 
temporary and fi nite, or that their perfection must be wrought by 
toil and pain. Th e crimson hand expressed the ineludible gripe in 
which mortality clutches the highest and purest of earthly mould, 
degrading them into kindred with the lowest, and even with the 
very brutes, like whom their visible frames return to dust. In this 
manner, selecting it as the symbol of his wife’s liability to sin, sor-
row, decay, and death, Aylmer’s sombre imagination was not long 
in rendering the birthmark a frightful object, causing him more 
trouble and horror than ever Georgiana’s beauty, whether of soul or 
sense, had given him delight.

At all the seasons which should have been their happiest, he 
invariably and without intending it, nay, in spite of a purpose to the 
contrary, reverted to this one disastrous topic. Trifl ing as it at fi rst 
appeared, it so connected itself with innumerable trains of thought 
and modes of feeling that it became the central point of all. With 
the morning twilight Aylmer opened his eyes upon his wife’s face 
and recognized the symbol of imperfection; and when they sat to-
gether at the evening hearth his eyes wandered stealthily to her 
cheek, and beheld, fl ickering with the blaze of the wood fi re, the 
spectral hand that wrote mortality where he would fain have wor-
shipped. Georgiana soon learned to shudder at his gaze. It needed 
but a glance with the peculiar expression that his face often wore 
to change the roses of her cheek into a deathlike paleness, amid 
which the crimson hand was brought strongly out, like a bass-relief 
of ruby on the whitest marble.

Late one night when the lights were growing dim, so as hardly 
to betray the stain on the poor wife’s cheek, she herself, for the fi rst 
time, voluntarily took up the subject.

“Do you remember, my dear Aylmer,” said she, with a feeble 
attempt at a smile, “have you any recollection of a dream last night 
about this odious hand?”



The Phoenix Pick Anthology of Classic Science Fiction Stories



“None! none whatever!” replied Aylmer, starting; but then he 
added, in a dry, cold tone, aff ected for the sake of concealing the 
real depth of his emotion, “I might well dream of it; for before I fell 
asleep it had taken a pretty fi rm hold of my fancy.”

“And you did dream of it?” continued Georgiana, hastily; for 
she dreaded lest a gush of tears should interrupt what she had to say. 

“A terrible dream! I wonder that you can forget it. Is it possible to 
forget this one expression?—’It is in her heart now; we must have it 
out!’ Refl ect, my husband; for by all means I would have you recall 
that dream.”

Th e mind is in a sad state when Sleep, the all-involving, cannot 
confi ne her spectres within the dim region of her sway, but suff ers 
them to break forth, aff righting this actual life with secrets that 
perchance belong to a deeper one. Aylmer now remembered his 
dream. He had fancied himself with his servant Aminadab, at-
tempting an operation for the removal of the birthmark; but the 
deeper went the knife, the deeper sank the hand, until at length 
its tiny grasp appeared to have caught hold of Georgiana’s heart; 
whence, however, her husband was inexorably resolved to cut or 
wrench it away.

When the dream had shaped itself perfectly in his memory, 
Aylmer sat in his wife’s presence with a guilty feeling. Truth often 
fi nds its way to the mind close muffl  ed in robes of sleep, and then 
speaks with uncompromising directness of matters in regard to 
which we practise an unconscious self-deception during our wak-
ing moments. Until now he had not been aware of the tyrannizing 
infl uence acquired by one idea over his mind, and of the lengths 
which he might fi nd in his heart to go for the sake of giving himself 
peace.

“Aylmer,” resumed Georgiana, solemnly, “I know not what may 
be the cost to both of us to rid me of this fatal birthmark. Perhaps 
its removal may cause cureless deformity; or it may be the stain 
goes as deep as life itself. Again: do we know that there is a possi-
bility, on any terms, of unclasping the fi rm gripe of this little hand 
which was laid upon me before I came into the world?”

“Dearest Georgiana, I have spent much thought upon the sub-
ject,” hastily interrupted Aylmer. “I am convinced of the perfect 
practicability of its removal.”

“If there be the remotest possibility of it,” continued Georgiana, 
“let the attempt be made at whatever risk. Danger is nothing to me; 
for life, while this hateful mark makes me the object of your hor-
ror and disgust,—life is a burden which I would fl ing down with 
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joy. Either remove this dreadful hand, or take my wretched life! 
You have deep science. All the world bears witness of it. You have 
achieved great wonders. Cannot you remove this little, little mark, 
which I cover with the tips of two small fi ngers? Is this beyond your 
power, for the sake of your own peace, and to save your poor wife 
from madness?”

“Noblest, dearest, tenderest wife,” cried Aylmer, rapturously, 
“doubt not my power. I have already given this matter the deepest 
thought—thought which might almost have enlightened me to cre-
ate a being less perfect than yourself. Georgiana, you have led me 
deeper than ever into the heart of science. I feel myself fully com-
petent to render this dear cheek as faultless as its fellow; and then, 
most beloved, what will be my triumph when I shall have corrected 
what Nature left imperfect in her fairest work! Even Pygmalion, 
when his sculptured woman assumed life, felt not greater ecstasy 
than mine will be.”

“It is resolved, then,” said Georgiana, faintly smiling. “And, Ay-
lmer, spare me not, though you should fi nd the birthmark take 
refuge in my heart at last.”

Her husband tenderly kissed her cheek—her right cheek—not 
that which bore the impress of the crimson hand.

Th e next day Aylmer apprised his wife of a plan that he had 
formed whereby he might have opportunity for the intense thought 
and constant watchfulness which the proposed operation would re-
quire; while Georgiana, likewise, would enjoy the perfect repose 
essential to its success. Th ey were to seclude themselves in the ex-
tensive apartments occupied by Aylmer as a laboratory, and where, 
during his toilsome youth, he had made discoveries in the elemen-
tal powers of Nature that had roused the admiration of all the 
learned societies in Europe. Seated calmly in this laboratory, the 
pale philosopher had investigated the secrets of the highest cloud 
region and of the profoundest mines; he had satisfi ed himself of the 
causes that kindled and kept alive the fi res of the volcano; and had 
explained the mystery of fountains, and how it is that they gush 
forth, some so bright and pure, and others with such rich medicinal 
virtues, from the dark bosom of the earth. Here, too, at an earlier 
period, he had studied the wonders of the human frame, and at-
tempted to fathom the very process by which Nature assimilates all 
her precious infl uences from earth and air, and from the spiritual 
world, to create and foster man, her masterpiece. Th e latter pursuit, 
however, Aylmer had long laid aside in unwilling recognition of 
the truth—against which all seekers sooner or later stumble—that 
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our great creative Mother, while she amuses us with apparently 
working in the broadest sunshine, is yet severely careful to keep 
her own secrets, and, in spite of her pretended openness, shows us 
nothing but results. She permits us, indeed, to mar, but seldom to 
mend, and, like a jealous patentee, on no account to make. Now, 
however, Aylmer resumed these half-forgotten investigations; not, 
of course, with such hopes or wishes as fi rst suggested them; but 
because they involved much physiological truth and lay in the path 
of his proposed scheme for the treatment of Georgiana.

As he led her over the threshold of the laboratory, Georgiana 
was cold and tremulous. Aylmer looked cheerfully into her face, 
with intent to reassure her, but was so startled with the intense 
glow of the birthmark upon the whiteness of her cheek that he 
could not restrain a strong convulsive shudder. His wife fainted.

“Aminadab! Aminadab!” shouted Aylmer, stamping violently 
on the fl oor.

Forthwith there issued from an inner apartment a man of low 
stature, but bulky frame, with shaggy hair hanging about his vis-
age, which was grimed with the vapors of the furnace. Th is per-
sonage had been Aylmer’s underworker during his whole scientifi c 
career, and was admirably fi tted for that offi  ce by his great me-
chanical readiness, and the skill with which, while incapable of 
comprehending a single principle, he executed all the details of his 
master’s experiments. With his vast strength, his shaggy hair, his 
smoky aspect, and the indescribable earthiness that incrusted him, 
he seemed to represent man’s physical nature; while Aylmer’s slen-
der fi gure, and pale, intellectual face, were no less apt a type of the 
spiritual element.

“Th row open the door of the boudoir, Aminadab,” said Aylmer, 
“and burn a pastil.”

“Yes, master,” answered Aminadab, looking intently at the life-
less form of Georgiana; and then he muttered to himself, “If she 
were my wife, I’d never part with that birthmark.”

When Georgiana recovered consciousness she found herself 
breathing an atmosphere of penetrating fragrance, the gentle po-
tency of which had recalled her from her deathlike faintness. Th e 
scene around her looked like enchantment. Aylmer had converted 
those smoky, dingy, sombre rooms, where he had spent his bright-
est years in recondite pursuits, into a series of beautiful apartments 
not unfi t to be the secluded abode of a lovely woman. Th e walls 
were hung with gorgeous curtains, which imparted the combina-
tion of grandeur and grace that no other species of adornment can 
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achieve; and as they fell from the ceiling to the fl oor, their rich and 
ponderous folds, concealing all angles and straight lines, appeared 
to shut in the scene from infi nite space. For aught Georgiana knew, 
it might be a pavilion among the clouds. And Aylmer, exclud-
ing the sunshine, which would have interfered with his chemical 
processes, had supplied its place with perfumed lamps, emitting 
fl ames of various hue, but all uniting in a soft, impurpled radiance. 
He now knelt by his wife’s side, watching her earnestly, but without 
alarm; for he was confi dent in his science, and felt that he could 
draw a magic circle round her within which no evil might intrude.

“Where am I? Ah, I remember,” said Georgiana, faintly; and 
she placed her hand over her cheek to hide the terrible mark from 
her husband’s eyes.

“Fear not, dearest!” exclaimed he. “Do not shrink from me! 
Believe me, Georgiana, I even rejoice in this single imperfection, 
since it will be such a rapture to remove it.”

“Oh, spare me!” sadly replied his wife. “Pray do not look at it 
again. I never can forget that convulsive shudder.”

In order to soothe Georgiana, and, as it were, to release her 
mind from the burden of actual things, Aylmer now put in practice 
some of the light and playful secrets which science had taught him 
among its profounder lore. Airy fi gures, absolutely bodiless ideas, 
and forms of unsubstantial beauty came and danced before her, im-
printing their momentary footsteps on beams of light. Th ough she 
had some indistinct idea of the method of these optical phenomena, 
still the illusion was almost perfect enough to warrant the belief 
that her husband possessed sway over the spiritual world. Th en 
again, when she felt a wish to look forth from her seclusion, imme-
diately, as if her thoughts were answered, the procession of external 
existence fl itted across a screen. Th e scenery and the fi gures of ac-
tual life were perfectly represented, but with that bewitching, yet 
indescribable diff erence which always makes a picture, an image, or 
a shadow so much more attractive than the original. When wearied 
of this, Aylmer bade her cast her eyes upon a vessel containing a 
quantity of earth. She did so, with little interest at fi rst; but was 
soon startled to perceive the germ of a plant shooting upward from 
the soil. Th en came the slender stalk; the leaves gradually unfolded 
themselves; and amid them was a perfect and lovely fl ower.

“It is magical!” cried Georgiana. “I dare not touch it.”
“Nay, pluck it,” answered Aylmer,—”pluck it, and inhale its brief 

perfume while you may. Th e fl ower will wither in a few moments 
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and leave nothing save its brown seed vessels; but thence may be 
perpetuated a race as ephemeral as itself.”

But Georgiana had no sooner touched the fl ower than the 
whole plant suff ered a blight, its leaves turning coal-black as if by 
the agency of fi re.

“Th ere was too powerful a stimulus,” said Aylmer, thoughtfully.
To make up for this abortive experiment, he proposed to take 

her portrait by a scientifi c process of his own invention. It was to 
be eff ected by rays of light striking upon a polished plate of metal. 
Georgiana assented; but, on looking at the result, was aff righted 
to fi nd the features of the portrait blurred and indefi nable; while 
the minute fi gure of a hand appeared where the cheek should have 
been. Aylmer snatched the metallic plate and threw it into a jar of 
corrosive acid.

Soon, however, he forgot these mortifying failures. In the in-
tervals of study and chemical experiment he came to her fl ushed 
and exhausted, but seemed invigorated by her presence, and spoke 
in glowing language of the resources of his art. He gave a history 
of the long dynasty of the alchemists, who spent so many ages in 
quest of the universal solvent by which the golden principle might 
be elicited from all things vile and base. Aylmer appeared to believe 
that, by the plainest scientifi c logic, it was altogether within the 
limits of possibility to discover this long-sought medium; “but,” he 
added, “a philosopher who should go deep enough to acquire the 
power would attain too lofty a wisdom to stoop to the exercise of 
it.” Not less singular were his opinions in regard to the elixir vitae. 
He more than intimated that it was at his option to concoct a liquid 
that should prolong life for years, perhaps interminably; but that it 
would produce a discord in Nature which all the world, and chiefl y 
the quaff er of the immortal nostrum, would fi nd cause to curse.

“Aylmer, are you in earnest?” asked Georgiana, looking at him 
with amazement and fear. “It is terrible to possess such power, or 
even to dream of possessing it.”

“Oh, do not tremble, my love,” said her husband. “I would not 
wrong either you or myself by working such inharmonious eff ects 
upon our lives; but I would have you consider how trifl ing, in com-
parison, is the skill requisite to remove this little hand.”

At the mention of the birthmark, Georgiana, as usual, shrank 
as if a redhot iron had touched her cheek.

Again Aylmer applied himself to his labors. She could hear his 
voice in the distant furnace room giving directions to Aminadab, 
whose harsh, uncouth, misshapen tones were audible in response, 
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more like the grunt or growl of a brute than human speech. After 
hours of absence, Aylmer reappeared and proposed that she should 
now examine his cabinet of chemical products and natural trea-
sures of the earth. Among the former he showed her a small vial, 
in which, he remarked, was contained a gentle yet most powerful 
fragrance, capable of impregnating all the breezes that blow across 
a kingdom. Th ey were of inestimable value, the contents of that 
little vial; and, as he said so, he threw some of the perfume into the 
air and fi lled the room with piercing and invigorating delight.

“And what is this?” asked Georgiana, pointing to a small crystal 
globe containing a gold-colored liquid. “It is so beautiful to the eye 
that I could imagine it the elixir of life.”

“In one sense it is,” replied Aylmer; “or, rather, the elixir of im-
mortality. It is the most precious poison that ever was concocted in 
this world. By its aid I could apportion the lifetime of any mortal at 
whom you might point your fi nger. Th e strength of the dose would 
determine whether he were to linger out years, or drop dead in the 
midst of a breath. No king on his guarded throne could keep his 
life if I, in my private station, should deem that the welfare of mil-
lions justifi ed me in depriving him of it.”

“Why do you keep such a terrifi c drug?” inquired Georgiana in 
horror.

“Do not mistrust me, dearest,” said her husband, smiling; “its 
virtuous potency is yet greater than its harmful one. But see! here 
is a powerful cosmetic. With a few drops of this in a vase of water, 
freckles may be washed away as easily as the hands are cleansed. A 
stronger infusion would take the blood out of the cheek, and leave 
the rosiest beauty a pale ghost.”

“Is it with this lotion that you intend to bathe my cheek?” asked 
Georgiana, anxiously.

“Oh, no,” hastily replied her husband; “this is merely superfi cial. 
Your case demands a remedy that shall go deeper.”

In his interviews with Georgiana, Aylmer generally made min-
ute inquiries as to her sensations and whether the confi nement of 
the rooms and the temperature of the atmosphere agreed with her. 
Th ese questions had such a particular drift that Georgiana began 
to conjecture that she was already subjected to certain physical in-
fl uences, either breathed in with the fragrant air or taken with her 
food. She fancied likewise, but it might be altogether fancy, that 
there was a stirring up of her system—a strange, indefi nite sensa-
tion creeping through her veins, and tingling, half painfully, half 
pleasurably, at her heart. Still, whenever she dared to look into the 
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mirror, there she beheld herself pale as a white rose and with the 
crimson birthmark stamped upon her cheek. Not even Aylmer now 
hated it so much as she.

To dispel the tedium of the hours which her husband found 
it necessary to devote to the processes of combination and analy-
sis, Georgiana turned over the volumes of his scientifi c library. In 
many dark old tomes she met with chapters full of romance and 
poetry. Th ey were the works of philosophers of the middle ages, 
such as Albertus Magnus, Cornelius Agrippa, Paracelsus, and the 
famous friar who created the prophetic Brazen Head. All these 
antique naturalists stood in advance of their centuries, yet were 
imbued with some of their credulity, and therefore were believed, 
and perhaps imagined themselves to have acquired from the in-
vestigation of Nature a power above Nature, and from physics a 
sway over the spiritual world. Hardly less curious and imaginative 
were the early volumes of the Transactions of the Royal Society, in 
which the members, knowing little of the limits of natural pos-
sibility, were continually recording wonders or proposing methods 
whereby wonders might be wrought.

But to Georgiana the most engrossing volume was a large fo-
lio from her husband’s own hand, in which he had recorded every 
experiment of his scientifi c career, its original aim, the methods 
adopted for its development, and its fi nal success or failure, with 
the circumstances to which either event was attributable. Th e book, 
in truth, was both the history and emblem of his ardent, ambitious, 
imaginative, yet practical and laborious life. He handled physi-
cal details as if there were nothing beyond them; yet spiritualized 
them all, and redeemed himself from materialism by his strong 
and eager aspiration towards the infi nite. In his grasp the veriest 
clod of earth assumed a soul. Georgiana, as she read, reverenced 
Aylmer and loved him more profoundly than ever, but with a less 
entire dependence on his judgment than heretofore. Much as he 
had accomplished, she could not but observe that his most splen-
did successes were almost invariably failures, if compared with the 
ideal at which he aimed. His brightest diamonds were the merest 
pebbles, and felt to be so by himself, in comparison with the ines-
timable gems which lay hidden beyond his reach. Th e volume, rich 
with achievements that had won renown for its author, was yet as 
melancholy a record as ever mortal hand had penned. It was the 
sad confession and continual exemplifi cation of the shortcomings 
of the composite man, the spirit burdened with clay and working in 
matter, and of the despair that assails the higher nature at fi nding 
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itself so miserably thwarted by the earthly part. Perhaps every man 
of genius in whatever sphere might recognize the image of his own 
experience in Aylmer’s journal.

So deeply did these refl ections aff ect Georgiana that she laid 
her face upon the open volume and burst into tears. In this situa-
tion she was found by her husband.

“It is dangerous to read in a sorcerer’s books,” said he with a 
smile, though his countenance was uneasy and displeased. “Geor-
giana, there are pages in that volume which I can scarcely glance 
over and keep my senses. Take heed lest it prove as detrimental to 
you.”

“It has made me worship you more than ever,” said she.
“Ah, wait for this one success,” rejoined he, “then worship me 

if you will. I shall deem myself hardly unworthy of it. But come, I 
have sought you for the luxury of your voice. Sing to me, dearest.”

So she poured out the liquid music of her voice to quench the 
thirst of his spirit. He then took his leave with a boyish exuberance 
of gayety, assuring her that her seclusion would endure but a little 
longer, and that the result was already certain. Scarcely had he de-
parted when Georgiana felt irresistibly impelled to follow him. She 
had forgotten to inform Aylmer of a symptom which for two or 
three hours past had begun to excite her attention. It was a sensa-
tion in the fatal birthmark, not painful, but which induced a rest-
lessness throughout her system. Hastening after her husband, she 
intruded for the fi rst time into the laboratory.

Th e fi rst thing that struck her eye was the furnace, that hot 
and feverish worker, with the intense glow of its fi re, which by the 
quantities of soot clustered above it seemed to have been burning 
for ages. Th ere was a distilling apparatus in full operation. Around 
the room were retorts, tubes, cylinders, crucibles, and other ap-
paratus of chemical research. An electrical machine stood ready 
for immediate use. Th e atmosphere felt oppressively close, and was 
tainted with gaseous odors which had been tormented forth by the 
processes of science. Th e severe and homely simplicity of the apart-
ment, with its naked walls and brick pavement, looked strange, ac-
customed as Georgiana had become to the fantastic elegance of her 
boudoir. But what chiefl y, indeed almost solely, drew her attention, 
was the aspect of Aylmer himself.

He was pale as death, anxious and absorbed, and hung over the 
furnace as if it depended upon his utmost watchfulness whether the 
liquid which it was distilling should be the draught of immortal 
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happiness or misery. How diff erent from the sanguine and joyous 
mien that he had assumed for Georgiana’s encouragement!

“Carefully now, Aminadab; carefully, thou human machine; 
carefully, thou man of clay!” muttered Aylmer, more to himself 
than his assistant. “Now, if there be a thought too much or too 
little, it is all over.”

“Ho! ho!” mumbled Aminadab. “Look, master! look!”
Aylmer raised his eyes hastily, and at fi rst reddened, then grew 

paler than ever, on beholding Georgiana. He rushed towards her 
and seized her arm with a gripe that left the print of his fi ngers 
upon it.

“Why do you come hither? Have you no trust in your husband?” 
cried he, impetuously. “Would you throw the blight of that fatal 
birthmark over my labors? It is not well done. Go, prying woman, 
go!”

“Nay, Aylmer,” said Georgiana with the fi rmness of which she 
possessed no stinted endowment, “it is not you that have a right to 
complain. You mistrust your wife; you have concealed the anxiety 
with which you watch the development of this experiment. Th ink 
not so unworthily of me, my husband. Tell me all the risk we run, 
and fear not that I shall shrink; for my share in it is far less than 
your own.”

“No, no, Georgiana!” said Aylmer, impatiently; “it must not 
be.”

“I submit,” replied she calmly. “And, Aylmer, I shall quaff  what-
ever draught you bring me; but it will be on the same principle that 
would induce me to take a dose of poison if off ered by your hand.”

“My noble wife,” said Aylmer, deeply moved, “I knew not the 
height and depth of your nature until now. Nothing shall be con-
cealed. Know, then, that this crimson hand, superfi cial as it seems, 
has clutched its grasp into your being with a strength of which 
I had no previous conception. I have already administered agents 
powerful enough to do aught except to change your entire physical 
system. Only one thing remains to be tried. If that fail us we are 
ruined.”

“Why did you hesitate to tell me this?” asked she.
“Because, Georgiana,” said Aylmer, in a low voice, “there is 

danger.”
“Danger? Th ere is but one danger—that this horrible stigma 

shall be left upon my cheek!” cried Georgiana. “Remove it, remove 
it, whatever be the cost, or we shall both go mad!”
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“Heaven knows your words are too true,” said Aylmer, sadly. 
“And now, dearest, return to your boudoir. In a little while all will 
be tested.”

He conducted her back and took leave of her with a solemn 
tenderness which spoke far more than his words how much was 
now at stake. After his departure Georgiana became rapt in mus-
ings. She considered the character of Aylmer, and did it completer 
justice than at any previous moment. Her heart exulted, while it 
trembled, at his honorable love—so pure and lofty that it would 
accept nothing less than perfection nor miserably make itself con-
tented with an earthlier nature than he had dreamed of. She felt 
how much more precious was such a sentiment than that meaner 
kind which would have borne with the imperfection for her sake, 
and have been guilty of treason to holy love by degrading its perfect 
idea to the level of the actual; and with her whole spirit she prayed 
that, for a single moment, she might satisfy his highest and deep-
est conception. Longer than one moment she well knew it could 
not be; for his spirit was ever on the march, ever ascending, and 
each instant required something that was beyond the scope of the 
instant before.

Th e sound of her husband’s footsteps aroused her. He bore 
a crystal goblet containing a liquor colorless as water, but bright 
enough to be the draught of immortality. Aylmer was pale; but it 
seemed rather the consequence of a highly-wrought state of mind 
and tension of spirit than of fear or doubt.

“Th e concoction of the draught has been perfect,” said he, in 
answer to Georgiana’s look. “Unless all my science have deceived 
me, it cannot fail.”

“Save on your account, my dearest Aylmer,” observed his wife, 
“I might wish to put off  this birthmark of mortality by relinquishing 
mortality itself in preference to any other mode. Life is but a sad 
possession to those who have attained precisely the degree of moral 
advancement at which I stand. Were I weaker and blinder it might 
be happiness. Were I stronger, it might be endured hopefully. But, 
being what I fi nd myself, methinks I am of all mortals the most fi t 
to die.”

“You are fi t for heaven without tasting death!” replied her hus-
band “But why do we speak of dying? Th e draught cannot fail. Be-
hold its eff ect upon this plant.”

On the window seat there stood a geranium diseased with yel-
low blotches, which had overspread all its leaves. Aylmer poured a 
small quantity of the liquid upon the soil in which it grew. In a lit-
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tle time, when the roots of the plant had taken up the moisture, the 
unsightly blotches began to be extinguished in a living verdure.

“Th ere needed no proof,” said Georgiana, quietly. “Give me the 
goblet I joyfully stake all upon your word.”

“Drink, then, thou lofty creature!” exclaimed Aylmer, with fer-
vid admiration. “Th ere is no taint of imperfection on thy spirit. Th y 
sensible frame, too, shall soon be all perfect.”

She quaff ed the liquid and returned the goblet to his hand.
“It is grateful,” said she with a placid smile. “Methinks it is like 

water from a heavenly fountain; for it contains I know not what of 
unobtrusive fragrance and deliciousness. It allays a feverish thirst 
that had parched me for many days. Now, dearest, let me sleep. My 
earthly senses are closing over my spirit like the leaves around the 
heart of a rose at sunset.”

She spoke the last words with a gentle reluctance, as if it re-
quired almost more energy than she could command to pronounce 
the faint and lingering syllables. Scarcely had they loitered through 
her lips ere she was lost in slumber. Aylmer sat by her side, watch-
ing her aspect with the emotions proper to a man the whole value of 
whose existence was involved in the process now to be tested. Min-
gled with this mood, however, was the philosophic investigation 
characteristic of the man of science. Not the minutest symptom 
escaped him. A heightened fl ush of the cheek, a slight irregular-
ity of breath, a quiver of the eyelid, a hardly perceptible tremor 
through the frame,—such were the details which, as the moments 
passed, he wrote down in his folio volume. Intense thought had set 
its stamp upon every previous page of that volume, but the thoughts 
of years were all concentrated upon the last.

While thus employed, he failed not to gaze often at the fatal 
hand, and not without a shudder. Yet once, by a strange and unac-
countable impulse he pressed it with his lips. His spirit recoiled, 
however, in the very act, and Georgiana, out of the midst of her 
deep sleep, moved uneasily and murmured as if in remonstrance. 
Again Aylmer resumed his watch. Nor was it without avail. Th e 
crimson hand, which at fi rst had been strongly visible upon the 
marble paleness of Georgiana’s cheek, now grew more faintly out-
lined. She remained not less pale than ever; but the birthmark with 
every breath that came and went, lost somewhat of its former dis-
tinctness. Its presence had been awful; its departure was more aw-
ful still. Watch the stain of the rainbow fading out the sky, and you 
will know how that mysterious symbol passed away.
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“By Heaven! it is well-nigh gone!” said Aylmer to himself, in 
almost irrepressible ecstasy. “I can scarcely trace it now. Success! 
success! And now it is like the faintest rose color. Th e lightest fl ush 
of blood across her cheek would overcome it. But she is so pale!”

He drew aside the window curtain and suff ered the light of 
natural day to fall into the room and rest upon her cheek. At the 
same time he heard a gross, hoarse chuckle, which he had long 
known as his servant Aminadab’s expression of delight.

“Ah, clod! ah, earthly mass!” cried Aylmer, laughing in a sort 
of frenzy, “you have served me well! Matter and spirit—earth and 
heaven—have both done their part in this! Laugh, thing of the 
senses! You have earned the right to laugh.”

Th ese exclamations broke Georgiana’s sleep. She slowly unclosed 
her eyes and gazed into the mirror which her husband had arranged 
for that purpose. A faint smile fl itted over her lips when she recog-
nized how barely perceptible was now that crimson hand which had 
once blazed forth with such disastrous brilliancy as to scare away 
all their happiness. But then her eyes sought Aylmer’s face with a 
trouble and anxiety that he could by no means account for.

“My poor Aylmer!” murmured she.
“Poor? Nay, richest, happiest, most favored!” exclaimed he. “My 

peerless bride, it is successful! You are perfect!”
“My poor Aylmer,” she repeated, with a more than human ten-

derness, “you have aimed loftily; you have done nobly. Do not re-
pent that with so high and pure a feeling, you have rejected the best 
the earth could off er. Aylmer, dearest Aylmer, I am dying!”

Alas! it was too true! Th e fatal hand had grappled with the 
mystery of life, and was the bond by which an angelic spirit kept 
itself in union with a mortal frame. As the last crimson tint of the 
birthmark—that sole token of human imperfection—faded from 
her cheek, the parting breath of the now perfect woman passed into 
the atmosphere, and her soul, lingering a moment near her hus-
band, took its heavenward fl ight. Th en a hoarse, chuckling laugh 
was heard again! Th us ever does the gross fatality of earth exult in 
its invariable triumph over the immortal essence which, in this dim 
sphere of half development, demands the completeness of a higher 
state. Yet, had Alymer reached a profounder wisdom, he need not 
thus have fl ung away the happiness which would have woven his 
mortal life of the selfsame texture with the celestial. Th e momen-
tary circumstance was too strong for him; he failed to look beyond 
the shadowy scope of Time, and, living once for all in Eternity, to 
fi nd the perfect Future in the present.





Herman Melville

Th e Bell Tower

HERMAN MELVILLE (1819-1891) is best known for his novel, Moby 
Dick (1851), but wrote several stories of a speculative nature, always pitting 
humankind against natural forces, either through science (as in “Th e Bell-
Tower”) or sheer arrogance, as in Moby Dick or Benito Cereno. His stories 
also resemble those of Hawthorne in that they attempted to examine the 
inexplicable and the limits of human ingenuity.







In the south of Europe, nigh a once frescoed capital, now with 
dank mold cankering its bloom, central in a plain, stands what, 
at distance, seems the black mossed stump of some immea-

surable pine, fallen, in forgotten days, with Anak and the Titan.
As all along where the pine tree falls, its dissolution leaves a 

mossy mound—last-fl ung shadow of the perished trunk; never 
lengthening, never lessening; unsubject to the fl eet falsities of the 
sun; shade immutable, and true gauge which cometh by prostra-
tion—so westward from what seems the stump, one steadfast spear 
of lichened ruin veins the plain.

From that treetop, what birded chimes of silver throats had rung. 
A stone pine, a metallic aviary in its crown: the Bell-Tower, built by 
the great mechanician, the unblest foundling, Bannadonna.

Like Babel’s, its base was laid in a high hour of renovated earth, 
following the second deluge, when the waters of the Dark Ages had 
dried up and once more the green appeared. No wonder that, after 
so long and deep submersion, the jubilant expectation of the race 
should, as with Noah’s sons, soar into Shinar aspiration.

In fi rm resolve, no man in Europe at that period went beyond 
Bannadonna. Enriched through commerce with the Levant, the 
state in which he lived voted to have the noblest Bell-Tower in Italy. 
His repute assigned him to be architect.

Stone by stone, month by month, the tower rose. Higher, high-
er, snaillike in pace, but torch or rocket in its pride.

After the masons would depart, the builder, standing alone 
upon its ever-ascending summit at close of every day, saw that he 
overtopped still higher walls and trees. He would tarry till a late 
hour there, wrapped in schemes of other and still loftier piles. Th ose 
who of saints’ days thronged the spot—hanging to the rude poles 
of scaff olding like sailors on yards or bees on boughs, unmindful 
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of lime and dust, and falling chips of stone—their homage not the 
less inspirited him to self-esteem.

At length the holiday of the Tower came. To the sound of viols, 
the climax-stone slowly rose in air, and, amid the fi ring of ord-
nance, was laid by Bannadonna’s hands upon the fi nal course. Th en 
mounting it, he stood erect, alone, with folded arms, gazing upon 
the white summits of blue inland Alps, and whiter crests of bluer 
Alps off shore—sights invisible from the plain. Invisible, too, from 
thence was that eye he turned below, when, like the cannon booms, 
came up to him the people’s combustions of applause.

Th at which stirred them so was seeing with what serenity the 
builder stood three hundred feet in air, upon an unrailed perch. 
Th is none but he durst do. But his periodic standing upon the pile, 
in each stage of its growth—such discipline had its last result.

Little remained now but the bells. Th ese, in all respects, must 
correspond with their receptacle.

Th e minor ones were prosperously cast. A highly enriched one 
followed, of a singular make, intended for suspension in a manner 
before unknown. Th e purpose of this bell, its rotary motion and 
connection with the clockwork, also executed at the time, will, in 
the sequel, receive mention.

In the one erection, bell-tower and clock-tower were united, 
though, before that period, such structures had commonly been 
built distinct; as the Campanile and Torre del Orologio of St. Mark 
to this day attest.

But it was upon the great state bell that the founder lavished 
his more daring skill. In vain did some of the less elated magis-
trates here caution him, saying that though truly the tower was ti-
tanic, yet limit should be set to the dependent weight of its swaying 
masses. But, undeterred, he prepared his mammoth mold, dented 
with mythological devices; kindled his fi res of balsamic fi rs; melted 
his tin and copper, and, throwing in much plate contributed by the 
public spirit of the nobles, let loose the tide.

Th e unleashed metals bayed like hounds. Th e workmen shrunk. 
Th rough their fright, fatal harm to the bell was dreaded. Fearless as 
Shadrach, Bannadonna, rushing through the glow, smote the chief 
culprit with his ponderous ladle. From the smitten part, a splinter 
was dashed into the seething mass, and at once was melted in.

Next day a portion of the work was heedfully uncovered. All 
seemed right. Upon the third morning, with equal satisfaction, it 
was bared still lower. At length, like some old Th eban king, the 
whole cooled casting was disinterred. All was fair except in one 
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strange spot. But as he suff ered no one to attend him in these in-
spections, he concealed the blemish by some preparation which 
none knew better to devise.

Th e casting of such a mass was deemed no small triumph for 
the caster; one, too, in which the state might not scorn to share. 
Th e homicide was overlooked. By the charitable that deed was but 
imputed to sudden transports of esthetic passion, not to any fl agi-
tious quality. A kick from an Arabian charger; not sign of vice, but 
blood.

His felony remitted by the judge, absolution given him by the 
priest, what more could even a sickly conscience have desired.

Honoring the tower and its builder with another holiday, the 
republic witnessed the hoisting of the bells and clockwork amid 
shows and pomps superior to the former.

Some months of more than usual solitude on Bannadonna’s 
part ensued. It was not unknown that he was engaged upon some-
thing for the belfry, intended to complete it and surpass all that had 
gone before. Most people imagined that the design would involve a 
casting like the bells. But those who thought they had some further 
insight would shake their heads, with hints that not for nothing did 
the mechanician keep so secret. Meantime, his seclusion failed not 
to invest his work with more or less of that sort of mystery pertain-
ing to the forbidden.

Erelong he had a heavy object hoisted to the belfry, wrapped 
in a dark sack or cloak—a procedure sometimes had in the case of 
an elaborate piece of sculpture, or statue, which, being intended 
to grace the front of a new edifi ce, the architect does not desire 
exposed to critical eyes till set up, fi nished, in its appointed place. 
Such was the impression now. But, as the object rose, a statuary 
present observed, or thought he did, that it was not entirely rigid, 
but was, in a manner, pliant. At last, when the hidden thing had at-
tained its fi nal height, and, obscurely seen from below, seemed al-
most of itself to step into the belfry, as if with little assistance from 
the crane, a shrewd old blacksmith present ventured the suspicion 
that it was but a living man. Th is surmise was thought a foolish one, 
while the general interest failed not to augment.

Not without demur from Bannadonna, the chief magistrate 
of the town, with an associate—both elderly men—followed what 
seemed the image up the tower. But, arrived at the belfry, they 
had little recompense. Plausibly entrenching himself behind the 
conceded mysteries of his art, the mechanician withheld present 
explanation. Th e magistrates glanced toward the cloaked object, 
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which, to their surprise, seemed now to have changed its attitude, 
or else had before been more perplexingly concealed by the violent 
muffl  ing action of the wind without. It seemed now seated upon 
some sort of frame, or chair, contained within the domino. Th ey 
observed that nigh the top, in a sort of square, the web of the cloth, 
either from accident or design, had its warp partly withdrawn, and 
the cross threads plucked out here and there, so as to form a sort 
of woven grating. Whether it were the low wind or no, stealing 
through the stone latticework, or only their own perturbed imagi-
nations, is uncertain, but they thought they discerned a slight sort 
of fi tful, springlike motion in the domino. Nothing, however in-
cidental or insignifi cant, escaped their uneasy eyes. Among other 
things, they pried out, in a corner, an earthen cup, partly corroded 
and partly encrusted, and one whispered to the other that this cup 
was just such a one as might, in mockery, be off ered to the lips of 
some brazen statue, or, perhaps, still worse.

But, being questioned, the mechanician said that the cup was 
simply used in his founder’s business, and described the purpose—
in short, a cup to test the condition of metals in fusion. He added 
that it had got into the belfry by the merest chance.

Again and again they gazed at the domino, as at some sus-
picious incognito at a Venetian mask. All sorts of vague appre-
hensions stirred them. Th ey even dreaded lest, when they should 
descend, the mechanician, though without a fl esh-and-blood com-
panion, for all that, would not be left alone.

Aff ecting some merriment at their disquietude, he begged to 
relieve them, by extending a coarse sheet of workman’s canvas be-
tween them and the object.

Meantime he sought to interest them in his other work, nor, 
now that the domino was out of sight, did they long remain insen-
sible to the artistic wonders lying round them—wonders hitherto 
beheld but in their unfi nished state, because, since hoisting the 
bells, none but the caster had entered within the belfry. It was one 
trait of his, that, even in details, he would not let another do what 
he could, without too great loss of time, accomplish for himself. 
So, for several preceding weeks, whatever hours were unemployed 
in his secret design had been devoted to elaborating the fi gures on 
the bells.

Th e clock bell, in particular, now drew attention. Under a pa-
tient chisel, the latent beauty of its enrichments, before obscured 
by the cloudings incident to casting, that beauty in its shyest grace, 
was now revealed. Round and round the bell, twelve fi gures of gay 
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girls, garlanded, hand-in-hand, danced in a choral ring the embod-
ied hours.

“Bannadonna,” said the chief, “this bell excels all else. No added 
touch could here improve. Hark!” hearing a sound, “was that the 
wind?”

“Th e wind, Excellenza,” was the light response. “But the fi gures, 
they are not yet without their faults. Th ey need some touches yet. 
When those are given, and the—block yonder,” pointing towards 
the canvas screen, “when Haman there, as I merrily call him—
him? it, I mean—when Haman is fi xed on this, his lofty tree, then, 
gentlemen, will I be most happy to receive you here again.”

Th e equivocal reference to the object caused some return of 
restlessness. However, on their part, the visitors forbore further al-
lusion to it, unwilling, perhaps, to let the foundling see how easily 
it lay within his plebeian art to stir the placid dignity of nobles.

“Well, Bannadonna,” said the chief, “how long ere you are ready 
to set the clock going, so that the hour shall be sounded? Our inter-
est in you, not less than in the work itself, makes us anxious to be 
assured of your success. Th e people, too—why, they are shouting 
now. say the exact hour when you will be ready.”

“Tomorrow, Excellenza, if you listen for it—or should you not, 
all the same—strange music will be heard. Th e stroke of one shall 
be the fi rst from yonder bell,” pointing to the bell adorned with 
girls and garlands, “that stroke shall fall there, where the hand of 
Una clasps Dua’s. Th e stroke of one shall sever that loved clasp. 
Tomorrow, then, at one o’clock, as struck here, precisely here,” ad-
vancing and placing his fi nger upon the clasp, “the poor mechanic 
will be most happy once more to give you liege audience, in this his 
littered shop. Farewell till then, illustrious magnifi coes, and hark 
ye for your vassal’s stroke.”

His still, Vulcanic face hiding its burning brightness like a 
forge, he moved with ostentatious deference towards the scuttle, 
as if so far to escort their exit. But the junior magistrate, a kind-
hearted man, troubled at what seemed to him a certain sardoni-
cal disdain lurking beneath the foundling’s humble mien, and in 
Christian sympathy more distressed at it on his account than on 
his own, dimly surmising what might be the fi nal fate of such a 
cynic solitaire, nor perhaps uninfl uenced by the general strange-
ness of surrounding things, this good magistrate had glanced sadly, 
sideways from the speaker, and thereupon his foreboding eye had 
started at the expression of the unchanging face of the Hour Una.
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“How is this, Bannadonna,” he lowly asked, “Una looks unlike 
her sisters.”

“In Christ’s name, Bannadonna,” impulsively broke in the chief, 
his attention for the fi rst attracted to the fi gure by his associate’s 
remark. “Una’s face looks just like that of Deborah, the prophetess, 
as painted by the Florentine, Del Fonca.”

“Surely, Bannadonna,” lowly resumed the milder magistrate, 
“you meant the twelve should wear the same jocundly abandoned 
air. But see, the smile of Una seems but a fatal one. ‘Tis diff erent.”

While his mild associate was speaking, the chief glanced in-
quiringly from him to the caster, as if anxious to mark how the dis-
crepancy would be accounted for. As the chief stood, his advanced 
foot was on the scuttle’s curb.

Bannadonna spoke:
“Excellenza, now that, following your keener eye, I glance upon 

the face of Una, I do, indeed perceive some little variance. But look 
all round the bell, and you will fi nd no two faces entirely corre-
spond. Because there is a law in art—but the cold wind is rising 
more; these lattices are but a poor defense. Suff er me, magnifi coes, 
to conduct you at least partly on your way. Th ose in whose well-
being there is a public stake, should be heedfully attended.”

“Touching the look of Una, you were saying, Bannadonna, that 
there was a certain law in art,” observed the chief, as the three now 
descended the stone shaft, “pray, tell me, then—”

“Pardon; another time, Excellenza—the tower is damp.”
“Nay, I must rest, and hear it now. Here,—here is a wide land-

ing, and through this leeward slit, no wind, but ample light. Tell us 
of your law, and at large.”

“Since, Excellenza, you insist, know that there is a law in art 
which bars the possibility of duplicates. Some years ago, you may 
remember, I graved a small seal for your republic, bearing, for its 
chief device, the head of your own ancestor, its illustrious founder. 
It becoming necessary, for the customs’ use, to have innumerable 
impressions for bales and boxes, I graved an entire plate, containing 
one hundred of the seals. Now, though, indeed, my object was to 
have those hundred heads identical, and though, I dare say, peo-
ple think them so, yet, upon closely scanning an uncut impression 
from the plate, no two of those fi ve-score faces, side by side, will be 
found alike. Gravity is the air of all, but diversifi ed in all. In some, 
benevolent; in some, ambiguous; in two or three, to a close scru-
tiny, all but incipiently malign, the variation of less than a hair’s 
breadth in the linear shadings round the mouth suffi  cing to all this. 
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Now, Excellenza, transmute that general gravity into joyousness, 
and subject it to twelve of those variations I have described, and 
tell me, will you not have my hours here, and Una one of them? 
But I like—”

“Hark! is that—a footfall above?”
“Mortar, Excellenza; sometimes it drops to the belfry fl oor 

from the arch where the stonework was left undressed. I must have 
it seen to. As I was about to say: for one, I like this law forbid-
ding duplicates. It evokes fi ne personalities. Yes, Excellenza, that 
strange, and—to you—uncertain smile, and those forelooking eyes 
of Una, suit Bannadonna very well.”

“Hark!—sure we left no soul above?”
“No soul, Excellenza, rest assured, no soul.—Again the 

mortar.”
“It fell not while we were there.”
“Ah, in your presence, it better knew its place, Excellenza,” 

blandly bowed Bannadonna.
“But Una,” said the milder magistrate, “she seemed intently 

gazing on you; one would have almost sworn that she picked you 
out from among us three.”

“If she did, possibly it might have been her fi ner apprehension, 
Excellenza.”

“How, Bannadonna? I do not understand you.”
“No consequence, no consequence, Excellenza—but the shifted 

wind is blowing through the slit. Suff er me to escort you on, and 
then, pardon, but the toiler must to his tools.”

“It may be foolish, signor,” and the milder magistrate, as, from 
the third landing, the two now went down unescorted, “but, some-
how, our great mechanician moves me strangely. Why, just now, 
when he so superciliously replied, his walk seemed Sisera’s, God’s 
vain foe, in Del Fonca’s painting. And that young, sculptured Deb-
orah, too. Aye, and that—”

“Tush, tush, signor!” returned the chief. “A passing whim. 
Deborah?—Where’s Jael, pray?”

“Ah,” said the other, as they now stepped upon the sod, “ah, 
signor, I see you leave your fears behind you with the chill and 
gloom; but mine, even in this sunny air, remain. Hark!”

It was a sound from just within the tower door, whence they 
had emerged. Turning, they saw it closed.

“He has slipped down and barred us out,” smiled the chief; “but 
it is his custom.”



The Phoenix Pick Anthology of Classic Science Fiction Stories



Proclamation was now made that the next day, at one hour 
after meridian, the clock would strike, and—thanks to the mecha-
nician’s powerful art—with unusual accompaniments. But what 
those should be, none as yet could say. Th e announcement was re-
ceived with cheers.

By the looser sort, who encamped about the tower all night, 
lights were seen gleaming through the topmost blindwork, only 
disappearing with the morning sun. Strange sounds, too, were 
heard, or were thought to be, by those whom anxious watching 
might not have left mentally undisturbed—sounds, not only of 
some ringing implement, but also, so they said, half-suppressed 
screams and plainings, such as might have issued from some ghost-
ly engine overplied.

Slowly the day drew on, part of the concourse chasing the wea-
ry time with songs and games, till, at last, the great blurred sun 
rolled, like a football, against the plain.

At noon, the nobility and principal citizens came from the 
town in cavalcade, a guard of soldiers, also, with music, the more 
to honor the occasion.

Only one hour more. Impatience grew. Watches were held in 
hands of feverish men, who stood, now scrutinizing their small 
dial-plates, and then, with neck thrown back, gazing toward the 
belfry as if the eve might foretell that which could only be made 
sensible to the ear, for, as yet, there was no dial to the tower clock.

Th e hour hands of a thousand watches now verged within a 
hair’s breadth of the fi gure 1. A silence, as of the expectations of 
some Shiloh, pervaded the swarming plain. Suddenly a dull, man-
gled sound, naught ringing in it, scarcely audible, indeed, to the 
outer circles of the people—that dull sound dropped heavily from 
the belfry. At the same moment, each man stared at his neighbor 
blankly. All watches were upheld. All hour hands were at—had 
passed—the fi gure 1. No bell stroke from the tower. Th e multitude 
became tumultuous.

Waiting a few moments, the chief magistrate, commanding 
silence, hailed the belfry to know what thing unforeseen had hap-
pened there.

No response.
He hailed again and yet again.
All continued hushed.
By his order, the soldiers burst in the tower door, when, sta-

tioning guards to defend it from the now surging mob, the chief, 
accompanied by his former associate, climbed the winding stairs. 
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Halfway up, they stopped to listen. No sound. Mounting faster, 
they reached the belfry, but, at the threshold, started at the specta-
cle disclosed. A spaniel, which, unbeknown to them, had followed 
them thus far, stood shivering as before some unknown monster in 
a brake, or, rather, as if it snuff ed footsteps leading to some other 
world.

Bannadonna lay, prostrate and bleeding, at the base of the bell 
which was adorned with girls and garlands. He lay at the feet of 
the hour Una, his head coinciding, in a vertical line, with her left 
hand, clasped by the hour Dua. With downcast face impending 
over him, like Jael over nailed Sisera in the tent, was the domino; 
now no more becloaked.

It had limbs, and seemed clad in a scaly mail, lustrous as a 
dragon-beetle’s. It was manacled, and its clubbed arms were uplift-
ed, as if, with its manacles, once more to smite its already smitten 
victim. One advanced foot of it was inserted beneath the dead body, 
as if in the act of spurning it.

Uncertainty falls on what now followed.
It were but natural to suppose that the magistrates would, at 

fi rst, shrink from immediate personal contact with what they saw. 
At the least, for a time, they would stand in involuntary doubt, it 
may be, in more or less horrifi ed alarm. Certain it is that an arque-
buss was called for from below. And some add that its report, fol-
lowed by a fi erce whiz, as of the sudden snapping of a mainspring, 
with a steely din, as if a stack of sword blades should be dashed 
upon a pavement; these blended sounds came ringing to the plain, 
attracting every eye far upward to the belfry, whence, through the 
latticework, thin wreaths of smoke were curling.

Some averred that it was the spaniel, gone mad by fear, which 
was shot. Th is, others denied. True it was, the spaniel never more 
was seen; and, probably for some unknown reason, it shared the 
burial now to be related of the domino. For, whatever the preced-
ing circumstances may have been, the fi rst instinctive panic over, 
or else all ground of reasonable fear removed, the two magistrates, 
by themselves, quickly re-hooded the fi gure in the dropped cloak 
wherein it had been hoisted. Th e same night, it was secretly lowered 
to the ground, smuggled to the beach, pulled far out to sea, and 
sunk. Nor to any after urgency, even in free convivial hours, would 
the twain ever disclose the full secrets of the belfry.

From the mystery unavoidably investing it, the popular solution 
of the foundling’s fate involved more or less of supernatural agency. 
But some few less unscientifi c minds pretended to fi nd little diffi  -
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culty in otherwise accounting for it. In the chain of circumstantial 
inferences drawn, there may or may not have been some absent 
or defective links. But, as the explanation in question is the only 
one which tradition has explicitly preserved, in dearth of better, it 
will here be given. But, in the fi rst place, it is requisite to present 
the supposition entertained as to the entire motive and mode, with 
their origin, of the secret design of Bannadonna, the minds above-
mentioned assuming to penetrate as well into his soul as into the 
event. Th e disclosure will indirectly involve reference to peculiar 
matters, none of the clearest, beyond the immediate subject.

At that period, no large bell was made to sound otherwise than 
as at present, by agitation of a tongue within by means of ropes, 
or percussion from without, either from cumbrous machinery, or 
stalwart watchmen, armed with heavy hammers, stationed in the 
belfry or in sentry boxes on the open roof, according as the bell was 
sheltered or exposed.

It was from observing these exposed bells, with their watch-
men, that the foundling, as was opined, derived the fi rst suggestion 
of his scheme. Perched on a great mast or spire, the human fi gure, 
viewed from below, undergoes such a reduction in its apparent size 
as to obliterate its intelligent features. It evinces no personality. In-
stead of bespeaking volition, its gestures rather resemble the auto-
matic ones of the arms of a telegraph.

Musing, therefore, upon the purely Punchinello aspect of the 
human fi gure thus beheld, it had indirectly occurred to Bannadon-
na to devise some metallic agent which should strike the hour with 
its mechanic hand, with even greater precision than the vital one. 
And, moreover, as the vital watchman on the roof, sallying from his 
retreat at the given periods, walked to the bell with uplifted mace 
to smite it, Bannadonna had resolved that his invention should 
likewise possess the power of locomotion, and, along with that, the 
appearance, at least, of intelligence and will.

If the conjectures of those who claimed acquaintance with the 
intent of Bannadonna be thus far correct, no unenterprising spirit 
could have been his. But they stopped not here; intimating that 
though, indeed, his design had, in the fi rst place, been prompted by 
the sight of the watchman, and confi ned to the devising of a subtle 
substitute for him, yet, as is not seldom the case with projectors, by 
insensible gradations proceeding from comparatively pigmy aims 
to titanic ones, the original scheme had, in its anticipated even-
tualities, at last attained to an unheard-of degree of daring. He 
still bent his eff orts upon the locomotive fi gure for the belfry, but 
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only as a partial type of an ulterior creature, a sort of elephantine 
helot, adapted to further, in a degree scarcely to be imagined, the 
universal conveniences and glories of humanity; supplying nothing 
less than a supplement to the Six Days’ Work; stocking the earth 
with a new serf, more useful than the ox, swifter than the dolphin, 
stronger than the lion, more cunning than the ape, for industry an 
ant, more fi ery than serpents, and yet, in patience, another ass. All 
excellences of all God-made creatures which served man were here 
to receive advancement, and then to be combined in one. Talus was 
to have been the all-accomplished helot’s name. Talus, iron slave to 
Bannadonna, and, through him, to man.

Here, it might well be thought that, were these last conjec-
tures as to the foundling’s secrets not erroneous, then must he have 
been hopelessly infected with the craziest chimeras of his age; far 
outgoing Albert Magus and Cornelius Agrippa. But the contrary 
was averred. However marvelous his design, however apparently 
transcending not alone the bounds of human invention, but those 
of divine creation, yet the proposed means to be employed were al-
leged to have been confi ned within the sober forms of sober reason. 
It was affi  rmed that, to a degree of more than skeptic scorn, Ban-
nadonna had been without sympathy for any of the vainglorious 
irrationalities of his time. For example, he had not concluded, with 
the visionaries among the metaphysicians, that between the fi ner 
mechanic forces and the ruder animal vitality some germ of corre-
spondence might prove discoverable. As little did his scheme par-
take of the enthusiasm of some natural philosophers, who hoped, 
by physiological and chemical inductions, to arrive at a knowledge 
of the source of life, and so qualify themselves to manufacture and 
improve upon it. Much less had he aught in common with the tribe 
of alchemists, who sought by a species of incantations to evoke some 
surprising vitality from the laboratory. Neither had he imagined, 
with certain sanguine theosophists, that, by faithful adoration of 
the Highest, unheard-of powers would be vouchsafed to man. A 
practical materialist, what Bannadonna had aimed at was to have 
been reached, not by logic, not by crucible, not by conjuration, not 
by altars, but by plain vise-bench and hammer. In short, to solve 
nature, to steal into her, to intrigue beyond her, to procure someone 
else to bind her to his hand—these, one and all, had not been his 
objects, but, asking no favors from any element or any being, of 
himself to rival her, outstrip her, and rule her. He stooped to con-
quer. With him, common sense was theurgy; machinery, miracle; 
Prometheus, the heroic name for machinist; man, the true God.
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Nevertheless, in his initial step, so far as the experimental au-
tomaton for the belfry was concerned, he allowed fancy some little 
play, or, perhaps, what seemed his fancifulness was but his utilitar-
ian ambition collaterally extended. In fi gure, the creature for the 
belfry should not be likened after the human pattern, nor any ani-
mal one, nor after the ideals, however wild, of ancient fable, but 
equally in aspect as in organism be an original production—the 
more terrible to behold, the better.

Such, then, were the suppositions as to the present scheme, and 
the reserved intent. How, at the very threshold, so unlooked-for a 
catastrophe overturned all, or rather, what was the conjecture here, 
is now to be set forth.

It was thought that on the day preceding the fatality, his visi-
tors having left him, Bannadonna had unpacked the belfry image, 
adjusted it, and placed it in the retreat provided—a sort of sentry 
box in one corner of the belfry; in short, throughout the night, and 
for some part of the ensuing morning, he had been engaged in ar-
ranging everything connected with the domino: the issuing from 
the sentry box each sixty minutes; sliding along a grooved way, like 
a railway; advancing to the clock bell with uplifted manacles; strik-
ing it at one of the twelve junctions of the four-and-twenty hands; 
then wheeling, circling the bell, and retiring to its post, there to 
bide for another sixty minutes, when the same process was to be re-
peated; the bell, by a cunning mechanism, meantime turning on its 
vertical axis, so as to present, to the descending mace, the clasped 
hands of the next two fi gures, when it would strike two, three, and 
so on, to the end. Th e musical metal in this time bell being so man-
aged in the fusion, by some art perishing with its originator, that 
each of the clasps of the four-and-twenty hands should give forth 
its own peculiar resonance when parted.

But on the magic metal, the magic and metallic stranger never 
struck but that one stroke, drove but that one nail, served but that 
one clasp, by which Bannadonna clung to his ambitious life. For, 
after winding up the creature in the sentry box, so that, for the 
present, skipping the intervening hours, it should not emerge till 
the hour of one, but should then infallibly emerge, and, after deftly 
oiling the grooves whereon it was to slide, it was surmised that 
the mechanician must then have hurried to the bell, to give his 
fi nal touches to its sculpture. True artist, he here became absorbed, 
and absorption still further intensifi ed, it may be, by his striving to 
abate that strange look of Una, which, though, before others, he 
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