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  Howard Phillips Lovecraft is probably the most important and influential author of supernatural fiction in the twentieth century. A life-long resident of Providence, Rhode

  Island, many of his tales are set in the fear-haunted towns of an imaginary area of Massachusetts, or in the cosmic vistas that exist beyond space and time. Since his untimely death, Lovecraft has

  become acknowledged as a master of fantasy fiction and a mainstream American writer second only to Edgar Allan Poe, while his relatively small body of work has influenced countless imitators and

  formed the basis of a world-wide industry of books, games and movies based on his concepts.




  

    H.P. Lovecraft’s tales of the tentacled Elder God Cthulhu and his pantheon of alien deities were initially written for the pulp magazines of the 1920s and ’30s.

    These astonishing tales blend elements of horror and science fiction and are as powerful today as they were when they initially appeared. This companion volume to the best-selling

    Necronomicon: The Best Weird Tales of H.P. Lovecraft brings together in chronological order all of Lovecraft’s remaining major stories, his ‘Fungi from Yuggoth’ cycle and

    other important weird poetry, a number of obscure revisions and some notable nonfiction, including the seminal critical essay ‘Supernatural Horror in Literature’.


  




  

    ‘Lovecraft opened the way for me, as he had done for others before me’


  




  Stephen King




  

    ‘H.P. Lovecraft built the stage on which most of the last century’s horror fiction was performed. As doomed as any of his protagonists, he put a worldview into

    words that has spread to infect the world. You need to read him – he’s where the darkness starts’


  




  Neil Gaiman




  

    ‘As a writer he stands among the best in the field’


  




  August Derleth




  

    ‘H.P. Lovecraft is not only the essential link between Edgar Allan Poe and the present day, he has become an almost unimaginably influential force throughout the whole

    of our popular culture’


  




  Peter Straub




  

    ‘H.P. Lovecraft is the most important single writer of the weird . . . his achievement lies not so much in his influence as in the enduring qualities of his finest

    work’


  




  Ramsey Campbell




  

    ‘In his case the highest literary genius was allied to the most brilliant and most endearing personal qualities’


  




  Clark Ashton Smith




  

    ‘It’s hard to name a single modern writer of weird fiction who hasn’t to some extent, often profoundly, felt the influence of Howard Phillips Lovecraft . . .

    It’s possible that I personally would never have written anything if I hadn’t first read H.P. Lovecraft. And I fancy I’m but one of many . . .’


  




  Brian Lumley




  

    ‘The thing that particularly drew me to Lovecraft as a young and innocent child was the way his stories and the concepts in them would – in a genuinely eerie way

    – activate the creative machinery in my head’


  




  Gahan Wilson




  

    ‘One of the twentieth century’s most original writers’


  




  Arthur C. Clarke




  

    ‘He’s an American original, whose influence on subsequent writers in the field is all-pervasive’


  




  Joyce Carol Oates




  

    ‘In a genre blessed with many great stylists, H. P. Lovecraft’s baroque imagination and outrageous use of language still manages to stand head and shoulders above

    the rest. A timeless master of the macabre, and the true connoisseur of dread’


  




  Michael Marshall Smith




  

    ‘There will never be another like him’


  




  Edmond Hamilton
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  ORIGINAL TITLE Al Azif – azif being the word used by Arabs to designate that nocturnal sound (made by insects) suppos’d to be

  the howling of daemons.




  Composed by Abdul Alhazred, a mad poet of Sanaá, in Yemen, who is said to have flourished during the period of the Ommiade caliphs, circa AD 700. He visited the

  ruins of Babylon and the subterranean secrets of Memphis and spent ten years alone in the great southern desert of Arabia – the Roba el Khaliyeh or ‘Empty Space’ of the ancients

  – and ‘Dahna’ or ‘Crimson’ desert of the modern Arabs, which is held to be inhabited by protective evil spirits and monsters of death. Of this desert many strange and

  unbelievable marvels are told by those who pretend to have penetrated it. In his last years Alhazred dwelt in Damascus, where the Necronomicon (Al Azif) was written, and of his final

  death or disappearance (AD 738) many terrible and conflicting things are told. He is said by Ebn Khallikan (12th cent. biographer) to have been seized by an invisible

  monster in broad daylight and devoured horribly before a large number of fright-frozen witnesses. Of his madness many things are told. He claimed to have seen fabulous Irem, or City of Pillars, and

  to have found beneath the ruins of a certain nameless desert town the shocking annals and secrets of a race older than mankind. He was only an indifferent Moslem, worshipping unknown entities whom

  he called Yog-Sothoth and Cthulhu.




  In AD 950 the Azif, which had gained a considerable tho’ surreptitious circulation amongst the philosophers of the age, was secretly translated into Greek by

  Theodorus Philetas of Constantinople under the title Necronomicon. For a century it impelled certain experimenters to terrible attempts, when it was suppressed and burnt by the patriarch

  Michael. After this it is only heard of furtively, but (1228) Olaus Wormius made a Latin translation later in the Middle Ages, and the Latin text was printed twice – once in the fifteenth

  century in black-letter (evidently in Germany) and once in the seventeenth (prob. Spanish) – both editions being without identifying marks, and located as to time and place by internal

  typographical evidence only. The work both Latin and Greek was banned by Pope Gregory IX in 1232, shortly after its Latin translation, which called attention to it. The Arabic original was lost as

  early as Wormius’ time, as indicated by his prefatory note; and no sight of the Greek copy – which was printed in Italy between 1500 and 1550 – has been reported since the burning

  of a certain Salem man’s library in 1692. An English translation made by Dr Dee was never printed, and exists only in fragments recovered from the original manuscript. Of the Latin texts now

  existing one (15th cent.) is known to be in the British Museum under lock and key, while another (17th cent.) is in the Bibliothèque Nationale at Paris. A seventeenth-century edition is in

  the Widener Library at Harvard, and in the library of Miskatonic University at Arkham. Also in the library of the University of Buenos Aires. Numerous other copies probably exist in secret, and a

  fifteenth-century one is persistently rumoured to form part of the collection of a celebrated American millionaire. A still vaguer rumour credits the preservation of a sixteenth-century Greek text

  in the Salem family of Pickman; but if it was so preserved, it vanished with the artist R.U. Pickman, who disappeared early in 1926. The book is rigidly suppressed by the authorities of most

  countries, and by all branches of organised ecclesiasticism. Reading leads to terrible consequences. It was from rumours of this book (of which relatively few of the general public know) that

  Robert W. Chambers is said to have derived the idea of his early novel The King in Yellow.




  

    Chronology


  




  

    Al Azif written circa AD 730 at Damascus by Abdul Alhazred


  




  Tr to Greek AD 950 as Necronomicon by Theodorus Philetas




  Burnt by Patriarch Michael 1050 (i.e., Greek text). Arabic now lost.




  Olaus translates Gr. To Latin 1228




  1232 Latin ed. (and Gr.) suppr. by Pope Gregory IX




  14 . . . Black-letter printed edition (Germany)




  15 . . . Gr. Text printed in Italy




  16 . . . Spanish reprint of Latin text
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  THE ALCHEMIST
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    HIGH UP, crowning the grassy summit of a swelling mount whose sides are wooded near the base with the gnarled trees of the primeval forest stands

    the old chateau of my ancestors. For centuries its lofty battlements have frowned down upon the wild and rugged countryside about, serving as a home and stronghold for the proud house whose

    honoured line is older even than the moss-grown castle walls. These ancient turrets, stained by the storms of generations and crumbling under the slow yet mighty pressure of time, formed in the

    ages of feudalism one of the most dreaded and formidable fortresses in all France. From its machicolated parapets and mounted battlements Barons, Counts, and even Kings had been defied, yet never

    had its spacious halls resounded to the footsteps of the invader.


  




  But since those glorious years, all is changed. A poverty but little above the level of dire want, together with a pride of name that forbids its alleviation by the pursuits of commercial life,

  have prevented the scions of our line from maintaining their estates in pristine splendour; and the falling stones of the walls, the overgrown vegetation in the parks, the dry and dusty moat, the

  ill-paved courtyards, and toppling towers without, as well as the sagging floors, the worm-eaten wainscots, and the faded tapestries within, all tell a gloomy tale of fallen grandeur. As the ages

  passed, first one, then another of the four great turrets were left to ruin, until at last but a single tower housed the sadly reduced descendants of the once mighty lords of the estate.




  It was in one of the vast and gloomy chambers of this remaining tower that I, Antoine, last of the unhappy and accursed Counts de C—, first saw the light of day, ninety long years ago.

  Within these walls and amongst the dark and shadowy forests, the wild ravines and grottoes of the hillside below, were spent the first years of my troubled life. My parents I never knew. My father

  had been killed at the age of thirty-two, a month before I was born, by the fall of a stone somehow dislodged from one of the deserted parapets of the castle. And my mother having died at my birth,

  my care and education devolved solely upon one remaining servitor, an old and trusted man of considerable intelligence, whose name I remember as Pierre. I was an only child and the lack of

  companionship which this fact entailed upon me was augmented by the strange care exercised by my aged guardian, in excluding me from the society of the peasant children whose abodes were scattered

  here and there upon the plains that surround the base of the hill. At that time, Pierre said that this restriction was imposed upon me because my noble birth placed me above association with such

  plebeian company. Now I know that its real object was to keep from my ears the idle tales of the dread curse upon our line that were nightly told and magnified by the simple tenantry as they

  conversed in hushed accents in the glow of their cottage hearths.




  Thus isolated, and thrown upon my own resources, I spent the hours of my childhood in poring over the ancient tomes that filled the shadow-haunted library of the chateau, and in roaming without

  aim or purpose through the perpetual dust of the spectral wood that clothes the side of the hill near its foot. It was perhaps an effect of such surroundings that my mind early acquired a shade of

  melancholy. Those studies and pursuits which partake of the dark and occult in nature most strongly claimed my attention.




  Of my own race I was permitted to learn singularly little, yet what small knowledge of it I was able to gain seemed to depress me much. Perhaps it was at first only the manifest reluctance of my

  old preceptor to discuss with me my paternal ancestry that gave rise to the terror which I ever felt at the mention of my great house, yet as I grew out of childhood, I was able to piece together

  disconnected fragments of discourse, let slip from the unwilling tongue which had begun to falter in approaching senility, that had a sort of relation to a certain circumstance which I had always

  deemed strange, but which now became dimly terrible. The circumstance to which I allude is the early age at which all the Counts of my line had met their end. Whilst I had hitherto considered this

  but a natural attribute of a family of short-lived men, I afterward pondered long upon these premature deaths, and began to connect them with the wanderings of the old man, who often spoke of a

  curse which for centuries had prevented the lives of the holders of my title from much exceeding the span of thirty-two years. Upon my twenty-first birthday, the aged Pierre gave to me a family

  document which he said had for many generations been handed down from father to son, and continued by each possessor. Its contents were of the most startling nature, and its perusal confirmed the

  gravest of my apprehensions. At this time, my belief in the supernatural was firm and deep-seated, else I should have dismissed with scorn the incredible narrative unfolded before my eyes.




  The paper carried me back to the days of the thirteenth century, when the old castle in which I sat had been a feared and impregnable fortress. It told of a certain ancient man who had once

  dwelled on our estates, a person of no small accomplishments, though little above the rank of peasant, by name, Michel, usually designated by the surname of Mauvais, the Evil, on account of his

  sinister reputation. He had studied beyond the custom of his kind, seeking such things as the Philosopher’s Stone or the Elixir of Eternal Life, and was reputed wise in the terrible secrets

  of Black Magic and Alchemy. Michel Mauvais had one son, named Charles, a youth as proficient as himself in the hidden arts, who had therefore been called Le Sorcier, or the Wizard. This pair,

  shunned by all honest folk, were suspected of the most hideous practices. Old Michel was said to have burnt his wife alive as a sacrifice to the Devil, and the unaccountable disappearance of many

  small peasant children was laid at the dreaded door of these two. Yet through the dark natures of the father and son ran one redeeming ray of humanity; the evil old man loved his offspring with

  fierce intensity, whilst the youth had for his parent a more than filial affection.




  One night the castle on the hill was thrown into the wildest confusion by the vanishment of young Godfrey, son to Henri, the Count. A searching party, headed by the frantic father, invaded the

  cottage of the sorcerers and there came upon old Michel Mauvais, busy over a huge and violently boiling cauldron. Without certain cause, in the ungoverned madness of fury and despair, the Count

  laid hands on the aged wizard, and ere he released his murderous hold, his victim was no more. Meanwhile, joyful servants were proclaiming the finding of young Godfrey in a distant and unused

  chamber of the great edifice, telling too late that poor Michel had been killed in vain. As the Count and his associates turned away from the lowly abode of the alchemist, the form of Charles Le

  Sorcier appeared through the trees. The excited chatter of the menials standing about told him what had occurred, yet he seemed at first unmoved at his father’s fate. Then, slowly advancing

  to meet the Count, he pronounced in dull yet terrible accents the curse that ever afterward haunted the house of C—.




  ‘May ne’er a noble of thy murd’rous line




  Survive to reach a greater age than thine!’




  spake he, when, suddenly leaping backwards into the black woods, he drew from his tunic a phial of colourless liquid which he threw into the face of his father’s slayer as he disappeared

  behind the inky curtain of the night. The Count died without utterance, and was buried the next day, but little more than two and thirty years from the hour of his birth. No trace of the assassin

  could be found, though relentless bands of peasants scoured the neighbouring woods and the meadowland around the hill.




  Thus time and the want of a reminder dulled the memory of the curse in the minds of the late Count’s family, so that when Godfrey, innocent cause of the whole tragedy and now bearing the

  title, was killed by an arrow whilst hunting at the age of thirty-two, there were no thoughts save those of grief at his demise. But when, years afterward, the next young Count, Robert by name, was

  found dead in a nearby field of no apparent cause, the peasants told in whispers that their seigneur had but lately passed his thirty-second birthday when surprised by early death. Louis, son to

  Robert, was found drowned in the moat at the same fateful age, and thus down through the centuries ran the ominous chronicle: Henris, Roberts, Antoines, and Armands snatched from happy and virtuous

  lives when little below the age of their unfortunate ancestor at his murder.




  That I had left at most but eleven years of further existence was made certain to me by the words which I had read. My life, previously held at small value, now became dearer to me each day, as

  I delved deeper and deeper into the mysteries of the hidden world of black magic. Isolated as I was, modern science had produced no impression upon me, and I laboured as in the Middle Ages, as

  wrapt as had been old Michel and young Charles themselves in the acquisition of demonological and alchemical learning. Yet read as I might, in no manner could I account for the strange curse upon

  my line. In unusually rational moments I would even go so far as to seek a natural explanation, attributing the early deaths of my ancestors to the sinister Charles Le Sorcier and his heirs; yet,

  having found upon careful inquiry that there were no known descendants of the alchemist, I would fall back to occult studies, and once more endeavour to find a spell, that would release my house

  from its terrible burden. Upon one thing I was absolutely resolved. I should never wed, for, since no other branch of my family was in existence, I might thus end the curse with myself.




  As I drew near the age of thirty, old Pierre was called to the land beyond. Alone I buried him beneath the stones of the courtyard about which he had loved to wander in life. Thus was I left to

  ponder on myself as the only human creature within the great fortress, and in my utter solitude my mind began to cease its vain protest against the impending doom, to become almost reconciled to

  the fate which so many of my ancestors had met. Much of my time was now occupied in the exploration of the ruined and abandoned halls and towers of the old chateau, which in youth fear had caused

  me to shun, and some of which old Pierre had once told me had not been trodden by human foot for over four centuries. Strange and awesome were many of the objects I encountered. Furniture, covered

  by the dust of ages and crumbling with the rot of long dampness, met my eyes. Cobwebs in a profusion never before seen by me were spun everywhere, and huge bats flapped their bony and uncanny wings

  on all sides of the otherwise untenanted gloom.




  Of my exact age, even down to days and hours, I kept a most careful record, for each movement of the pendulum of the massive clock in the library told off so much of my doomed existence. At

  length I approached that time which I had so long viewed with apprehension. Since most of my ancestors had been seized some little while before they reached the exact age of Count Henri at his end,

  I was every moment on the watch for the coming of the unknown death. In what strange form the curse should overtake me, I knew not; but I was resolved at least that it should not find me a cowardly

  or a passive victim. With new vigour I applied myself to my examination of the old chateau and its contents.




  It was upon one of the longest of all my excursions of discovery in the deserted portion of the castle, less than a week before that fatal hour which I felt must mark the utmost limit of my stay

  on earth, beyond which I could have not even the slightest hope of continuing to draw breath that I came upon the culminating event of my whole life. I had spent the better part of the morning in

  climbing up and down half ruined staircases in one of the most dilapidated of the ancient turrets. As the afternoon progressed, I sought the lower levels, descending into what appeared to be either

  a mediaeval place of confinement, or a more recently excavated storehouse for gunpowder. As I slowly traversed the nitre-encrusted passageway at the foot of the last staircase, the paving became

  very damp, and soon I saw by the light of my flickering torch that a blank, water-stained wall impeded my journey. Turning to retrace my steps, my eye fell upon a small trapdoor with a ring, which

  lay directly beneath my foot. Pausing, I succeeded with difficulty in raising it, whereupon there was revealed a black aperture, exhaling noxious fumes which caused my torch to sputter, and

  disclosing in the unsteady glare the top of a flight of stone steps.




  As soon as the torch which I lowered into the repellent depths burned freely and steadily, I commenced my descent. The steps were many, and led to a narrow stone-flagged passage which I knew

  must be far underground. This passage proved of great length, and terminated in a massive oaken door, dripping with the moisture of the place, and stoutly resisting all my attempts to open it.

  Ceasing after a time my efforts in this direction, I had proceeded back some distance toward the steps when there suddenly fell to my experience one of the most profound and maddening shocks

  capable of reception by the human mind. Without warning, I heard the heavy door behind me creak slowly open upon its rusted hinges. My immediate sensations were incapable of analysis. To be

  confronted in a place as thoroughly deserted as I had deemed the old castle with evidence of the presence of man or spirit produced in my brain a horror of the most acute description. When at last

  I turned and faced the seat of the sound, my eyes must have started from their orbits at the sight that they beheld.




  There in the ancient Gothic doorway stood a human figure. It was that of a man clad in a skull-cap and long mediaeval tunic of dark colour. His long hair and flowing beard were of a terrible and

  intense black hue, and of incredible profusion. His forehead, high beyond the usual dimensions; his cheeks, deep-sunken and heavily lined with wrinkles; and his hands, long, claw-like, and gnarled,

  were of such a deadly marble-like whiteness as I have never elsewhere seen in man. His figure, lean to the proportions of a skeleton, was strangely bent and almost lost within the voluminous folds

  of his peculiar garment. But strangest of all were his eyes, twin caves of abysmal blackness, profound in expression of understanding, yet inhuman in degree of wickedness. These were now fixed upon

  me, piercing my soul with their hatred, and rooting me to the spot whereon I stood.




  At last the figure spoke in a rumbling voice that chilled me through with its dull hollowness and latent malevolence. The language in which the discourse was clothed was that debased form of

  Latin in use amongst the more learned men of the Middle Ages, and made familiar to me by my prolonged researches into the works of the old alchemists and demonologists. The apparition spoke of the

  curse which had hovered over my house, told me of my coming end, dwelt on the wrong perpetrated by my ancestor against old Michel Mauvais, and gloated over the revenge of Charles Le Sorcier. He

  told how young Charles has escaped into the night, returning in after years to kill Godfrey the heir with an arrow just as he approached the age which had been his father’s at his

  assassination; how he had secretly returned to the estate and established himself, unknown, in the even then deserted subterranean chamber whose doorway now framed the hideous narrator, how he had

  seized Robert, son of Godfrey, in a field, forced poison down his throat, and left him to die at the age of thirty-two, thus maintaining the foul provisions of his vengeful curse. At this point I

  was left to imagine the solution of the greatest mystery of all, how the curse had been fulfilled since that time when Charles Le Sorcier must in the course of nature have died, for the man

  digressed into an account of the deep alchemical studies of the two wizards, father and son, speaking most particularly of the researches of Charles Le Sorcier concerning the elixir which should

  grant to him who partook of it eternal life and youth.




  His enthusiasm had seemed for the moment to remove from his terrible eyes the black malevolence that had first so haunted me, but suddenly the fiendish glare returned and, with a shocking sound

  like the hissing of a serpent, the stranger raised a glass phial with the evident intent of ending my life as had Charles Le Sorcier, six hundred years before, ended that of my ancestor. Prompted

  by some preserving instinct of self-defence, I broke through the spell that had hitherto held me immovable, and flung my now dying torch at the creature who menaced my existence. I heard the phial

  break harmlessly against the stones of the passage as the tunic of the strange man caught fire and lit the horrid scene with a ghastly radiance. The shriek of fright and impotent malice emitted by

  the would-be assassin proved too much for my already shaken nerves, and I fell prone upon the slimy floor in a total faint.




  When at last my senses returned, all was frightfully dark, and my mind, remembering what had occurred, shrank from the idea of beholding any more; yet curiosity over-mastered all. Who, I asked

  myself, was this man of evil, and how came he within the castle walls? Why should he seek to avenge the death of Michel Mauvais, and how had the curse been carried on through all the long centuries

  since the time of Charles Le Sorcier? The dread of years was lifted from my shoulder, for I knew that he whom I had felled was the source of all my danger from the curse; and now that I was free, I

  burned with the desire to learn more of the sinister thing which had haunted my line for centuries, and made of my own youth one long-continued nightmare. Determined upon further exploration, I

  felt in my pockets for flint and steel, and lit the unused torch which I had with me.




  First of all, new light revealed the distorted and blackened form of the mysterious stranger. The hideous eyes were now closed. Disliking the sight, I turned away and entered the chamber beyond

  the Gothic door. Here I found what seemed much like an alchemist’s laboratory. In one corner was an immense pile of shining yellow metal that sparkled gorgeously in the light of the torch. It

  may have been gold, but I did not pause to examine it, for I was strangely affected by that which I had undergone. At the farther end of the apartment was an opening leading out into one of the

  many wild ravines of the dark hillside forest. Filled with wonder, yet now realising how the man had obtained access to the chateau, I proceeded to return. I had intended to pass by the remains of

  the stranger with averted face but, as I approached the body, I seemed to hear emanating from it a faint sound, as though life were not yet wholly extinct. Aghast, I turned to examine the charred

  and shrivelled figure on the floor.




  Then all at once the horrible eyes, blacker even than the seared face in which they were set, opened wide with an expression which I was unable to interpret. The cracked lips tried to frame

  words which I could not well understand. Once I caught the name of Charles Le Sorcier, and again I fancied that the words ‘years’ and ‘curse’ issued from the twisted mouth.

  Still I was at a loss to gather the purport of his disconnected speech. At my evident ignorance of his meaning, the pitchy eyes once more flashed malevolently at me, until, helpless as I saw my

  opponent to be, I trembled as I watched him.




  Suddenly the wretch, animated with his last burst of strength, raised his piteous head from the damp and sunken pavement. Then, as I remained, paralysed with fear, he found his voice and in his

  dying breath screamed forth those words which have ever afterward haunted my days and nights. ‘Fool!’ he shrieked, ‘Can you not guess my secret? Have you no brain whereby you may

  recognise the will which has through six long centuries fulfilled the dreadful curse upon the house? Have I not told you of the great elixir of eternal life? Know you not how the secret of Alchemy

  was solved? I tell you, it is I! I! I! that have lived for six hundred years to maintain my revenge, for I am Charles Le Sorcier!’




  
 





  A REMINISCENCE OF DR SAMUEL JOHNSON




  [image: ]




  

    THE PRIVILEGE OF REMINISCENCE, however rambling or tiresome, is one generally allow’d to the very aged; indeed, ’tis frequently by

    means of such Recollections that the obscure occurrences of History, and the lesser Anecdotes of the Great, are transmitted to Posterity.


  




  Tho’ many of my readers have at times observ’d and remark’d a Sort of antique Flow in my Stile of Writing, it hath pleased me to pass amongst the Members of this Generation as

  a young Man, giving out the Fiction that I was born in 1890, in America. I am now, however, resolv’d to unburthen myself of a Secret which I have hitherto kept thro’ Dread of

  Incredulity; and to impart to the Publick a true knowledge of my long years, in order to gratifie their taste for authentick Information of an Age with whose famous Personages I was on familiar

  Terms. Be it then known that I was born on the family Estate in Devonshire, of the 10th day of August, 1690 (or in the new Gregorian Stile of Reckoning, the 20th of August), being

  therefore now in my 228th year. Coming early to London, I saw as a Child many of the celebrated Men of King William’s Reign, including the lamented Mr Dryden, who

  sat much at the Tables of Will’s Coffee-House. With Mr Addison and Dr Swift I later became very well acquainted, and was an even more familiar Friend to Mr

  Pope, whom I knew and respected till the Day of his Death. But since it is of my more recent Associate, the late Dr Johnson, that I am at this time desir’d to write; I will pass

  over my Youth for the present.




  I had first Knowledge of the Doctor in May of the year 1738, tho’ I did not at that Time meet him. Mr Pope had just compleated his Epilogue to his Satires (the Piece beginning:

  ‘Not twice a Twelvemonth you appear in Print.’), and had arrang’d for its Publication. On the very Day it appear’d, there was also publish’d a Satire in Imitation of

  Juvenal, intitul’d ‘London’, by the then unknown Johnson; and this so struck the Town, that many Gentlemen of Taste declared, it was the Work of a greater

  Poet than Mr Pope. Notwithstanding what some Detractors have said of Mr Pope’s petty jealousy, he gave the Verses of his new Rival no small Praise; and having learnt

  thro’ Mr Richardson who the Poet was, told me, ‘that Mr Johnson wou’d soon be deterré’.




  I had no personal Acquaintance with the Doctor till 1763, when I was presented to him at the Mitre Tavern by Mr James Boswell, a young Scotchman of excellent Family and

  great Learning, but small Wit, whose metrical Effusions I had sometimes revis’d.




  Dr Johnson, as I beheld him, was a full, pursy Man, very ill drest, and of slovenly Aspect. I recall him to have worn a bushy Bob-Wig, untyed and without Powder, and much too small for

  his Head. His cloaths were of rusty brown, much wrinkled, and with more than one Button missing. His Face, too full to be handsom, was likewise marred by the Effects of some scrofulous Disorder;

  and his Head was continually rolling about in a sort of convulsive way. Of this Infirmity, indeed, I had known before; having heard of it from Mr Pope, who took the Trouble to make

  particular Inquiries.




  Being nearly seventy-three, full nineteen Years older than Dr Johnson (I say Doctor, tho’ his Degree came not till two Years afterward), I naturally expected him to have some Regard

  for my Age; and was therefore not in that Fear of him, which others confess’d. On my asking him what he thought of my favourable Notice of his Dictionary in The Londoner, my periodical

  Paper, he said: ‘Sir, I possess no Recollection of having perus’d your Paper, and have not a great Interest in the Opinions of the less thoughtful Part of Mankind.’ Being more

  than a little piqued at the Incivility of one whose Celebrity made me solicitous of his Approbation, I ventur’d to retaliate in kind, and told him, I was surpris’d that a Man of Sense

  shou’d judge the Thoughtfulness of one whose Productions he admitted never having read. ‘Why, Sir,’ reply’d Johnson, ‘I do not require to become familiar with a

  Man’s Writings in order to estimate the Superficiality of his Attainments, when he plainly shews it by his Eagerness to mention his own Productions in the first Question he puts to me.’

  Having thus become Friends, we convers’d on many Matters. When, to agree with him, I said I was distrustful of the Authenticity of Ossian’s Poems, Mr Johnson said:

  ‘That, Sir, does not do your Understanding particular Credit; for what all the Town is sensible of, is no great Discovery for a Grub-Street Critick to make. You might as well say, you

  have a strong Suspicion that Milton wrote Paradise Lost!’




  I thereafter saw Johnson very frequently, most often at Meetings of THE LITERARY CLUB, which was founded the next Year by the Doctor, together with Mr Burke, the parliamentary

  Orator, Mr Beauclerk, a Gentleman of Fashion, Mr Langton, a pious Man and Captain of Militia, Sir J. Reynolds, the widely known Painter, Dr Goldsmith, the prose and

  poetick Writer, Dr Nugent, father-in-law to Mr Burke, Sir John Hawkins, Mr Anthony Charmier, and my self. We assembled generally at seven o’clock of an Evening,

  once a Week, at the Turk’s-Head, in Gerrard-Street, Soho, till that Tavern was sold and made into a private Dwelling; after which Event we mov’d our

  Gatherings successively to Prince’s in Sackville-Street, Le Tellier’s in Dover-Street, and Parsloe’s and The Thatched

  House in St. James’s-Street. In these Meetings we preserv’d a remarkable Degree of Amity and Tranquillity, which contrasts very favourably with some of the Dissensions

  and Disruptions I observe in the literary and amateur Press Associations of today. This Tranquillity was the more remarkable, because we had amongst us Gentlemen of very opposed Opinions. Dr

  Johnson and I, as well as many others, were high Tories; whilst Mr Burke was a Whig, and against the American War, many of his Speeches on that Subject having been widely

  publish’d. The least congenial Member was one of the Founders, Sir John Hawkins, who hath since written many misrepresentations of our Society. Sir John, an eccentrick Fellow,

  once declin’d to pay his part of the Reckoning for Supper, because ’twas his Custom at Home to eat no Supper. Later he insulted Mr Burke in so intolerable a Manner, that we all

  took Pains to shew our Disapproval; after which Incident he came no more to our Meetings. However, he never openly fell out with the Doctor, and was the Executor of his Will; tho’ Mr

  Boswell and others have Reason to question the genuineness of his Attachment. Other and later Members of the CLUB were Mr David Garrick, the Actor and early Friend of Dr

  Johnson, Messieurs Tho and Jos Warton, Dr Adam Smith, Dr Percy, Author of the Reliques, Mr Edw. Gibbon, the Historian, Dr Burney, the

  Musician, Mr Malone, the Critick, and Mr Boswell. Mr Garrick obtain’d Admittance only with Difficulty; for the Doctor, notwithstanding his great Friendship, was for ever

  affecting to decry the Stage and all Things connected with it. Johnson, indeed, had a most singular Habit of speaking for Davy when others were against him, and of arguing against

  him, when others were for him. I have no Doubt that he sincerely lov’d Mr Garrick, for he never alluded to him as he did to Foote, who was a very coarse Fellow despite his

  comick Genius. Mr Gibbon was none too well lik’d, for he had an odious sneering Way which offended even those of us who most admir’d his historical Productions. Mr

  Goldsmith, a little Man very vain of his Dress and very deficient in Brilliancy of Conversation, was my particular Favourite; since I was equally unable to shine in the Discourse. He was

  vastly jealous of Dr Johnson, tho’ none the less liking and respecting him. I remember that once a Foreigner, a German, I think, was in our Company; and that whilst

  Goldsmith was speaking, he observ’d the Doctor preparing to utter something. Unconsciously looking upon Goldsmith as a meer Encumbrance when compar’d to the greater Man,

  the Foreigner bluntly interrupted him and incurr’d his lasting Hostility by crying, ‘Hush, Toctor Shonson iss going to speak!’




  In this luminous Company I was tolerated more because of my Years than for my Wit or Learning; being no Match at all for the rest. My Friendship for the celebrated Monsieur Voltaire was

  ever a Cause of Annoyance to the Doctor; who was deeply orthodox, and who us’d to say of the French Philosopher: ‘Vir est acerrimi Ingenii et paucarum Literarum.’




  Mr Boswell, a little teazing Fellow whom I had known for some Time previously, us’d to make Sport of my aukward Manners and old-fashion’d Wig and Cloaths. Once coming in a

  little the worse for Wine (to which he was addicted) he endeavour’d to lampoon me by means of an Impromptu in verse, writ on the Surface of the Table; but lacking the Aid he usually had in

  his Composition, he made a bad grammatical Blunder. I told him, he shou’d not try to pasquinade the Source of his Poesy. At another Time Bozzy (as we us’d to call him)

  complain’d of my Harshness toward new Writers in the Articles I prepar’d for The Monthly Review. He said, I push’d every Aspirant off the Slopes of Parnassus.

  ‘Sir,’ I reply’d, ‘you are mistaken. They who lose their Hold do so from their own Want of Strength; but desiring to conceal their Weakness, they attribute the Absence of

  Success to the first Critick that mentions them.’ I am glad to recall that Dr Johnson upheld me in this Matter.




  Dr Johnson was second to no Man in the Pains he took to revise the bad Verses of others; indeed, ’tis said that in the book of poor blind old Mrs Williams, there are scarce two lines which

  are not the Doctor’s. At one Time Johnson recited to me some lines by a Servant to the Duke of Leeds, which had so amus’d him, that he had got them by Heart. They are on

  the Duke’sWedding, and so much resemble in Quality the Work of other and more recent poetick Dunces, that I cannot forbear copying them:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              ‘When the Duke of Leeds shall marry’d be




              To a fine young Lady of high Quality




              How happy will that Gentlewoman be




              In his Grace of Leeds’ good Company.’


            


          


        


      


    


  




  I ask’d the Doctor, if he had ever try’d making Sense of this Piece; and upon his saying he had not, I amus’d myself with the following Amendment of it:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              When Gallant LEEDS auspiciously shall wed




              The virtuous Fair, of antient Lineage bred,




              How must the Maid rejoice with conscious Pride




              To win so great an Husband to her Side!


            


          


        


      


    


  




  On shewing this to Dr Johnson, he said, ‘Sir, you have straightened out the Feet, but you have put neither Wit nor Poetry into the Lines.’




  It wou’d afford me Gratification to tell more of my Experiences with Dr Johnson and his circle of Wits; but I am an old Man, and easily fatigued. I seem to ramble along without much Logick

  or Continuity when I endeavour to recall the Past; and fear I light upon but few Incidents which others have not before discuss’d. Shou’d my present Recollections meet with Favour, I

  might later set down some further Anecdotes of old Times of which I am the only Survivor. I recall many things of Sam Johnson and his Club, having kept up my Membership in the Latter long

  after the Doctor’s Death, at which I sincerely mourn’d. I remember how John Burgoyne, Esq, the General, whose Dramatick and Poetical Works were printed after his Death, was

  blackballed by three Votes; probably because of his unfortunate Defeat in the American War, at Saratoga. Poor John! His Son fared better, I think, and was made a Baronet. But I

  am very tired. I am old, very old, and it is Time for my Afternoon Nap.
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  THE BEAST IN THE CAVE
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    THE HORRIBLE CONCLUSION which had been gradually intruding itself upon my confused and reluctant mind was now an awful certainty. I was lost,

    completely, hopelessly lost in the vast and labyrinthine recess of the Mammoth Cave. Turn as I might, in no direction could my straining vision seize on any object capable of serving as a

    guidepost to set me on the outward path. That nevermore should I behold the blessed light of day, or scan the pleasant hills and dales of the beautiful world outside, my reason could no longer

    entertain the slightest unbelief. Hope had departed. Yet, indoctrinated as I was by a life of philosophical study, I derived no small measure of satisfaction from my unimpassioned demeanour; for

    although I had frequently read of the wild frenzies into which were thrown the victims of similar situations, I experienced none of these, but stood quiet as soon as I clearly realised the loss

    of my bearings.


  




  Nor did the thought that I had probably wandered beyond the utmost limits of an ordinary search cause me to abandon my composure even for a moment. If I must die, I reflected, then was this

  terrible yet majestic cavern as welcome a sepulchre as that which any churchyard might afford, a conception which carried with it more of tranquillity than of despair.




  Starving would prove my ultimate fate; of this I was certain. Some, I knew, had gone mad under circumstances such as these, but I felt that this end would not be mine. My disaster was the result

  of no fault save my own, since unknown to the guide I had separated myself from the regular party of sightseers; and, wandering for over an hour in forbidden avenues of the cave, had found myself

  unable to retrace the devious windings which I had pursued since forsaking my companions.




  Already my torch had begun to expire; soon I would be enveloped by the total and almost palpable blackness of the bowels of the earth. As I stood in the waning, unsteady light, I idly wondered

  over the exact circumstances of my coming end. I remembered the accounts which I had heard of the colony of consumptives, who, taking their residence in this gigantic grotto to find health from the

  apparently salubrious air of the underground world, with its steady, uniform temperature, pure air, and peaceful quiet, had found, instead, death in strange and ghastly form. I had seen the sad

  remains of their ill-made cottages as I passed them by with the party, and had wondered what unnatural influence a long sojourn in this immense and silent cavern would exert upon one as healthy and

  vigorous as I. Now, I grimly told myself, my opportunity for settling this point had arrived, provided that want of food should not bring me too speedy a departure from this life.




  As the last fitful rays of my torch faded into obscurity, I resolved to leave no stone unturned, no possible means of escape neglected; so, summoning all the powers possessed by my lungs, I set

  up a series of loud shoutings, in the vain hope of attracting the attention of the guide by my clamour. Yet, as I called, I believed in my heart that my cries were to no purpose, and that my voice,

  magnified and reflected by the numberless ramparts of the black maze about me, fell upon no ears save my own.




  All at once, however, my attention was fixed with a start as I fancied that I heard the sound of soft approaching steps on the rocky floor of the cavern.




  Was my deliverance about to be accomplished so soon? Had, then, all my horrible apprehensions been for naught, and was the guide, having marked my unwarranted absence from the party, following

  my course and seeking me out in this limestone labyrinth? Whilst these joyful queries arose in my brain, I was on the point of renewing my cries, in order that my discovery might come the sooner,

  when in an instant my delight was turned to horror as I listened; for my ever acute ear, now sharpened in even greater degree by the complete silence of the cave, bore to my benumbed understanding

  the unexpected and dreadful knowledge that these footfalls were not like those of any mortal man. In the unearthly stillness of this subterranean region, the tread of the booted guide would

  have sounded like a series of sharp and incisive blows. These impacts were soft, and stealthy, as of the paws of some feline. Besides, when I listened carefully, I seemed to trace the falls of

  four instead of two feet.




  I was now convinced that I had by my own cries aroused and attracted some wild beast, perhaps a mountain lion which had accidentally strayed within the cave. Perhaps, I considered, the Almighty

  had chosen for me a swifter and more merciful death than that of hunger; yet the instinct of self-preservation, never wholly dormant, was stirred in my breast, and though escape from the on-coming

  peril might but spare me for a sterner and more lingering end, I determined nevertheless to part with my life at as high a price as I could command. Strange as it may seem, my mind conceived of no

  intent on the part of the visitor save that of hostility. Accordingly, I became very quiet, in the hope that the unknown beast would, in the absence of a guiding sound, lose its direction as had I,

  and thus pass me by. But this hope was not destined for realisation, for the strange footfalls steadily advanced, the animal evidently having obtained my scent, which in an atmosphere so absolutely

  free from all distracting influences as is that of the cave, could doubtless be followed at great distance.




  Seeing therefore that I must be armed for defence against an uncanny and unseen attack in the dark, I groped about me the largest of the fragments of rock which were strewn upon all parts of the

  floor of the cavern in the vicinity, and grasping one in each hand for immediate use, awaited with resignation the inevitable result. Meanwhile the hideous pattering of the paws drew near.

  Certainly, the conduct of the creature was exceedingly strange. Most of the time, the tread seemed to be that of a quadruped, walking with a singular lack of unison betwixt hind and fore

  feet, yet at brief and infrequent intervals I fancied that but two feet were engaged in the process of locomotion. I wondered what species of animal was to confront me; it must, I thought, be some

  unfortunate beast who had paid for its curiosity to investigate one of the entrances of the fearful grotto with a life-long confinement in its interminable recesses. It doubtless obtained as food

  the eyeless fish, bats and rats of the cave, as well as some of the ordinary fish that are wafted in at every freshet of Green River, which communicates in some occult manner with the waters of the

  cave. I occupied my terrible vigil with grotesque conjectures of what alteration cave life might have wrought in the physical structure of the beast, remembering the awful appearances ascribed by

  local tradition to the consumptives who had died after long residence in the cave. Then I remembered with a start that, even should I succeed in felling my antagonist, I should never behold its

  form, as my torch had long since been extinct, and I was entirely unprovided with matches. The tension on my brain now became frightful. My disordered fancy conjured up hideous and fearsome

  shapes from the sinister darkness that surrounded me, and that actually seemed to press upon my body. Nearer, nearer, the dreadful footfalls approached. It seemed that I must give vent to a

  piercing scream, yet had I been sufficiently irresolute to attempt such a thing, my voice could scarce have responded. I was petrified, rooted to the spot. I doubted if my right arm would allow me

  to hurl its missile at the oncoming thing when the crucial moment should arrive. Now the steady pat, pat, of the steps was close at hand; now very close. I could hear the

  laboured breathing of the animal, and terror-struck as I was, I realised that it must have come from a considerable distance, and was correspondingly fatigued. Suddenly the spell broke. My right

  hand, guided by my ever trustworthy sense of hearing, threw with full force the sharp-angled bit of limestone which it contained, toward that point in the darkness from which emanated the breathing

  and pattering, and, wonderful to relate, it nearly reached its goal, for I heard the thing jump, landing at a distance away, where it seemed to pause.




  Having readjusted my aim, I discharged my second missile, this time most effectively, for with a flood of joy I listened as the creature fell in what sounded like a complete collapse and

  evidently remained prone and unmoving. Almost overpowered by the great relief which rushed over me, I reeled back against the wall. The breathing continued, in heavy, gasping inhalations and

  expirations, whence I realised that I had no more than wounded the creature. And now all desire to examine the thing ceased. At last something allied to groundless, superstitious fear had

  entered my brain, and I did not approach the body, nor did I continue to cast stones at it in order to complete the extinction of its life. Instead, I ran at full speed in what was, as nearly as I

  could estimate in my frenzied condition, the direction from which I had come. Suddenly I heard a sound or rather, a regular succession of sounds. In another instant they had resolved themselves

  into a series of sharp, metallic clicks. This time there was no doubt. It was the guide. And then I shouted, yelled, screamed, even shrieked with joy as I beheld in the vaulted arches above

  the faint and glimmering effulgence which I knew to be the reflected light of an approaching torch. I ran to meet the flare, and before I could completely understand what had occurred, was lying

  upon the ground at the feet of the guide, embracing his boots and gibbering, despite my boasted reserve, in a most meaningless and idiotic manner, pouring out my terrible story, and at the same

  time overwhelming my auditor with protestations of gratitude. At length, I awoke to something like my normal consciousness. The guide had noted my absence upon the arrival of the party at the

  entrance of the cave, and had, from his own intuitive sense of direction, proceeded to make a thorough canvass of by-passages just ahead of where he had last spoken to me, locating my whereabouts

  after a quest of about four hours.




  By the time he had related this to me, I, emboldened by his torch and his company, began to reflect upon the strange beast which I had wounded but a short distance back in the darkness, and

  suggested that we ascertain, by the flashlight’s aid, what manner of creature was my victim. Accordingly I retraced my steps, this time with a courage born of companionship, to the scene of

  my terrible experience. Soon we descried a white object upon the floor, an object whiter even than the gleaming limestone itself. Cautiously advancing, we gave vent to a simultaneous ejaculation of

  wonderment, for of all the unnatural monsters either of us had in our lifetimes beheld, this was in surpassing degree the strangest. It appeared to be an anthropoid ape of large proportions,

  escaped, perhaps, from some itinerant menagerie. Its hair was snow-white, a thing due no doubt to the bleaching action of a long existence within the inky confines of the cave, but it was also

  surprisingly thin, being indeed largely absent save on the head, where it was of such length and abundance that it fell over the shoulders in considerable profusion. The face was turned away from

  us, as the creature lay almost directly upon it. The inclination of the limbs was very singular, explaining, however, the alternation in their use which I had before noted, whereby the beast used

  sometimes all four, and on other occasions but two for its progress. From the tips of the fingers or toes, long rat-like claws extended. The hands or feet were not prehensile, a fact that I

  ascribed to that long residence in the cave which, as I before mentioned, seemed evident from the all-pervading and almost unearthly whiteness so characteristic of the whole anatomy. No tail seemed

  to be present.




  The respiration had now grown very feeble, and the guide had drawn his pistol with the evident intent of despatching the creature, when a sudden sound emitted by the latter caused the

  weapon to fall unused. The sound was of a nature difficult to describe. It was not like the normal note of any known species of simian, and I wonder if this unnatural quality were not the result of

  a long continued and complete silence, broken by the sensations produced by the advent of the light, a thing which the beast could not have seen since its first entrance into the cave. The sound,

  which I might feebly attempt to classify as a kind of deep-tone chattering, was faintly continued.




  All at once a fleeting spasm of energy seemed to pass through the frame of the beast. The paws went through a convulsive motion, and the limbs contracted. With a jerk, the white body rolled over

  so that its face was turned in our direction. For a moment I was so struck with horror at the eyes thus revealed that I noted nothing else. They were black, those eyes, deep jetty black, in hideous

  contrast to the snow-white hair and flesh. Like those of other cave denizens, they were deeply sunken in their orbits, and were entirely destitute of iris. As I looked more closely, I saw that they

  were set in a face less prognathous than that of the average ape, and infinitely less hairy. The nose was quite distinct. As we gazed upon the uncanny sight presented to our vision, the thick lips

  opened, and several sounds issued from them, after which the thing relaxed in death.




  The guide clutched my coat sleeve and trembled so violently that the light shook fitfully, casting weird moving shadows on the walls.




  I made no motion, but stood rigidly still, my horrified eyes fixed upon the floor ahead.




  The fear left, and wonder, awe, compassion, and reverence succeeded in its place, for the sounds uttered by the stricken figure that lay stretched out on the limestone had told us the

  awesome truth. The creature I had killed, the strange beast of the unfathomed cave, was, or had at one time been a MAN!!!
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  THE POE-ET’S NIGHTMARE
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    A Fable


  




  Luxus tumultus semper causa est.




  

    LUCULLUS LANGUISH, student of the skies,


  




  And connoisseur of rarebits and mince pies,




  A bard by choice, a grocer’s clerk by trade,




  (Grown pessimist thro’ honours long delay’d),




  A secret yearning bore, that he might shine




  In breathing numbers, and in song divine.




  Each day his fountain pen was wont to drop




  An ode or dirge or two about the shop,




  Yet naught could strike the chord within his heart




  That throbb’d for poesy, and cry’d for art.




  Each eve he sought his bashful Muse to wake




  With overdoses of ice-cream and cake;




  But thou’ th’ ambitious youth a dreamer grew,




  Th’ Aonian Nymph declin’d to come to view.




  Sometimes at dusk he scour’d the heav’ns afar,




  Searching for raptures in the evening star;




  One night he strove to catch a tale untold




  In crystal deeps – but only caught a cold.




  So pin’d Lucullus with his lofty woe,




  Till one drear day he bought a set of Poe:




  Charm’d with the cheerful horrors there display’d,




  He vow’d with gloom to woo the Heav’nly Maid.




  Of Auber’s tarn and Yaanek’s slope he dreams,




  And weaves an hundred Ravens in his schemes.




  Not far from our young hero’s peaceful home




  Lies the fair grove wherein he loves to roam.




  Tho’ but a stunted copse in vacant lot,




  He dubs it Tempe, and adores the spot;




  When shallow puddles dot the wooded plain,




  And brim o’er muddy banks with muddy rain,




  He calls them limpid lakes or poison pools




  (Depending on which bard his fancy rules).




  ’Tis here he comes with Heliconian fire




  On Sundays when he smites the Attic lyre;




  And here one afternoon he brought his gloom,




  Resolv’d to chant a poet’s lay of doom.




  Roget’s Thesaurus, and a book of rhymes,




  Provide the rungs whereon his spirit climbs:




  With this grave retinue he trod the grove




  And pray’d the Fauns he might a Poe-et prove.




  But sad to tell, ere Pegasus flew high,




  The not unrelish’d supper hour drew nigh;




  Our tuneful swain th’ imperious call attends,




  And soon above the groaning table bends.




  Tho’ it were too prosaic to relate




  Th’ exact particulars of what he ate




  (Such long-drawn lists the hasty reader skips,




  Like Homer’s well-known catalogue of ships),




  This much we swear: that as adjournment near’d,




  A monstrous lot of cake had disappear’d!




  Soon to his chamber the young bard repairs,




  And courts soft Somnus with sweet Lydian airs;




  Thro’ open casement scans the star-strown deep,




  And ’neath Orion’s beams sinks off to sleep.




  Now start from airy dell the elfin train




  That dance each midnight o’er the sleeping plain,




  To bless the just, or cast a warning spell




  On those who dine not wisely, but too well.




  First Deacon Smith they plague, whose nasal glow




  Comes from what Holmes hath call’d ‘Elixir Pro’;




  Group’d round the couch his visage they deride,




  Whilst thro’ his dreams unnumber’d serpents glide.




  Next troop the little folk into the room




  Where snores our young Endymion, swath’d in gloom:




  A smile lights up his boyish face, whilst he




  Dreams of the moon – or what he ate at tea.




  The chieftain elf th’ unconscious youth surveys,




  And on his form a strange enchantment lays:




  Those lips, that lately thrill’d with frosted cake,




  Uneasy sounds in slumbrous fashion make;




  At length their owner’s fancies they rehearse,




  And lisp this awesome Poe-em in blank verse:




  

    Aletheia Phrikodes


  




  Omnia risus et omnia pulvis et omnia nihil.




  

    Demoniac clouds, up-pil’d in chasmy reach


  




  Of soundless heav’n, smother’d the brooding night;




  Nor came the wonted whisp’rings of the swamp,




  Nor voice of autumn wind along the moor,




  Nor mutter’d noises of th’ insomnious grove




  Whose black recesses never saw the sun.




  Within that grove a hideous hollow lies,




  Half bare of trees; a pool in centre lurks




  That none dares sound; a tarn of murky face




  (Tho’ naught can prove its hue, since light of day,




  Affrighted, shuns the forest-shadow’d banks).




  Hard by, a yawning hillside grotto breathes,




  From deeps unvisited, a dull, dank air




  That sears the leaves on certain stunted trees




  Which stand about, clawing the spectral gloom




  With evil boughs. To this accursed dell




  Come woodland creatures, seldom to depart:




  Once I behold, upon a crumbling stone




  Set altar-like before the cave, a thing




  I saw not clearly, yet from glimpsing, fled.




  In this half-dusk I meditate alone




  At many a weary noontide, when without




  A world forgets me in its sun-blest mirth.




  Here howl by night the werewolves, and the souls




  Of those that knew me well in other days.




  Yet on this night the grove spake not to me;




  Nor spake the swamp, nor wind along the moor,




  Nor moan’d the wind about the lonely eaves




  Of the bleak, haunted pile wherein I lay.




  I was afraid to sleep, or quench the spark




  Of the low-burning taper by my couch.




  I was afraid when thro’ the vaulted space




  Of the old tow’r, the clock-ticks died away




  Into a silence so profound and chill




  That my teeth chatter’d – giving yet no sound.




  Then flicker’d low the light, and all dissolv’d,




  Leaving me floating in the hellish grasp




  Of body’d blackness, from whose beating wings




  Came ghoulish blasts of charnel-scented mist.




  Things vague, unseen, unfashion’d, and unnam’d




  Jostled each other in the seething void




  That gap’d, chaotic, downward to a sea




  Of speechless horror, foul with writhing thoughts.




  All this I felt, and felt the mocking eyes




  Of the curs’d universe upon my soul;




  Yet naught I saw nor heard, till flash’d a beam




  Of lurid lustre thro’ the rotting heav’ns,




  Playing on scenes I labour’d not to see.




  Methought the nameless tarn, alight at last,




  Reflected shapes, and more reveal’d within




  Those shocking depths than ne’er were seen before;




  Methought from out the cave a demon train,




  Grinning and smirking, reel’d in fiendish rout;




  Bearing within their reeking paws a load




  Of carrion viands for an impious feast.




  Methought the stunted trees with hungry arms




  Grop’d greedily for things I dare not name;




  The while a stifling, wraith-like noisomeness




  Fill’d all the dale, and spoke a larger life




  Of uncorporeal hideousness awake




  In the half-sentient wholeness of the spot.




  Now glow’d the ground, and tarn, and cave, and trees,




  And moving forms, and things not spoken of,




  With such a phosphorescence as men glimpse




  In the putrescent thickets of the swamp




  Where logs decaying lie, and rankness reigns.




  Methought a fire-mist drap’d with lucent fold




  The well-remember’d features of the grove,




  Whilst whirling ether bore in eddying streams




  The hot, unfinish’d stuff of nascent worlds




  Hither and thither thro’ infinities




  Of light and darkness, strangely intermix’d;




  Wherein all entity had consciousness,




  Without th’ accustom’d outward shape of life.




  Of these swift-circling currents was my soul,




  Free from the flesh, a true constituent part;




  Nor felt I less myself, for want of form.




  Then clear’d the mist, and o’er a star-strown scene,




  Divine and measureless, I gaz’d in awe.




  Alone in space, I view’d a feeble fleck




  Of silvern light, marking the narrow ken




  Which mortals call the boundless universe.




  On ev’ry side, each as a tiny star,




  Shone more creations, vaster than our own,




  And teeming with unnumber’d forms of life;




  Tho’ we as life would recognise it not,




  Being bound to earthy thoughts of human mould.




  As on a moonless night the Milky Way




  In solid sheen displays its countless orbs




  To weak terrestrial eyes, each orb a sun;




  So beam’d the prospect on my wond’ring soul:




  A spangled curtain, rich with twinkling gems,




  Yet each a mighty universe of suns.




  But as I gaz’d, I sens’d a spirit voice




  In speech didactic, tho’ no voice it was,




  Save as it carried thought. It bade me mark




  That all the universes in my view




  Form’d but an atom in infinity;




  Whose reaches pass the ether-laden realms




  Of heat and light, extending to far fields




  Where flourish worlds invisible and vague,




  Fill’d with strange wisdom and uncanny life,




  And yet beyond; to myriad spheres of light,




  To spheres of darkness, to abysmal voids




  That know the pulses of disorder’d force.




  Big with these musings, I survey’d the surge




  Of boundless being, yet I us’d not eyes,




  For spirit leans not on the props of sense.




  The docent presence swell’d my strength of soul;




  All things I knew, but knew with mind alone.




  Time’s endless vista spread before my thought




  With its vast pageant of unceasing change




  And sempiternal strife of force and will;




  I saw the ages flow in stately stream




  Past rise and fall of universe and life;




  I saw the birth of suns and worlds, their death,




  Their transmutation into limpid flame,




  Their second birth and second death, their course




  Perpetual thro’ the aeons’ termless flight,




  Never the same, yet born again to serve




  The varying purpose of omnipotence.




  And whilst I watch’d, I knew each second’s space




  Was greater than the lifetime of our world.




  Then turn’d my musings to that speck of dust




  Whereon my form corporeal took its rise;




  That speck, born but a second, which must die




  In one brief second more; that fragile earth;




  That crude experiment; that cosmic sport




  Which holds our proud, aspiring race of mites




  And moral vermin; those presuming mites




  Whom ignorance with empty pomp adorns,




  And misinstructs in specious dignity;




  Those mites who, reas’ning outward, vaunt themselves




  As the chief work of Nature, and enjoy




  In fatuous fancy the particular care




  Of all her mystic, super-regnant pow’r.




  And as I strove to vision the sad sphere




  Which lurk’d, lost in ethereal vortices,




  Methought my soul, tun’d to the infinite,




  Refus’d to glimpse that poor atomic blight;




  That misbegotten accident of space;




  That globe of insignificance, whereon




  (My guide celestial told me) dwells no part




  Of empyrean virtue, but where breed




  The coarse corruptions of divine disease;




  The fest’ring ailments of infinity;




  The morbid matter by itself call’d man:




  Such matter (said my guide) as oft breaks forth




  On broad Creation’s fabric, to annoy




  For a brief instant, ere assuaging death




  Heal up the malady its birth provok’d.




  Sicken’d, I turn’d my heavy thoughts away.




  Then spake th’ ethereal guide with mocking mien,




  Upbraiding me for searching after Truth;




  Visiting on my mind the searing scorn




  Of mind superior; laughing at the woe




  Which rent the vital essence of my soul.




  Methought he brought remembrance of the time




  When from my fellows to the grove I stray’d,




  In solitude and dusk to meditate




  On things forbidden, and to pierce the veil




  Of seeming good and seeming beauteousness




  That covers o’er the tragedy of Truth,




  Helping mankind forget his sorry lot,




  And raising Hope where Truth would crush it down.




  He spake, and as he ceas’d, methought the flames




  Of fuming Heav’n resolv’d in torments dire;




  Whirling in maelstroms of rebellious might,




  Yet ever bound by laws I fathom’d not.




  Cycles and epicycles, of such girth




  That each a cosmos seem’d, dazzled my gaze




  Till all a wild phantasmal glow became.




  Now burst athwart the fulgent formlessness




  A rift of purer sheen, a sight supernal,




  Broader than all the void conceiv’d by man,




  Yet narrow here. A glimpse of heav’ns beyond;




  Of weird creations so remote and great




  That ev’n my guide assum’d a tone of awe.




  Borne on the wings of stark immensity,




  A touch of rhythm celestial reach’d my soul;




  Thrilling me more with horror than with joy.




  Again the spirit mock’d my human pangs,




  And deep revil’d me for presumptuous thoughts:




  Yet changing now his mien, he bade me scan




  The wid’ning rift that clave the walls of space;




  He bade me search it for the ultimate;




  He bade me find the Truth I sought so long;




  He bade me brave th’ unutterable Thing,




  The final Truth of moving entity.




  All this he bade and offer’d – but my soul,




  Clinging to life, fled without aim or knowledge,




  Shrieking in silence thro’ the gibbering deeps.




  

    Thus shriek’d the young Lucullus, as he fled


  




  Thro’ gibbering deeps – and tumbled out of bed;




  Within the room the morning sunshine gleams,




  Whilst the poor youth recalls his troubled dreams.




  He feels his aching limbs, whose woeful pain




  Informs his soul his body lives again,




  And thanks his stars – or cosmoses – or such




  That he survives the noxious nightmare’s clutch.




  Thrill’d with the music of th’ eternal spheres




  (Or is it the alarm-clock that he hears?),




  He vows to all the Pantheon, high and low,




  No more to feed on cake, or pie, or Poe.




  And now his gloomy spirits seem to rise,




  As he the world beholds with clearer eyes;




  The cup he thought too full of dregs to quaff




  Affords him wine enough to raise a laugh.




  (All this is metaphor – you must not think




  Our late Endymion prone to stronger drink!)




  With brighter visage and with lighter heart,




  He turns his fancies to the grocer’s mart;




  And strange to say, at last he seems to find




  His daily duties worthy of his mind.




  Since Truth prov’d such a high and dang’rous goal,




  Our bard seeks one less trying to his soul;




  With deep-drawn breath he flouts his dreary woes,




  And a good clerk from a bad poet grows!




  Now close attend my lay, ye scribbling crew




  That bay the moon in numbers strange and new;




  That madly for the spark celestial bawl




  In metres short or long, or none at all:




  Curb your rash force, in numbers or at tea,




  Nor overzealous for high fancies be;




  Reflect, ere ye the draught Pierian take,




  What worthy clerks or plumbers ye might make;




  Wax not too frenzied in the leaping line




  That neither sense nor measure can confine,




  Lest ye, like young Lucullus Languish, groan




  Beneath Poe-etic nightmares of your own!
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  MEMORY
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    IN THE VALLEY OF NIS the accursed waning moon shines thinly, tearing a path for its light with feeble horns through the lethal foliage of a great

    uperas-tree. And within the depths of the valley, where the light reaches not, move forms not meant to be beheld. Rank is the herbage on each slope, where evil vines and creeping plants crawl

    amidst the stones of ruined palaces, twining tightly about broken columns and strange monoliths, and heaving up marble pavements laid by forgotten hands. And in trees that grow gigantic in

    crumbling courtyards leap little apes, while in and out of deep treasure-vaults writhe poison serpents and scaly things without a name.


  




  Vast are the stones which sleep beneath coverlets of dank moss, and mighty were the walls from which they fell. For all time did their builders erect them, and in sooth they yet serve nobly, for

  beneath them the grey toad makes his habitation.




  At the very bottom of the valley lies the river Than, whose waters are slimy and filled with weeds. From hidden springs it rises, and to subterranean grottoes it flows, so that the Daemon of the

  Valley knows not why its waters are red, nor whither they are bound.




  The Genie that haunts the moonbeams spake to the Daemon of the Valley, saying, ‘I am old, and forget much. Tell me the deeds and aspect and name of them who built these things of

  Stone.’ And the Daemon replied, ‘I am Memory, and am wise in lore of the past, but I too am old. These beings were like the waters of the river Than, not to be understood. Their deeds I

  recall not, for they were but of the moment. Their aspect I recall dimly, it was like to that of the little apes in the trees. Their name I recall clearly, for it rhymed with that of the river.

  These beings of yesterday were called Man.’




  So the Genie flew back to the thin horned moon, and the Daemon looked intently at a little ape in a tree that grew in a crumbling courtyard.
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  DESPAIR
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    O’ER THE MIDNIGHT moorlands crying,


  




  Thro’ the cypress forests sighing,




  In the night-wind madly flying,




  

    

      Hellish forms with streaming hair;


    


  




  In the barren branches creaking,




  By the stagnant swamp-pools speaking,




  Past the shore-cliffs ever shrieking;




  

    

      Damn’d daemons of despair.


    


  




  

    Once, I think I half remember,


  




  Ere the grey skies of November




  Quench’d my youth’s aspiring ember,




  

    

      Liv’d there such a thing as bliss;


    


  




  Skies that now are dark were beaming,




  Gold and azure, splendid seeming




  Till I learn’d it all was dreaming—




  

    

      Deadly drowsiness of Dis.


    


  




  

    But the stream of Time, swift flowing,


  




  Brings the torment of half-knowing—




  Dimly rushing, blindly going




  

    

      Past the never-trodden lea;


    


  




  And the voyager, repining,




  Sees the wicked death-fires shining,




  Hears the wicked petrel’s whining




  

    

      As he helpless drifts to sea.


    


  




  

    Evil wings in ether beating;


  




  Vultures at the spirit eating;




  Things unseen forever fleeting




  

    

      Black against the leering sky.


    


  




  Ghastly shades of bygone gladness,




  Clawing fiends of future sadness,




  Mingle in a cloud of madness




  

    

      Ever on the soul to lie.


    


  




  

    Thus the living, lone and sobbing,


  




  In the throes of anguish throbbing,




  With the loathsome Furies robbing




  

    

      Night and noon of peace and rest.


    


  




  But beyond the groans and grating




  Of abhorrent Life, is waiting




  Sweet Oblivion, culminating




  

    

      All the years of fruitless quest.


    


  




  
 





  THE PICTURE IN THE HOUSE
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    SEARCHERS AFTER HORROR haunt strange, far places. For them are the catacombs of Ptolemais, and the carven mausolea of the nightmare countries.

    They climb to the moonlit towers of ruined Rhine castles, and falter down black cobwebbed steps beneath the scattered stones of forgotten cities in Asia. The haunted wood and the desolate

    mountain are their shrines, and they linger around the sinister monoliths on uninhabited islands. But the true epicure in the terrible, to whom a new thrill of unutterable ghastliness is the

    chief end and justification of existence, esteems most of all the ancient, lonely farmhouses of backwoods New England; for there the dark elements of strength, solitude, grotesqueness, and

    ignorance combine to form the perfection of the hideous.


  




  Most horrible of all sights are the little unpainted wooden houses remote from travelled ways, usually squatted upon some damp, grassy slope or leaning against some gigantic outcropping of rock.

  Two hundred years and more they have leaned or squatted there, while the vines have crawled and the trees have swelled and spread. They are almost hidden now in lawless luxuriances of green and

  guardian shrouds of shadow; but the small-paned windows still stare shockingly, as if blinking through a lethal stupor which wards off madness by dulling the memory of unutterable things.
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  In such houses have dwelt generations of strange people, whose like the world has never seen. Seized with a gloomy and fanatical belief which exiled them from their kind, their ancestors sought

  the wilderness for freedom. There the scions of a conquering race indeed flourished free from the restrictions of their fellows, but cowered in an appalling slavery to the dismal phantasms of their

  own minds. Divorced from the enlightenment of civilisation, the strength of these Puritans turned into singular channels; and in their isolation, morbid self-repression, and struggle for life with

  relentless Nature, there came to them dark furtive traits from the prehistoric depths of their cold Northern heritage. By necessity practical and by philosophy stern, these folk were not beautiful

  in their sins. Erring as all mortals must, they were forced by their rigid code to seek concealment above all else; so that they came to use less and less taste in what they concealed. Only the

  silent, sleepy, staring houses in the backwoods can tell all that has lain hidden since the early days; and they are not communicative, being loath to shake off the drowsiness which helps them

  forget. Sometimes one feels that it would be merciful to tear down these houses, for they must often dream.




  It was to a time-battered edifice of this description that I was driven one afternoon in November, 1896, by a rain of such chilling copiousness that any shelter was preferable to exposure. I had

  been travelling for some time amongst the people of the Miskatonic Valley in quest of certain genealogical data; and from the remote, devious, and problematical nature of my course, had deemed it

  convenient to employ a bicycle despite the lateness of the season. Now I found myself upon an apparently abandoned road which I had chosen as the shortest cut to Arkham; overtaken by the storm at a

  point far from any town, and confronted with no refuge save the antique and repellent wooden building which blinked with bleared windows from between two huge leafless elms near the foot of a rocky

  hill. Distant though it was from the remnant of a road, the house none the less impressed me unfavourably the very moment I espied it. Honest, wholesome structures do not stare at travellers so

  slyly and hauntingly, and in my genealogical researches I had encountered legends of a century before which biased me against places of this kind. Yet the force of the elements was such as to

  overcome my scruples, and I did not hesitate to wheel my machine up the weedy rise to the closed door which seemed at once so suggestive and secretive.




  I had somehow taken it for granted that the house was abandoned, yet as I approached it I was not so sure; for though the walks were indeed overgrown with weeds, they seemed to retain their

  nature a little too well to argue complete desertion. Therefore instead of trying the door I knocked, feeling as I did so a trepidation I could scarcely explain. As I waited on the rough, mossy

  rock which served as a doorstep, I glanced at the neighbouring windows and the panes of the transom above me, and noticed that although old, rattling, and almost opaque with dirt, they were not

  broken. The building, then, must still be inhabited, despite its isolation and general neglect. However, my rapping evoked no response, so after repeating the summons I tried the rusty latch and

  found the door unfastened. Inside was a little vestibule with walls from which the plaster was falling, and through the doorway came a faint but peculiarly hateful odour. I entered, carrying my

  bicycle, and closed the door behind me. Ahead rose a narrow staircase, flanked by a small door probably leading to the cellar, while to the left and right were closed doors leading to rooms on the

  ground floor.




  Leaning my cycle against the wall I opened the door at the left, and crossed into a small low-ceiled chamber but dimly lighted by its two dusty windows and furnished in the barest and most

  primitive possible way. It appeared to be a kind of sitting-room, for it had a table and several chairs, and an immense fireplace above which ticked an antique clock on a mantel. Books and papers

  were very few, and in the prevailing gloom I could not readily discern the titles. What interested me was the uniform air of archaism as displayed in every visible detail. Most of the houses in

  this region I had found rich in relics of the past, but here the antiquity was curiously complete; for in all the room I could not discover a single article of definitely post-revolutionary date.

  Had the furnishings been less humble, the place would have been a collector’s paradise.




  As I surveyed this quaint apartment, I felt an increase in that aversion first excited by the bleak exterior of the house. Just what it was that I feared or loathed, I could by no means define;

  but something in the whole atmosphere seemed redolent of unhallowed age, of unpleasant crudeness, and of secrets which should be forgotten. I felt disinclined to sit down, and wandered about

  examining the various articles which I had noticed. The first object of my curiosity was a book of medium size lying upon the table and presenting such an antediluvian aspect that I marvelled at

  beholding it outside a museum or library. It was bound in leather with metal fittings, and was in an excellent state of preservation; being altogether an unusual sort of volume to encounter in an

  abode so lowly. When I opened it to the title page my wonder grew even greater, for it proved to be nothing less rare than Pigafetta’s account of the Congo region, written in Latin from the

  notes of the sailor Lopez and printed at Frankfort in 1598. I had often heard of this work, with its curious illustrations by the brothers De Bry, hence for a moment forgot my uneasiness in my

  desire to turn the pages before me. The engravings were indeed interesting, drawn wholly from imagination and careless descriptions, and represented Negroes with white skins and Caucasian features;

  nor would I soon have closed the book had not an exceedingly trivial circumstance upset my tired nerves and revived my sensation of disquiet. What annoyed me was merely the persistent way in which

  the volume tended to fall open of itself at Plate XII, which represented in gruesome detail a butcher’s shop of the cannibal Anziques. I experienced some shame at my susceptibility to so

  slight a thing, but the drawing nevertheless disturbed me, especially in connection with some adjacent passages descriptive of Anzique gastronomy.




  I had turned to a neighbouring shelf and was examining its meagre literary contents – an eighteenth-century Bible, a Pilgrim’s Progress of like period, illustrated with

  grotesque woodcuts and printed by the almanack-maker Isaiah Thomas, the rotting bulk of Cotton Mather’s Magnalia Christi Americana, and a few other books of evidently equal age –

  when my attention was aroused by the unmistakable sound of walking in the room overhead. At first astonished and startled, considering the lack of response to my recent knocking at the door, I

  immediately afterward concluded that the walker had just awakened from a sound sleep; and listened with less surprise as the footsteps sounded on the creaking stairs. The tread was heavy, yet

  seemed to contain a curious quality of cautiousness; a quality which I disliked the more because the tread was heavy. When I had entered the room I had shut the door behind me. Now, after a moment

  of silence during which the walker may have been inspecting my bicycle in the hall, I heard a fumbling at the latch and saw the panelled portal swing open again.




  In the doorway stood a person of such singular appearance that I should have exclaimed aloud but for the restraints of good breeding. Old, white-bearded, and ragged, my host possessed a

  countenance and physique which inspired equal wonder and respect. His height could not have been less than six feet, and despite a general air of age and poverty he was stout and powerful in

  proportion. His face, almost hidden by a long beard which grew high on the cheeks, seemed abnormally ruddy and less wrinkled than one might expect; while over a high forehead fell a shock of white

  hair little thinned by the years. His blue eyes, though a trifle bloodshot, seemed inexplicably keen and burning. But for his horrible unkemptness the man would have been as distinguished-looking

  as he was impressive. This unkemptness, however, made him offensive despite his face and figure. Of what his clothing consisted I could hardly tell, for it seemed to me no more than a mass of

  tatters surmounting a pair of high, heavy boots; and his lack of cleanliness surpassed description.




  The appearance of this man, and the instinctive fear he inspired, prepared me for something like enmity; so that I almost shuddered through surprise and a sense of uncanny incongruity when he

  motioned me to a chair and addressed me in a thin, weak voice full of fawning respect and ingratiating hospitality. His speech was very curious, an extreme form of Yankee dialect I had thought long

  extinct; and I studied it closely as he sat down opposite me for conversation.




  ‘Ketched in the rain, be ye?’ he greeted. ‘Glad ye was nigh the haouse en’ hed the sense ta come right in. I calc’late I was asleep, else I’d a heerd ye

  – I ain’t as young as I uster be, an’ I need a paowerful sight o’ naps naowadays. Trav’lin’ fur? I hain’t seed many folks ’long this rud sence they

  tuk off the Arkham stage.’




  I replied that I was going to Arkham, and apologised for my rude entry into his domicile, whereupon he continued.




  ‘Glad ta see ye, young Sir – new faces is scurce arount here, an’ I hain’t got much ta cheer me up these days. Guess yew hail from Bosting, don’t ye? I never ben

  thar, but I kin tell a taown man when I see ’im – we hed one fer deestrick schoolmaster in ’eighty-four, but he quit suddent an’ no one never heerd on ’im

  sence—’ Here the old man lapsed into a kind of chuckle, and made no explanation when I questioned him. He seemed to be in an aboundingly good humour, yet to possess those eccentricities

  which one might guess from his grooming. For some time he rambled on with an almost feverish geniality, when it struck me to ask him how he came by so rare a book as Pigafetta’s Regnum

  Congo. The effect of this volume had not left me, and I felt a certain hesitancy in speaking of it; but curiosity overmastered all the vague fears which had steadily accumulated since my first

  glimpse of the house. To my relief, the question did not seem an awkward one; for the old man answered freely and volubly.




  ‘Oh, thet Afriky book? Cap’n Ebenezer Holt traded me thet in ’sixty-eight – him as was kilt in the war.’ Something about the name of Ebenezer Holt caused me to look

  up sharply. I had encountered it in my genealogical work, but not in any record since the Revolution. I wondered if my host could help me in the task at which I was labouring, and resolved to ask

  him about it later on. He continued.




  ‘Ebenezer was on a Salem merchantman for years, an’ picked up a sight o’ queer stuff in every port. He got this in London, I guess – he uster like ter buy things at the

  shops. I was up ta his haouse onct, on the hill, tradin’ hosses,when I see this book. I relished the picters, so he give it in on a swap. ’Tis a queer book – here, leave me git on

  my spectacles—’ The old man fumbled among his rags, producing a pair of dirty and amazingly antique glasses with small octagonal lenses and steel bows. Donning these, he reached for the

  volume on the table and turned the pages lovingly.




  ‘Ebenezer cud read a leetle o’ this – ’tis Latin – but I can’t. I hed two er three schoolmasters read me a bit, and Passon Clark, him they say got draownded

  in the pond – kin yew make anything outen it?’ I told him that I could, and translated for his benefit a paragraph near the beginning. If I erred, he was not scholar enough to correct

  me; for he seemed childishly pleased at my English version. His proximity was becoming rather obnoxious, yet I saw no way to escape without offending him. I was amused at the childish fondness of

  this ignorant old man for the pictures in a book he could not read, and wondered how much better he could read the few books in English which adorned the room. This revelation of simplicity removed

  much of the ill-defined apprehension I had felt, and I smiled as my host rambled on:




  ‘Queer haow picters kin set a body thinkin’. Take this un here near the front. Hev yew ever seed trees like thet, with big leaves a-floppin’ over an’ daown? And them men

  – them can’t be niggers – they dew beat all. Kinder like Injuns, I guess, even ef they be in Afriky. Some o’ these here critters looks like monkeys, or half monkeys

  an’ half men, but I never heerd o’ nothing like this un.’ Here he pointed to a fabulous creature of the artist, which one might describe as a sort of dragon with the head of an

  alligator.




  ‘But naow I’ll shew ye the best un – over here nigh the middle—’ The old man’s speech grew a trifle thicker and his eyes assumed a brighter glow; but his

  fumbling hands, though seemingly clumsier than before, were entirely adequate to their mission. The book fell open, almost of its own accord and as if from frequent consultation at this place, to

  the repellent twelfth plate shewing a butcher’s shop amongst the Anzique cannibals. My sense of restlessness returned, though I did not exhibit it. The especially bizarre thing was that the

  artist had made his Africans look like white men – the limbs and quarters hanging about the walls of the shop were ghastly, while the butcher with his axe was hideously incongruous. But my

  host seemed to relish the view as much as I disliked it.




  ‘What d’ye think o’ this – ain’t never see the like hereabouts, eh? When I see this I telled Eb Holt, “That’s suthin’ ta stir ye up an’ make

  yer blood tickle!” When I read in Scripter about slayin’ – like them Midianites was slew – I kinder think things, but I ain’t got no picter of it. Here a body kin see

  all they is to it – I s’pose ’tis sinful, but ain’t we all born an’ livin’ in sin? – Thet feller bein’ chopped up gives me a tickle every time I look

  at ’im – I hev ta keep lookin’ at ’im – see whar the butcher cut off his feet? Thar’s his head on thet bench, with one arm side of it, an’ t’other

  arm’s on the graound side o’ the meat block.’




  As the man mumbled on in his shocking ecstasy the expression on his hairy, spectacled face became indescribable, but his voice sank rather than mounted. My own sensations can scarcely be

  recorded. All the terror I had dimly felt before rushed upon me actively and vividly, and I knew that I loathed the ancient and abhorrent creature so near me with an infinite intensity. His

  madness, or at least his partial perversion, seemed beyond dispute. He was almost whispering now, with a huskiness more terrible than a scream, and I trembled as I listened.




  ‘As I says, ’tis queer haow picters sets ye thinkin’. D’ye know, young Sir, I’m right sot on this un here. Arter I got the book off Eb I uster look at it a lot,

  especial when I’d heerd Passon Clark rant o’ Sundays in his big wig. Onct I tried suthin’ funny – here, young Sir, don’t git skeert – all I done was ter look at

  the picter afore I kilt the sheep for market – killin’ sheep was kinder more fun arter lookin’ at it—’ The tone of the old man now sank very low, sometimes becoming so

  faint that his words were hardly audible. I listened to the rain, and to the rattling of the bleared, small-paned windows, and marked a rumbling of approaching thunder quite unusual for the season.

  Once a terrific flash and peal shook the frail house to its foundations, but the whisperer seemed not to notice it.




  ‘Killin’ sheep was kinder more fun – but d’ye know, ’twan’t quite satisfyin’. Queer haow a cravin’ gits a holt on ye– As ye

  love the Almighty, young man, don’t tell nobody, but I swar ter Gawd thet picter begun ta make me hungry fer victuals I couldn’t raise nor buy – here, set still,

  what’s ailin’ ye? – I didn’t do nothin’, only I wondered haow ’twud be ef I did– They say meat makes blood an’ flesh, an’ gives ye new

  life, so I wondered ef ’twudn’t make a man live longer an’ longer ef ’twas more the same–’ But the whisperer never continued. The interruption was not

  produced by my fright, nor by the rapidly increasing storm amidst whose fury I was presently to open my eyes on a smoky solitude of blackened ruins. It was produced by a very simple though somewhat

  unusual happening.




  The open book lay flat between us, with the picture staring repulsively upward. As the old man whispered the words ‘more the same’ a tiny spattering impact was heard, and

  something shewed on the yellowed paper of the upturned volume. I thought of the rain and of a leaky roof, but rain is not red. On the butcher’s shop of the Anzique cannibals a small red

  spattering glistened picturesquely, lending vividness to the horror of the engraving. The old man saw it, and stopped whispering even before my expression of horror made it necessary; saw it and

  glanced quickly toward the floor of the room he had left an hour before. I followed his glance, and beheld just above us on the loose plaster of the ancient ceiling a large irregular spot of wet

  crimson which seemed to spread even as I viewed it. I did not shriek or move, but merely shut my eyes. A moment later came the titanic thunderbolt of thunderbolts; blasting that accursed house of

  unutterable secrets and bringing the oblivion which alone saved my mind.
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  BEYOND THE WALL OF SLEEP
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            ‘I have an exposition of sleep come upon me.’


          


        

      




      

        	

          —Shakespeare


        

      


    


  




  

    I HAVE FREQUENTLY WONDERED if the majority of mankind ever pause to reflect upon the occasionally titanic significance of dreams, and of the

    obscure world to which they belong. Whilst the greater number of our nocturnal visions are perhaps no more than faint and fantastic reflections of our waking experiences – Freud to the

    contrary with his puerile symbolism – there are still a certain remainder whose immundane and ethereal character permits of no ordinary interpretation, and whose vaguely exciting and

    disquieting effect suggests possible minute glimpses into a sphere of mental existence no less important than physical life, yet separated from that life by an all but impassable barrier. From my

    experience I cannot doubt but that man, when lost to terrestrial consciousness, is indeed sojourning in another and uncorporeal life of far different nature from the life we know; and of which

    only the slightest and most indistinct memories linger after waking. From those blurred and fragmentary memories we may infer much, yet prove little. We may guess that in dreams life, matter, and

    vitality, as the earth knows such things, are not necessarily constant; and that time and space do not exist as our waking selves comprehend them. Sometimes I believe that this less material life

    is our truer life, and that our vain presence on the terraqueous globe is itself the secondary or merely virtual phenomenon.


  




  It was from a youthful reverie filled with speculations of this sort that I arose one afternoon in the winter of 1900–1901, when to the state psychopathic institution in which I served as

  an interne was brought the man whose case has ever since haunted me so unceasingly. His name, as given on the records, was Joe Slater, or Slaader, and his appearance was that of the typical denizen

  of the Catskill Mountain region; one of those strange, repellent scions of a primitive colonial peasant stock whose isolation for nearly three centuries in the hilly fastnesses of a

  little-travelled countryside has caused them to sink to a kind of barbaric degeneracy, rather than advance with their more fortunately placed brethren of the thickly settled districts. Among these

  odd folk, who correspond exactly to the decadent element of ‘white trash’ in the South, law and morals are non-existent; and their general mental status is probably below that of any

  other section of the native American people.




  Joe Slater, who came to the institution in the vigilant custody of four state policemen, and who was described as a highly dangerous character, certainly presented no evidence of his perilous

  disposition when first I beheld him. Though well above the middle stature, and of somewhat brawny frame, he was given an absurd appearance of harmless stupidity by the pale, sleepy blueness of his

  small watery eyes, the scantiness of his neglected and never-shaven growth of yellow beard, and the listless drooping of his heavy nether lip. His age was unknown, since among his kind neither

  family records nor permanent family ties exist; but from the baldness of his head in front, and from the decayed condition of his teeth, the head surgeon wrote him down as a man of about forty.
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