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  Horror and fatality have been stalking abroad in all ages. Why then give a date to this story I have to tell? Let it suffice to say, that at the period of which I speak, there

  existed, in the interior of Hungary, a settled although hidden belief in the doctrines of the Metempsychosis. Of the doctrines themselves – that is, of their falsity, or of their probability

  – I say nothing. I assert, however, that much of our incredulity – as La Bruyère says of all our unhappiness – ‘vient de ne pouvoir être

  seuls’.1




  But there are some points in the Hungarian superstition which were fast verging to absurdity. They – the Hungarians – differed very essentially from their Eastern authorities. For

  example, ‘The soul,’ said the former – I give the words of an acute and intelligent Parisian – ‘ne demeure qu’une seule fois dans un corps sensible: au reste

  – un cheval, un chien, un homme même, n’est que la ressemblance peu tangible de ces animaux.’




  The families of Berlifitzing and Metzengerstein had been at variance for centuries. Never before were two houses so illustrious, mutually embittered by hostility so deadly. The origin of this

  enmity seems to be found in the words of an ancient prophecy – ‘A lofty name shall have a fearful fall when, as the rider over his horse, the mortality of Metzengerstein shall triumph

  over the immortality of Berlifitzing.’




  To be sure the words themselves had little or no meaning. But more trivial causes have given rise – and that no long while ago – to consequences equally eventful. Besides, the

  estates, which were contiguous, had long exercised a rival influence in the affairs of a busy government. Moreover, near neighbours are seldom friends; and the inhabitants of the Castle

  Berlifitzing might look, from their lofty buttresses, into the very windows of the palace Metzengerstein. Least of all had the more than feudal magnificence, thus discovered, a tendency to allay

  the irritable feelings of the less ancient and less wealthy Berlifitzings. What wonder then, that the words, however silly, of that prediction, should have succeeded in setting and keeping at

  variance two families already predisposed to quarrel by every instigation of hereditary jealousy? The prophecy seemed to imply – if it implied anything – a final triumph on the part of

  the already more powerful house; and was of course remembered with the more bitter animosity by the weaker and less influential.




  Wilhelm, Count Berlifitzing, although loftily descended, was, at the epoch of this narrative, an infirm and doting old man, remarkable for nothing but an inordinate and inveterate personal

  antipathy to the family of his rival, and so passionate a love of horses, and of hunting, that neither bodily infirmity, great age, nor mental incapacity, prevented his daily participation in the

  dangers of the chase.




  Frederick, Baron Metzengerstein, was, on the other hand, not yet of age. His father, the Minister G—, died young. His mother, the Lady Mary, followed him quickly after. Frederick was, at

  that time, in his fifteenth year. In a city, fifteen years are no long period – a child may be still a child in his third lustrum: but in a wilderness – in so magnificent a wilderness

  as that old principality, fifteen years have a far deeper meaning.




  From some peculiar circumstances attending the administration of his father, the young Baron, at the decease of the former, entered immediately upon his vast possessions. Such estates were

  seldom held before by a nobleman of Hungary. His castles were without number. The chief in point of splendour and extent was the ‘Chateau Metzengerstein’. The boundary line of his

  dominions was never clearly defined; but his principal park embraced a circuit of fifty miles.




  Upon the succession of a proprietor so young, with a character so well known, to a fortune so unparalleled, little speculation was afloat in regard to his probable course of conduct. And,

  indeed, for the space of three days, the behaviour of the heir out-heroded Herod, and fairly surpassed the expectations of his most enthusiastic admirers. Shameful debaucheries – flagrant

  treacheries – unheard-of atrocities – gave his trembling vassals quickly to understand that no servile submission on their part – no punctilios of conscience on his own –

  were thenceforward to prove any security against the remorseless fangs of a petty Caligula. On the night of the fourth day, the stables of the castle Berlifitzing were discovered to be on fire; and

  the unanimous opinion of the neighbourhood added the crime of the incendiary to the already hideous list of the Baron’s misdemeanours and enormities.




  But during the tumult occasioned by this occurrence, the young nobleman himself sat apparently buried in meditation, in a vast and desolate upper apartment of the family palace of

  Metzengerstein. The rich although faded tapestry hangings which swung gloomily upon the walls, represented the shadowy and majestic forms of a thousand illustrious ancestors. Here,

  rich-ermined priests, and pontifical dignitaries, familiarly seated with the autocrat and the sovereign, put a veto on the wishes of a temporal king, or restrained with the fiat of papal supremacy

  the rebellious sceptre of the Arch-enemy. There, the dark, tall statures of the Princes Metzengerstein – their muscular war-coursers plunging over the carcasses of fallen foes –

  startled the steadiest nerves with their vigorous expression; and here, again, the voluptuous and swan-like figures of the dames of days gone by, floated away in the mazes of an unreal dance

  to the strains of imaginary melody.




  But as the Baron listened, or affected to listen, to the gradually increasing uproar in the stables of Berlifitzing – or perhaps pondered upon some more novel, some more decided act of

  audacity – his eyes became unwittingly riveted to the figure of an enormous, and unnaturally coloured horse, represented in the tapestry as belonging to a Saracen ancestor of the family of

  his rival. The horse itself, in the foreground of the design, stood motionless and statue-like – while farther back, its discomfited rider perished by the dagger of a Metzengerstein.




  On Frederick’s lip arose a fiendish expression, as he became aware of the direction which his glance had, without his consciousness, assumed. Yet he did not remove it. On the contrary, he

  could by no means account for the overwhelming anxiety which appeared falling like a pall upon his senses. It was with difficulty that he reconciled his dreamy and incoherent feelings with the

  certainty of being awake. The longer he gazed the more absorbing became the spell – the more impossible did it appear that he could ever withdraw his glance from the fascination of that

  tapestry. But the tumult without becoming suddenly more violent, with a compulsory exertion he diverted his attention to the glare of ruddy light thrown full by the flaming stables upon the windows

  of the apartment.




  The action, however, was but momentary; his gaze returned mechanically to the wall. To his extreme horror and astonishment, the head of the gigantic steed had, in the meantime, altered its

  position. The neck of the animal, before arched, as if in compassion, over the prostrate body of its lord, was now extended, at full length, in the direction of the Baron. The eyes, before

  invisible, now wore an energetic and human expression, while they gleamed with a fiery and unusual red; and the distended lips of the apparently enraged horse left in full view his gigantic and

  disgusting teeth.




  Stupefied with terror, the young nobleman tottered to the door. As he threw it open, a flash of red light, streaming far into the chamber, flung his shadow with a clear outline against the

  quivering tapestry, and he shuddered to perceive that shadow – as he staggered awhile upon the threshold – assuming the exact position, and precisely filling up the contour, of the

  relentless and triumphant murderer of the Saracen Berlifitzing.




  To lighten the depression of his spirits, the Baron hurried into the open air. At the principal gate of the palace he encountered three equerries. With much difficulty, and at the imminent peril

  of their lives, they were restraining the convulsive plunges of a gigantic and fiery-coloured horse.




  ‘Whose horse? Where did you get him?’ demanded the youth, in a querulous and husky tone of voice, as he became instantly aware that the mysterious steed in the tapestried chamber was

  the very counterpart of the furious animal before his eyes.




  ‘He is your own property, sire,’ replied one of the equerries, ‘at least he is claimed by no other owner. We caught him flying, all smoking and foaming with rage, from the

  burning stables of the Castle Berlifitzing. Supposing him to have belonged to the old Count’s stud of foreign horses, we led him back as an estray. But the grooms there disclaim any title to

  the creature; which is strange, since he bears evident marks of having made a narrow escape from the flames.




  ‘The letters WVB are also branded very distinctly on his forehead,’ interrupted a second equerry. ‘I supposed them, of course, to be the initials of Wilhelm von Berlifitzing

  – but all at the castle are positive in denying any knowledge of the horse.’




  ‘Extremely singular!’ said the young Baron, with a musing air, and apparently unconscious of the meaning of his words. ‘He is, as you say, a remarkable horse – a

  prodigious horse! although, as you very justly observe, of a suspicious and untractable character; let him be mine, however,’ he added, after a pause, ‘perhaps a rider like Frederick of

  Metzengerstein may tame even the devil from the stables of Berlifitzing.’




  ‘You are mistaken, my lord; the horse, as I think we mentioned, is not from the stables of the Count. If such had been the case, we know our duty better than to bring him into the

  presence of a noble of your family.’




  ‘True!’ observed the Baron, dryly; and at that instant a page of the bedchamber came from the palace with a heightened colour, and a precipitate step. He whispered into his

  master’s ear an account of the sudden disappearance of a small portion of the tapestry, in an apartment which he designated; entering, at the same time, into particulars of a minute and

  circumstantial character; but from the low tone of voice in which these latter were communicated, nothing escaped to gratify the excited curiosity of the equerries.




  The young Frederick, during the conference, seemed agitated by a variety of emotions. He soon, however, recovered his composure, and an expression of determined malignancy settled upon his

  countenance, as he gave peremptory orders that a certain chamber should be immediately locked up, and the key placed in his own possession.




  ‘Have you heard of the unhappy death of the old hunter Berlifitzing?’ said one of his vassals to the Baron, as, after the departure of the page, the huge steed which that nobleman

  had adopted as his own, plunged and curvetted, with redoubled fury, down the long avenue which extended from the chateau to the stables of Metzengerstein.




  ‘No!’ said the Baron, turning abruptly towards the speaker, ‘dead! say you?’




  ‘It is indeed true, my lord; and, to a noble of your name, will be, I imagine, no unwelcome intelligence.’




  A rapid smile shot over the countenance of the listener. ‘How died he?’




  ‘In his rash exertions to rescue a favourite portion of his hunting stud, he has himself perished miserably in the flames.’




  ‘I-n-d-e-e-d!’ ejaculated the Baron, as if slowly and deliberately impressed with the truth of some exciting idea.




  ‘Indeed,’ repeated the vassal.




  ‘Shocking!’ said the youth, calmly, and turned quietly into the chateau.




  From this date a marked alteration took place in the outward demeanour of the dissolute young Baron Frederick Von Metzengerstein. Indeed, his behaviour disappointed every expectation, and proved

  little in accordance with the views of many a manoeuvring mama; while his habits and manner, still less than formerly, offered anything congenial with those of the neighbouring aristocracy. He was

  never to be seen beyond the limits of his own domain, and, in this wide and social world, was utterly companionless – unless, indeed, that unnatural, impetuous, and fiery-coloured horse,

  which he henceforward continually bestrode, had any mysterious right to the title of his friend.




  Numerous invitations on the part of the neighbourhood for a long time, however, periodically came in. ‘Will the Baron honour our festivals with his presence?’ ‘Will the Baron

  join us in a hunting of the boar?’ – ‘Metzengerstein does not hunt,’ ‘Metzengerstein will not attend,’ were the haughty and laconic answers.




  These repeated insults were not to be endured by an imperious nobility. Such invitations became less cordial – less frequent – in time they ceased altogether. The widow of the

  unfortunate Count Berlifitzing was even heard to express a hope ‘that the Baron might be at home when he did not wish to be at home, since he disdained the company of his equals; and ride

  when he did not wish to ride, since he preferred the society of a horse’. This to be sure was a very silly explosion of hereditary pique; and merely proved how singularly unmeaning our

  sayings are apt to become, when we desire to be unusually energetic.




  The charitable, nevertheless, attributed the alteration in the conduct of the young nobleman to the natural sorrow of a son for the untimely loss of his parents – forgetting, however, his

  atrocious and reckless behaviour during the short period immediately succeeding that bereavement. Some there were, indeed, who suggested a too haughty idea of self-consequence and dignity. Others

  again (among them may be mentioned the family physician) did not hesitate in speaking of morbid melancholy, and hereditary ill-health; while dark hints, of a more equivocal nature, were current

  among the multitude.




  Indeed, the Baron’s perverse attachment to his lately-acquired charger – an attachment which seemed to attain new strength from every fresh example of the animal’s ferocious

  and demon-like propensities – at length became, in the eyes of all reasonable men, a hideous and unnatural fervour. In the glare of noon – at the dead hour of night – in sickness

  or in health – in calm or in tempest – the young Metzengerstein seemed riveted to the saddle of that colossal horse, whose intractable audacities so well accorded with his own

  spirit.




  There were circumstances, moreover, which, coupled with late events, gave an unearthly and portentous character to the mania of the rider, and to the capabilities of the steed. The space passed

  over in a single leap had been accurately measured, and was found to exceed, by an astounding difference, the wildest expectations of the most imaginative. The Baron, besides, had no particular

  name for the animal, although all the rest in his collection were distinguished by characteristic appellations. His stable, too, was appointed at a distance from the rest; and with regard to

  grooming and other necessary offices, none but the owner in person had ventured to officiate, or even to enter the enclosure of that particular stall. It was also to be observed, that although the

  three grooms, who had caught the steed as he fled from the conflagration at Berlifitzing, had succeeded in arresting his course, by means of a chain-bridle and noose – yet no one of the three

  could with any certainty affirm that he had, during that dangerous struggle, or at any period thereafter, actually placed his hand upon the body of the beast. Instances of peculiar intelligence in

  the demeanour of a noble and high-spirited horse are not to be supposed capable of exciting unreasonable attention – especially among men who, daily trained to the labours of the chase, might

  appear well acquainted with the sagacity of a horse – but there were certain circumstances which intruded themselves perforce upon the most sceptical and phlegmatic; and it is said there were

  times when the animal caused the gaping crowd who stood around to recoil in horror from the deep and impressive meaning of his terrible stamp – times when the young Metzengerstein turned pale

  and shrunk away from the rapid and searching expression of his earnest and human-looking eye.




  Among all the retinue of the Baron, however, none were found to doubt the ardour of that extraordinary affection which existed on the part of the young nobleman for the fiery qualities of his

  horse; at least, none but an insignificant and misshapen little page, whose deformities were in everybody’s way, and whose opinions were of the least possible importance. He – if his

  ideas are worth mentioning at all – had the effrontery to assert that his master never vaulted into the saddle without an unaccountable and almost imperceptible shudder, and that, upon his

  return from every long-continued and habitual ride, an expression of triumphant malignity distorted every muscle in his countenance.




  One tempestuous night, Metzengerstein, awaking from a heavy slumber, descended like a maniac from his chamber, and, mounting in hot haste, bounded away into the mazes of the forest. An

  occurrence so common attracted no particular attention, but his return was looked for with intense anxiety on the part of his domestics, when, after some hours’ absence, the stupendous and

  magnificent battlements of the Chateau Metzengerstein were discovered crackling and rocking to their very foundation, under the influence of a dense and livid mass of ungovernable fire.




  As the flames, when first seen, had already made so terrible a progress that all efforts to save any portion of the building were evidently futile, the astonished neighbourhood stood idly around

  in silent and pathetic wonder. But a new and fearful object soon riveted the attention of the multitude, and proved how much more intense is the excitement wrought in the feelings of a crowd by the

  contemplation of human agony, than that brought about by the most appalling spectacles of inanimate matter.




  Up the long avenue of aged oaks which led from the forest to the main entrance of the Chateau Metzengerstein, a steed, bearing an unbonneted and disordered rider, was seen leaping with an

  impetuosity which outstripped the very Demon of the Tempest.




  The career of the horseman was indisputably, on his own part, uncontrollable. The agony of his countenance, the convulsive struggle of his frame, gave evidence of superhuman exertion: but no

  sound, save a solitary shriek, escaped from his lacerated lips, which were bitten through and through in the intensity of terror. One instant, and the clattering of hoofs resounded sharply and

  shrilly above the roaring of the flames and the shrieking of the winds – another, and, clearing at a single plunge the gateway and the moat, the steed bounded far up the tottering staircases

  of the palace, and, with its rider, disappeared amid the whirlwind of chaotic fire.




  The fury of the tempest immediately died away, and a dead calm sullenly succeeded. A white flame still enveloped the building like a shroud, and, streaming far away into the quiet atmosphere,

  shot forth a glare of preternatural light; while a cloud of smoke settled heavily over the battlements in the distinct colossal figure of – a horse.
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                  Stay for me there! I will not fail




                  To meet thee in that hollow vale.




                  Exequy on the death of his wife


                  by Henry King, Bishop of Chichester


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Ill-fated and mysterious man! – bewildered in the brilliancy of thine own imagination, and fallen in the flames of thine own youth! Again in fancy I behold thee! Once

  more thy form hath risen before me! – not – oh not as thou art – in the cold valley and shadow – but as thou shouldst be – squandering away a life of

  magnificent meditation in that city of dim visions, thine own Venice – which is a star-beloved Elysium of the sea, and the wide windows of whose Palladian palaces look down with a deep and

  bitter meaning upon the secrets of her silent waters. Yes! I repeat it – as thou shouldst be. There are surely other worlds than this – other thoughts than the thoughts of the

  multitude – other speculations than the speculations of the sophist. Who then shall call thy conduct into question? who blame thee for thy visionary hours, or denounce those occupations as a

  wasting away of life, which were but the overflowings of thine everlasting energies?




  It was at Venice, beneath the covered archway there called the Ponte di Sospiri, that I met for the third or fourth time the person of whom I speak. It is with a confused recollection that I

  bring to mind the circumstances of that meeting. Yet I remember – ah! how should I forget? – the deep midnight, the Bridge of Sighs, the beauty of woman, and the Genius of Romance that

  stalked up and down the narrow canal.




  It was a night of unusual gloom. The great clock of the Piazza had sounded the fifth hour of the Italian evening. The square of the Campanile lay silent and deserted, and the lights in the old

  Ducal Palace were dying fast away. I was returning home from the Piazetta, by way of the Grand Canal. But as my gondola arrived opposite the mouth of the canal San Marco, a female voice from its

  recesses broke suddenly upon the night, in one wild, hysterical, and long-continued shriek. Startled at the sound, I sprang upon my feet; while the gondolier, letting slip his single oar, lost it

  in the pitchy darkness beyond a chance of recovery, and we were consequently left to the guidance of the current which here sets from the greater into the smaller channel. Like some huge and

  sable-feathered condor, we were slowly drifting down towards the Bridge of Sighs, when a thousand flambeaus flashing from the windows, and down the staircases of the Ducal Palace, turned all at

  once that deep gloom into a livid and preternatural day.




  A child, slipping from the arms of its own mother, had fallen from an upper window of the lofty structure into the deep and dim canal. The quiet waters had closed placidly over their victim;

  and, although my own gondola was the only one in sight, many a stout swimmer, already in the stream, was seeking in vain upon the surface, the treasure which was to be found, alas! only within the

  abyss. Upon the broad black marble flagstones at the entrance of the palace, and a few steps above the water, stood a figure which none who then saw can have ever since forgotten. It was the

  Marchesa Aphrodite – the adoration of all Venice – the gayest of the gay – the most lovely where all were beautiful – but still the young wife of the old and intriguing

  Mentoni, and the mother of that fair child, her first and only one, who now, deep beneath the murky water, was thinking in bitterness of heart upon her sweet caresses, and exhausting its little

  life in struggles to call upon her name.




  She stood alone. Her small, bare, and silvery feet gleamed in the black mirror of marble beneath her. Her hair, not as yet more than half loosened for the night from its ballroom array,

  clustered, amid a shower of diamonds, round and round her classical head, in curls like those of the young hyacinth. A snowy-white and gauze-like drapery seemed to be nearly the sole covering to

  her delicate form; but the midsummer and midnight air was hot, sullen, and still, and no motion in the statue-like form itself, stirred even the folds of that raiment of very vapour which hung

  around it as the heavy marble hangs around the Niobe. Yet – strange to say! – her large lustrous eyes were not turned downwards upon that grave wherein her brightest hope lay buried

  – but riveted in a widely different direction! The prison of the Old Republic is, I think, the stateliest building in all Venice – but how could that lady gaze so fixedly upon it, when

  beneath her lay stifling her only child? Yon dark, gloomy niche, too, yawns right opposite her chamber window – what, then, could there be in its shadows – in its architecture

  – in its ivy-wreathed and solemn cornices – that the Marchesa di Mentoni had not wondered at a thousand times before? Nonsense! – Who does not remember that, at such a time as

  this, the eye, like a shattered mirror, multiplies the images of its sorrow, and sees in innumerable far-off places, the woe which is close at hand?




  Many steps above the Marchesa, and within the arch of the water-gate, stood, in full dress, the Satyr-like figure of Mentoni himself. He was occasionally occupied in thrumming a guitar, and

  seemed ennuyé to the very death, as at intervals he gave directions for the recovery of his child. Stupefied and aghast, I had myself no power to move from the upright position I had

  assumed upon first hearing the shriek, and must have presented to the eyes of the agitated group a spectral and ominous appearance, as with pale countenance and rigid limbs, I floated down among

  them in that funereal gondola.




  All efforts proved in vain. Many of the most energetic in the search were relaxing their exertions, and yielding to a gloomy sorrow. There seemed but little hope for the child; (how much less

  than for the mother!) but now, from the interior of that dark niche which has been already mentioned as forming a part of the Old Republican prison, and as fronting the lattice of the Marchesa, a

  figure muffled in a cloak, stepped out within reach of the light, and, pausing a moment upon the verge of the giddy descent, plunged headlong into the canal. As, in an instant afterwards, he stood

  with the still living and breathing child within his grasp, upon the marble flagstones by the side of the Marchesa, his cloak, heavy with the drenching water, became unfastened, and, falling in

  folds about his feet, discovered to the wonder-stricken spectators the graceful person of a very young man, with the sound of whose name the greater part of Europe was then ringing.




  No word spoke the deliverer. But the Marchesa! She will now receive her child – she will press it to her heart – she will cling to its little form, and smother it with her caresses.

  Alas! another’s arms have taken it from the stranger – another’s arms have taken it away, and borne it afar off, unnoticed, into the palace! And the Marchesa! Her

  lip – her beautiful lip trembles; tears are gathering in her eyes – those eyes which, like Pliny’s acanthus, are ‘soft and almost liquid’. Yes! tears are gathering in

  those eyes – and see! the entire woman thrills throughout the soul, and the statue has started into life! The pallor of the marble countenance, the swelling of the marble bosom, the very

  purity of the marble feet, we behold suddenly flushed over with a tide of ungovernable crimson; and a slight shudder quivers about her delicate frame, as a gentle air at Napoli about the rich

  silver lilies in the grass.




  Why should that lady blush! To this demand there is no answer – except that, having left, in the eager haste and terror of a mother’s heart, the privacy of her own boudoir,

  she has neglected to enthral her tiny feet in their slippers, and utterly forgotten to throw over her Venetian shoulders that drapery which is their due. What other possible reason could there have

  been for her so blushing? – for the glance of those wild appealing eyes? for the unusual tumult of that throbbing bosom? – for the convulsive pressure of that trembling hand? –

  that hand which fell, as Mentoni turned into the palace, accidentally, upon the hand of the stranger. What reason could there have been for the low – the singularly low tone of those

  unmeaning words which the lady uttered hurriedly in bidding him adieu? ‘Thou hast conquered,’ she said, or the murmurs of the water deceived me; ‘thou hast conquered – one

  hour after sunrise – we shall meet – so let it be!’




   * * * 




  The tumult had subsided, the lights had died away within the palace, and the stranger, whom I now recognised, stood alone upon the flags. He shook with inconceivable agitation,

  and his eye glanced around in search of a gondola. I could not do less than offer him the service of my own; and he accepted the civility. Having obtained an oar at the water-gate, we proceeded

  together to his residence, while he rapidly recovered his self-possession, and spoke of our former slight acquaintance in terms of great apparent cordiality.




  There are some subjects upon which I take pleasure in being minute. The person of the stranger – let me call him by this title, who to all the world was still a stranger – the person

  of the stranger is one of these subjects. In height he might have been below rather than above the medium size: although there were moments of intense passion when his frame actually

  expanded and belied the assertion. The light, almost slender symmetry of his figure promised more of that ready activity which he evinced at the Bridge of Sighs, than of that Herculean

  strength which he has been known to wield without an effort, upon occasions of more dangerous emergency. With the mouth and chin of a deity – singular, wild, full, liquid eyes, whose shadows

  varied from pure hazel to intense and brilliant jet – and a profusion of curling, black hair, from which a forehead of unusual breadth gleamed forth at intervals all light and ivory –

  his were features than which I have seen none more classically regular, except, perhaps, the marble ones of the Emperor Commodus. Yet his countenance was, nevertheless, one of those which all men

  have seen at some period of their lives, and have never afterwards seen again. It had no peculiar – it had no settled predominant expression to be fastened upon the memory; a countenance seen

  and instantly forgotten – but forgotten with a vague and never-ceasing desire of recalling it to mind. Not that the spirit of each rapid passion failed, at any time, to throw its own distinct

  image upon the mirror of that face – but that the mirror, mirror-like, retained no vestige of the passion, when the passion had departed.




  Upon leaving him on the night of our adventure, he solicited me, in what I thought an urgent manner, to call upon him very early the next morning. Shortly after sunrise, I found myself

  accordingly at his Palazzo, one of those huge structures of gloomy, yet fantastic pomp, which tower above the waters of the Grand Canal in the vicinity of the Rialto. I was shown up a broad winding

  staircase of mosaics, into an apartment whose unparalleled splendour burst through the opening door with an actual glare, making me blind and dizzy with luxuriousness.




  I knew my acquaintance to be wealthy. Report had spoken of his possessions in terms which I had even ventured to call terms of ridiculous exaggeration. But as I gazed about me, I could not bring

  myself to believe that the wealth of any subject in Europe could have supplied the princely magnificence which burned and blazed around.




  Although, as I say, the sun had arisen, yet the room was still brilliantly lighted up. I judge from this circumstance, as well as from an air of exhaustion in the countenance of my friend, that

  he had not retired to bed during the whole of the preceding night. In the architecture and embellishments of the chamber, the evident design had been to dazzle and astound. Little attention had

  been paid to the decora of what is technically called keeping, or to the proprieties of nationality. The eye wandered from object to object, and rested upon none – neither the

  grotesques of the Greek painters, nor the sculptures of the best Italian days, nor the huge carvings of untutored Egypt. Rich draperies in every part of the room trembled to the vibration of

  low, melancholy music, whose origin was not to be discovered. The senses were oppressed by mingled and conflicting perfumes, reeking up from strange convolute censers, together with multitudinous

  flaring and flickering tongues of emerald and violet fire. The rays of the newly risen sun poured in upon the whole, through windows, formed each of a single pane of crimson-tinted glass. Glancing

  to and fro, in a thousand reflections, from curtains which rolled from their cornices like cataracts of molten silver, the beams of natural glory mingled at length fitfully with the artificial

  light, and lay weltering in subdued masses upon a carpet of rich, liquid-looking cloth of Chili gold.




  ‘Ha! ha! ha! – ha! ha! ha!’ – laughed the proprietor, motioning me to a seat as I entered the room, and throwing himself back at full-length upon an ottoman. ‘I

  see,’ said he, perceiving that I could not immediately reconcile myself to the bienséance of so singular a welcome – ‘I see you are astonished at my apartment

  – at my statues – my pictures – my originality of conception in architecture and upholstery! absolutely drunk, eh, with my magnificence? But pardon me, my dear sir (here his tone

  of voice dropped to the very spirit of cordiality); pardon me for my uncharitable laughter. You appeared so utterly astonished. Besides, some things are so completely ludicrous, that a man

  must laugh or die. To die laughing must be the most glorious of all glorious deaths! Sir Thomas More – a very fine man was Sir Thomas More – Sir Thomas More died laughing, you

  remember. Also in the Absurdities of Ravisius Textor, there is a long list of characters who came to the same magnificent end. Do you know, however,’ continued he musingly, ‘that

  at Sparta (which is now Palaeochori), at Sparta, I say, to the west of the citadel, among a chaos of scarcely visible ruins, is a kind of socle, upon which are still legible the letters

  ∆ΑΞΜ. They are undoubtedly part of ΓΕ∆ΑΞΜΑ. Now, at Sparta were a thousand temples and shrines to a thousand different divinities. How

  exceedingly strange that the altar of Laughter should have survived all the others! But in the present instance,’ he resumed, with a singular alteration of voice and manner, ‘I have no

  right to be merry at your expense. You might well have been amazed. Europe cannot produce anything so fine as this, my little regal cabinet. My other apartments are by no means of the same order

  – mere ultras of fashionable insipidity. This is better than fashion – is it not? Yet this has but to be seen to become the rage – that is, with those who could afford it

  at the cost of their entire patrimony. I have guarded, however, against any such profanation. With one exception, you are the only human being besides myself and my valet, who has been

  admitted within the mysteries of these imperial precincts, since they have been bedizened as you see!’




  I bowed in acknowledgement – for the overpowering sense of splendour and perfume, and music, together with the unexpected eccentricity of his address and manner, prevented me from

  expressing, in words, my appreciation of what I might have construed into a compliment.




  ‘Here,’ he resumed, arising and leaning on my arm as he sauntered around the apartment, ‘here are paintings from the Greeks to Cimabue, and from Cimabue to the present hour.

  Many are chosen, as you see, with little deference to the opinions of Virtu. They are all, however, fitting tapestry for a chamber such as this. Here, too, are some chefs d’oeuvre of

  the unknown great; and here, unfinished designs by men, celebrated in their day, whose very names the perspicacity of the academies has left to silence and to me. What think you,’ said he,

  turning abruptly as he spoke – ‘what think you of this Madonna della Pietà?’




  ‘It is Guido’s own!’ I said, with all the enthusiasm of my nature, for I had been poring intently over its surpassing loveliness. ‘It is Guido’s own! – how

  could you have obtained it? – she is undoubtedly in painting what the Venus is in sculpture.’




  ‘Ha!’ said he thoughtfully, ‘the Venus – the beautiful Venus? – the Venus of the Medici? – she of the diminutive head and the gilded hair? Part of the left

  arm’ (here his voice dropped so as to be heard with difficulty) ‘and all the right are restorations; and in the coquetry of that right arm lies, I think, the quintessence of all

  affectation. Give me the Canova! The Apollo, too, is a copy – there can be no doubt of it – blind fool that I am, who cannot behold the boasted inspiration of the Apollo! I

  cannot help – pity me! – I cannot help preferring the Antinous. Was it not Socrates who said that the statuary found his statue in the block of marble? Then Michael Angelo was by no

  means original in his couplet:




  

    

      

        

		

        

          Non ha l’ottimo artista alcun concetto




          Che un marmo solo in se non circunscriva.’


        


      


    


	 


  


  




  It has been, or should be remarked, that, in the manner of the true gentleman, we are always aware of a difference from the bearing of the vulgar, without being at once precisely able to

  determine in what such difference consists. Allowing the remark to have applied in its full force to the outward demeanour of my acquaintance, I felt it, on that eventful morning, still more fully

  applicable to his moral temperament and character. Nor can I better define that peculiarity of spirit which seemed to place him so essentially apart from all other human beings, than by calling it

  a habit of intense and continual thought, pervading even his most trivial actions – intruding upon his moments of dalliance – and interweaving itself with his very flashes of

  merriment – like adders which writhe from out the eyes of the grinning masks in the cornices around the temples of Persepolis.




  I could not help, however, repeatedly observing, through the mingled tone of levity and solemnity with which he rapidly descanted upon matters of little importance, a certain air of trepidation

  – a degree of nervous unction in action and in speech – an unquiet excitability of manner which appeared to me at all times unaccountable, and upon some occasions even filled me

  with alarm. Frequently, too, pausing in the middle of a sentence whose commencement he had apparently forgotten, he seemed to be listening in the deepest attention, as if either in momentary

  expectation of a visitor, or to sounds which must have had existence in his imagination alone.




  It was during one of these reveries or pauses of apparent abstraction, that, in turning over a page of the poet and scholar Politian’s beautiful tragedy The Orfeo (the first native

  Italian tragedy), which lay near me upon an ottoman, I discovered a passage underlined in pencil. It was a passage towards the end of the third act – a passage of the most heart-stirring

  excitement – a passage which, although tainted with impurity, no man shall read without a thrill of novel emotion – no woman without a sigh. The whole page was blotted with fresh tears;

  and, upon the opposite interleaf, were the following English lines, written in a hand so very different from the peculiar characters of my acquaintance, that I had some difficulty in recognising it

  as his own:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Thou wast that all to me, love,




                For which my soul did pine –




                A green isle in the sea, love,




                A fountain and a shrine,




                All wreathed with fairy fruits and flowers;




                And all the flowers were mine.




                Ah, dream too bright to last!




                Ah, starry Hope, that didst arise




                But to be overcast!




                A voice from out the Future cries,




                ‘Onward!’ – but o’er the Past




                (Dim gulf!) my spirit hovering lies,




                Mute – motionless – aghast!




                For alas! alas! with me




                The light of life is o’er.




                No more – no more – no more




                (Such language holds the solemn sea




                To the sands upon the shore),




                Shall bloom the thunder-blasted tree,




                Or the stricken eagle soar!




                Now all my hours are trances;




                And all my nightly dreams




                Are where the dark eye glances,




                And where thy footstep gleams




                In what ethereal dances,




                By what Italian streams.




                Alas! for that accursed time




                They bore thee o’er the billow,




                From Love to titled age and crime,




                And an unholy pillow! –




                From me, and from our misty clime,




                Where weeps the silver willow!


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  That these lines were written in English – a language with which I had not believed their author acquainted – afforded me little matter for surprise. I was too well aware of the

  extent of his acquirements, and of the singular pleasure he took in concealing them from observation, to be astonished at any similar discovery; but the place of date, I must confess, occasioned me

  no little amazement. It had been originally written London, and afterwards carefully overscored – not, however, so effectually as to conceal the word from a scrutinising eye. I say,

  this occasioned me no little amazement; for I well remember that, in a former conversation with a friend, I particularly enquired if he had at any time met in London the Marchesa di Mentoni (who

  for some years previous to her marriage had resided in that city), when his answer, if I mistake not, gave me to understand that he had never visited the metropolis of Great Britain. I might as

  well here mention, that I have more than once heard (without, of course, giving credit to a report involving so many improbabilities), that the person of whom I speak, was not only by birth, but in

  education, an Englishman.




   * * * 




  ‘There is one painting,’ said he, without being aware of my notice of the tragedy – ‘there is still one painting which you have not seen.’ And

  throwing aside a drapery, he discovered a full-length portrait of the Marchesa Aphrodite.




  Human art could have done no more in the delineation of her superhuman beauty. The same ethereal figure which stood before me the preceding night upon the steps of the Ducal Palace, stood before

  me once again. But in the expression of the countenance, which was beaming all over with smiles, there still lurked (incomprehensible anomaly!) that fitful stain of melancholy which will ever be

  found inseparable from the perfection of the beautiful. Her right arm lay folded over her bosom. With her left she pointed downward to a curiously fashioned vase. One small, fairy foot, alone

  visible, barely touched the earth; and, scarcely discernible in the brilliant atmosphere which seemed to encircle and enshrine her loveliness, floated a pair of the most delicately imagined wings.

  My glance fell from the painting to the figure of my friend, and the vigorous words of Chapman’s Bussy D’Ambois quivered instinctively upon my lips:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                He is up




                There like a Roman statue! He will stand




                Till Death hath made him marble!


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  ‘Come,’ he said at length, turning towards a table of richly enamelled and massive silver, upon which were a few goblets fantastically stained, together with two large Etruscan

  vases, fashioned in the same extraordinary model as that in the foreground of the portrait, and filled with what I supposed to be Johannisberger. ‘Come,’ he said, abruptly, ‘let

  us drink! It is early – but let us drink. It is indeed early,’ he continued, musingly, as a cherub with a heavy golden hammer made the apartment ring with the first hour after

  sunrise: ‘It is indeed early – but what matters it? let us drink! Let us pour out an offering to yon solemn sun which these gaudy lamps and censers are so eager to subdue!’

  And, having made me pledge him in a bumper, he swallowed in rapid succession several goblets of the wine.




  ‘To dream,’ he continued, resuming the tone of his desultory conversation, as he held up to the rich light of a censer one of the magnificent vases – ‘to dream has been

  the business of my life. I have therefore framed for myself, as you see, a bower of dreams. In the heart of Venice could I have erected a better? You behold around you, it is true, a medley of

  architectural embellishments. The chastity of Ionia is offended by antediluvian devices, and the sphinxes of Egypt are outstretched upon carpets of gold. Yet the effect is incongruous to the timid

  alone. Proprieties of place, and especially of time, are the bugbears which terrify mankind from the contemplation of the magnificent. Once I was myself a decorist; but that sublimation of folly

  has palled upon my soul. All this is now the fitter for my purpose. Like these arabesque censers, my spirit is writhing in fire, and the delirium of this scene is fashioning me for the wilder

  visions of that land of real dreams whither I am now rapidly departing.’ He here paused abruptly, bent his head to his bosom, and seemed to listen to a sound which I could not hear. At

  length, erecting his frame, he looked upwards, and ejaculated the lines of the Bishop of Chichester:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                ‘Stay for me there! I will not fail




                To meet thee in that hollow vale.’


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  In the next instant, confessing the power of the wine, he threw himself at full length upon an ottoman.




  A quick step was now heard upon the staircase, and a loud knock at the door rapidly succeeded. I was hastening to anticipate a second disturbance, when a page of Mentoni’s household burst

  into the room, and faltered out, in a voice choking with emotion, the incoherent words, ‘My mistress! – my mistress! – Poisoned! – poisoned! Oh, beautiful – oh,

  beautiful Aphrodite!’




  Bewildered, I flew to the ottoman, and endeavoured to arouse the sleeper to a sense of the startling intelligence. But his limbs were rigid – his lips were livid – his lately beaming

  eyes were riveted in death. I staggered back towards the table – my hand fell upon a cracked and blackened goblet – and a consciousness of the entire and terrible truth flashed

  suddenly over my soul.




  





  Morella




  

    

      Αυτο χαθ’ αυτο µεθ’ αυτου,

      µουο ειδες αιει ου.




      Itself, by itself, solely, one everlasting, and single.




      PLATO, Symposium


    


  




  With a feeling of deep yet most singular affection I regarded my friend Morella. Thrown by accident into her society many years ago, my soul from our first meeting, burned with

  fires it had never before known; but the fires were not of Eros, and bitter and tormenting to my spirit was the gradual conviction that I could in no manner define their unusual meaning or regulate

  their vague intensity. Yet we met; and fate bound us together at the altar, and I never spoke of passion nor thought of love. She, however, shunned society, and, attaching herself to me alone,

  rendered me happy. It is a happiness to wonder; it is a happiness to dream.




  Morella’s erudition was profound. As I hope to live, her talents were of no common order – her powers of mind were gigantic. I felt this, and, in many matters, became her pupil. I

  soon, however, found that, perhaps on account of her Pressburg education, she placed before me a number of those mystical writings which are usually considered the mere dross of the early German

  literature. These, for what reason I could not imagine, were her favourite and constant study – and that in process of time they became my own, should be attributed to the simple but

  effectual influence of habit and example.




  In all this, if I err not, my reason had little to do. My convictions, or I forget myself, were in no manner acted upon by the ideal, nor was any tincture of the mysticism which I read to be

  discovered, unless I am greatly mistaken, either in my deeds or in my thoughts. Persuaded of this, I abandoned myself implicitly to the guidance of my wife, and entered with an unflinching heart

  into the intricacies of her studies. And then – then, when poring over forbidden pages, I felt a forbidden spirit enkindling within me – would Morella place her cold hand upon my own,

  and rake up from the ashes of a dead philosophy some low, singular words, whose strange meaning burned themselves in upon my memory. And then, hour after hour, would I linger by her side, and dwell

  upon the music of her voice, until at length its melody was tainted with terror, and there fell a shadow upon my soul, and I grew pale, and shuddered inwardly at those too unearthly tones. And

  thus, joy suddenly faded into horror, and the most beautiful became the most hideous, as Hinnôm became Gehenna.




  It is unnecessary to state the exact character of those disquisitions which, growing out of the volumes I have mentioned, formed, for so long a time, almost the sole conversation of Morella and

  myself. By the learned in what might be termed theological morality they will be readily conceived, and by the unlearned they would, at all events, be little understood. The wild Pantheism of

  Fichte; the modified Paliggenedia of the Pythagoreans; and, above all, the doctrines of Identity as urged by Schelling, were generally the points of discussion presenting the most of beauty to the

  imaginative Morella. That identity which is termed personal, Mr Locke, I think, truly defines to consist in the saneness of rational being. And since by person we understand an intelligent essence

  having reason, and since there is a consciousness which always accompanies thinking, it is this which makes us all to be that which we call ourselves, thereby distinguishing us from other

  beings that think, and giving us our personal identity. But the principium individuationis, the notion of that identity which at death is or is not lost for ever, was to me, at all

  times, a consideration of intense interest; not more from the perplexing and exciting nature of its consequences, than from the marked and agitated manner in which Morella mentioned them.




  But, indeed, the time had now arrived when the mystery of my wife’s manner oppressed me as a spell. I could no longer bear the touch of her wan fingers, nor the low tone of her musical

  language, nor the lustre of her melancholy eyes. And she knew all this, but did not upbraid; she seemed conscious of my weakness or my folly, and, smiling, called it fate. She seemed also conscious

  of a cause, to me unknown, for the gradual alienation of my regard; but she gave me no hint or token of its nature. Yet was she woman, and pined away daily. In time the crimson spot settled

  steadily upon the cheek, and the blue veins upon the pale forehead became prominent; and one instant my nature melted into pity, but, in the next, I met the glance of her meaning eyes, and then my

  soul sickened and became giddy with the giddiness of one who gazes downward into some dreary and unfathomable abyss.




  Shall I then say that I longed with an earnest and consuming desire for the moment of Morella’s decease? I did; but the fragile spirit clung to its tenement of clay for many days, for many

  weeks and irksome months, until my tortured nerves obtained the mastery over my mind, and I grew furious through delay, and, with the heart of a fiend, cursed the days and the hours and the bitter

  moments, which seemed to lengthen and lengthen as her gentle life declined, like shadows in the dying of the day.




  But one autumnal evening, when the winds lay still in heaven, Morella called me to her bedside. There was a dim mist over all the earth, and a warm glow upon the waters, and amid the rich

  October leaves of the forest, a rainbow from the firmament had surely fallen.




  ‘It is a day of days,’ she said, as I approached; ‘a day of all days either to live or die. It is a fair day for the sons of earth and life – ah, more fair for the

  daughters of heaven and death!’




  I kissed her forehead, and she continued: ‘I am dying, yet shall I live.’




  ‘Morella!’




  ‘The days have never been when thou couldst love me – but her whom in life thou didst abhor, in death thou shalt adore.’




  ‘Morella!’




  ‘I repeat that I am dying. But within me is a pledge of that affection – ah, how little! – which thou didst feel for me, Morella. And when my spirit departs shall the child

  live – thy child and mine, Morella’s. But thy days shall be days of sorrow – that sorrow which is the most lasting of impressions, as the cypress is the most enduring of trees.

  For the hours of thy happiness are over and joy is not gathered twice in a life, as the roses of Paestum twice in a year. Thou shalt no longer, then, play the Teian with time, but, being ignorant

  of the myrtle and the vine, thou shalt bear about with thee thy shroud on the earth, as do the Moslemin at Mecca.’




  ‘Morella!’ I cried, ‘Morella! how knowest thou this?’ but she turned away her face upon the pillow and a slight tremor coming over her limbs, she thus died, and I heard

  her voice no more.




  Yet, as she had foretold, her child, to which in dying she had given birth, which breathed not until the mother breathed no more, her child, a daughter, lived. And she grew strangely in stature

  and intellect, and was the perfect resemblance of her who had departed, and I loved her with a love more fervent than I had believed it possible to feel for any denizen of earth.




  But, ere long, the heaven of this pure affection became darkened, and gloom, and horror, and grief, swept over it in clouds. I said the child grew strangely in stature and intelligence. Strange,

  indeed, was her rapid increase in bodily size, but terrible, oh! terrible were the tumultuous thoughts which crowded upon me while watching the development of her mental being. Could it be

  otherwise, when I daily discovered in the conceptions of the child the adult powers and faculties of the woman? when the lessons of experience fell from the lips of infancy? and when the wisdom or

  the passions of maturity I found hourly gleaming from its full and speculative eye? When, I say, all this became evident to my appalled senses, when I could no longer hide it from my soul, nor

  throw it off from those perceptions which trembled to receive it, is it to be wondered at that suspicions, of a nature fearful and exciting, crept in upon my spirit, or that my thoughts fell back

  aghast upon the wild tales and thrilling theories of the entombed Morella? I snatched from the scrutiny of the world a being whom destiny compelled me to adore, and in the rigorous seclusion of my

  home, watched with an agonising anxiety over all which concerned the beloved.




  And as years rolled away, and I gazed day after day upon her holy, and mild, and eloquent face, and pored over her maturing form, day after day did I discover new points of resemblance in the

  child to her mother, the melancholy and the dead. And hourly grew darker these shadows of similitude, and more full, and more definite, and more perplexing, and more hideously terrible in their

  aspect. For that her smile was like her mother’s I could bear – but then I shuddered at its too perfect identity; that her eyes were like Morella’s I could endure – but then

  they, too, often looked down into the depths of my soul with Morella’s own intense and bewildering meaning. And in the contour of the high forehead, and in the ringlets of the silken hair,

  and in the wan fingers which buried themselves therein, and in the sad musical tones of her speech, and above all – oh, above all, in the phrases and expressions of the dead on the lips of

  the loved and the living, I found food for consuming thought and horror, for a worm that would not die.




  Thus passed away two lustra of her life, and as yet my daughter remained nameless upon the earth. ‘My child’, and ‘my love’, were the designations usually prompted by a

  father’s affection, and the rigid seclusion of her days precluded all other intercourse. Morella’s name died with her at her death. Of the mother I had never spoken to the daughter; it

  was impossible to speak. Indeed, during the brief period of her existence, the latter had received no impressions from the outward world, save such as might have been afforded by the narrow limits

  of her privacy. But at length the ceremony of baptism presented to my mind, in its unnerved and agitated condition, a present deliverance from the terrors of my destiny. And at the baptismal font I

  hesitated for a name. And many titles of the wise and beautiful, of old and modern times, of my own and foreign lands, came thronging to my lips, with many, many fair titles of the gentle, and the

  happy, and the good. What prompted me then to disturb the memory of the buried dead? What demon urged me to breathe that sound, which in its very recollection was wont to make ebb the purple blood

  in torrents from the temples to the heart? What fiend spoke from the recesses of my soul, when amid those dim aisles, and in the silence of the night, I whispered within the ears of the holy man

  the syllables – Morella? What more than fiend convulsed the features of my child, and overspread them with hues of death, as starting at that scarcely audible sound, she turned her glassy

  eyes from the earth to heaven, and falling prostrate on the black slabs of our ancestral vault, responded – ‘I am here!’




  Distinct, coldly, calmly distinct, fell those few simple sounds within my ear, and thence like molten lead rolled hissingly into my brain. Years – years may pass away, but the memory of

  that epoch never. Nor was I indeed ignorant of the flowers and the vine – but the hemlock and the cypress overshadowed me night and day. And I kept no reckoning of time or place, and the

  stars of my fate faded from heaven, and therefore the earth grew dark, and its figures passed by me like flitting shadows, and among them all I beheld only – Morella. The winds of the

  firmament breathed but one sound within my ears, and the ripples upon the sea murmured evermore – Morella. But she died; and with my own hands I bore her to the tomb; and I laughed with a

  long and bitter laugh as I found no traces of the first in the channel where I laid the second Morella.




  





  King Pest




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  A TALE CONTAINING AN ALLEGORY




                  The gods do bear and will allow in kings




                  The things which they abhor in rascal routes.




                  BUCKHURST, Tragedy of Ferrex and Porrex


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  About twelve o’clock, one night in the month of October, and during the chivalrous reign of the third Edward, two seamen belonging to the crew of the ‘Free and

  Easy’, a trading schooner plying between Sluys and the Thames, and then at anchor in that river, were much astonished to find themselves seated in the taproom of an alehouse in the parish of

  St Andrews, London – which alehouse bore for sign the portraiture of a ‘Jolly Tar’.




  The room, although ill-contrived, smoke-blackened, low-pitched, and in every other respect agreeing with the general character of such places at the period – was, nevertheless, in the

  opinion of the grotesque groups scattered here and there within it, sufficiently well adapted to its purpose.




  Of these groups our two seamen formed, I think, the most interesting, if not the most conspicuous.




  The one who appeared to be the elder, and whom his companion addressed by the characteristic appellation of ‘Legs’, was at the same time much the taller of the two. He might have

  measured six feet and a half, and an habitual stoop in the shoulders seemed to have been the necessary consequence of an altitude so enormous. Superfluities in height were, however, more than

  accounted for by deficiencies in other respects. He was exceedingly thin; and might, as his associates asserted, have answered, when drunk, for a pennant at the masthead, or, when sober, have

  served for a jib-boom. But these jests, and others of a similar nature, had evidently produced, at no time, any effect upon the cachinnatory muscles of the tar. With high cheek-bones, a large

  hawk-nose, retreating chin, fallen under-jaw, and huge protruding white eyes, the expression of his countenance, although tinged with a species of dogged indifference to matters and things in

  general, was not the less utterly solemn and serious beyond all attempts at imitation or description.




  The younger seaman was, in all outward appearance, the converse of his companion. His stature could not have exceeded four feet. A pair of stumpy bow-legs supported his squat, unwieldy figure,

  while his unusually short and thick arms, with no ordinary fists at their extremities, swung off dangling from his sides like the fins of a sea-turtle. Small eyes, of no particular colour, twinkled

  far back in his head. His nose remained buried in the mass of flesh which enveloped his round, full, and purple face; and his thick upper-lip rested upon the still thicker one beneath with an air

  of complacent self-satisfaction, much heightened by the owner’s habit of licking them at intervals. He evidently regarded his tall shipmate with a feeling half-wondrous, half-quizzical; and

  stared up occasionally in his face as the red setting sun stares up at the crags of Ben Nevis.




  Various and eventful, however, had been the peregrinations of the worthy couple in and about the different tap-houses of the neighbourhood during the earlier hours of the night. Funds even the

  most ample, are not always everlasting: and it was with empty pockets our friends had ventured upon the present hostelry.




  At the precise period, then, when this history properly commences, Legs, and his fellow Hugh Tarpaulin, sat, each with both elbows resting upon the large oaken table in the middle of the floor,

  and with a hand upon either cheek. They were eyeing, from behind a huge flagon of unpaid-for ‘humming-stuff’, the portentous words, ‘No Chalk’, which to their indignation

  and astonishment were scored over the doorway by means of that very mineral whose presence they purported to deny. Not that the gift of deciphering written characters – a gift among the

  commonality of that day considered little less cabbalistical than the art of indicting – could, in strict justice, have been laid to the charge of either disciple of the sea; but there was,

  to say the truth, a certain twist in the formation of the letters – an indescribable lee-lurch about the whole – which foreboded, in the opinion of both seamen, a long run of dirty

  weather; and determined them at once, in the allegorical words of Legs himself, to ‘pump ship, clew up all sail, and scud before the wind’.




  Having accordingly disposed of what remained of the ale, and looped up the points of their short doublets, they finally made a bolt for the street. Although Tarpaulin rolled twice into the

  fireplace, mistaking it for the door, yet their escape was at length happily effected – and half after twelve o’clock found our heroes ripe for mischief, and running for life down a

  dark alley in the direction of St Andrew’s Stair, hotly pursued by the landlady of the ‘Jolly Tar’.




  At the epoch of this eventful tale, and periodically, for many years before and after, all England, but more especially the metropolis, resounded with the fearful cry of ‘Plague!’

  The city was in a great measure depopulated – and in those horrible regions, in the vicinity of the Thames, where amid the dark, narrow, and filthy lanes and alleys, the Demon of Disease was

  supposed to have had his nativity, Awe, Terror, and Superstition were alone to be found stalking abroad.




  By authority of the king such districts were placed under ban, and all persons forbidden, under pain of death, to intrude upon their dismal solitude. Yet neither the mandate of the monarch, nor

  the huge barriers erected at the entrances of the streets, nor the prospect of that loathsome death which, with almost absolute certainty, overwhelmed the wretch whom no peril could deter from the

  adventure, prevented the unfurnished and untenanted dwellings from being stripped, by the hand of nightly rapine, of every article, such as iron, brass, or lead-work, which could in any manner be

  turned to a profitable account.




  Above all, it was usually found, upon the annual winter opening of the barriers, that locks, bolts, and secret cellars had proved but slender protection to those rich stores of wines and liquors

  which, in consideration of the risk and trouble of removal, many of the numerous dealers having shops in the neighbourhood had consented to trust, during the period of exile, to so insufficient a

  security.




  But there were very few of the terror-stricken people who attributed these doings to the agency of human hands. Pest-spirits, plague-goblins, and fever-demons were the popular imps of mischief;

  and tales so blood-chilling were hourly told, that the whole mass of forbidden buildings was, at length, enveloped in terror as in a shroud, and the plunderer himself was often scared away by the

  horrors his own depredations had created; leaving the entire vast circuit of prohibited district to gloom, silence, pestilence, and death.




  It was by one of the terrific barriers already mentioned, and which indicated the region beyond to be under the Pest-ban, that, in scrambling down an alley, Legs and the worthy Hugh Tarpaulin

  found their progress suddenly impeded. To return was out of the question, and no time was to be lost, as their pursuers were close upon their heels. With thoroughbred seamen to clamber up the

  roughly fashioned plank-work was a trifle; and, maddened with the twofold excitement of exercise and liquor, they leaped unhesitatingly down within the enclosure, and holding on their drunken

  course with shouts and yellings, were soon bewildered in its noisome and intricate recesses.




  Had they not, indeed, been intoxicated beyond moral sense, their reeling footsteps must have been palsied by the horrors of their situation. The air was cold and misty. The paving-stones,

  loosened from their beds, lay in wild disorder amid the tall, rank grass, which sprang up around the feet and ankles. Fallen houses choked up the streets. The most fetid and poisonous smells

  everywhere prevailed – and by the aid of that ghastly light which, even at midnight, never fails to emanate from a vapoury and pestilential atmosphere, might be discerned lying in the

  by-paths and alleys, or rotting in the windowless habitations, the carcass of many a nocturnal plunderer arrested by the hand of the plague in the very perpetration of his robbery.




  But it lay not in the power of images, or sensations, or impediments such as these, to stay the course of men who, naturally brave, and at that time especially, brimful of courage and of

  ‘humming-stuff’, would have reeled, as straight as their condition might have permitted, undauntedly into the very jaws of Death. Onward – still onward stalked the grim Legs,

  making the desolate solemnity echo and re-echo with yells like the terrific war-whoop of the Indian; and onward, still onward rolled the dumpy Tarpaulin, hanging on to the doublet of his more

  active companion, and far surpassing the latter’s most strenuous exertions in the way of vocal music, by bull-roarings in basso, from the profundity of his stentorian lungs.




  They had now evidently reached the stronghold of the pestilence. Their way at every step or plunge grew more noisome and more horrible – the paths more narrow and more intricate. Huge

  stones and beams falling momently from the decaying roofs above them, gave evidence, by their sullen and heavy descent, of the vast height of the surrounding houses; and while actual exertion

  became necessary to force a passage through frequent heaps of rubbish, it was by no means seldom that the hand fell upon a skeleton or rested upon a more fleshly corpse.




  Suddenly, as the seamen stumbled against the entrance of a tall and ghastly-looking building, a yell more than usually shrill from the throat of the excited Legs, was replied to from within, in

  a rapid succession of wild, laughter-like, and fiendish shrieks. Nothing daunted at sounds which, of such a nature, at such a time, and in such a place, might have curdled the very blood in hearts

  less irrevocably on fire, the drunken couple rushed headlong against the door, burst it open, and staggered into the midst of things with a volley of curses.




  The room within which they found themselves proved to be the shop of an undertaker; but an open trap-door, in a corner of the floor near the entrance, looked down upon a long range of

  wine-cellars, whose depths the occasional sound of bursting bottles proclaimed to be well stored with their appropriate contents. In the middle of the room stood a table – in the centre of

  which again arose a huge tub of what appeared to be punch. Bottles of various wines and cordials, together with jugs, pitchers, and flagons of every shape and quality, were scattered profusely upon

  the board. Around it, upon coffin-trestles, was seated a company of six. This company I will endeavour to delineate one by one.
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