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[1894]The Story of an Hour

Knowing that Mrs. Mallard was afflicted with a heart trouble, great care was 
taken to break to her as gently as possible the news of her husband’s death.

It was her sister Josephine who told her, in broken sentences, veiled hints 
that revealed in half concealing. Her husband’s friend Richards was there, too, 
near her. It was he who had been in the newspaper office when intelligence of 
the railroad disaster was received, with Brently Mallard’s name leading the list 
of “killed.” He had only taken the time to assure himself of its truth by a sec­
ond telegram, and had hastened to forestall any less careful, less tender friend 
in bearing the sad message.

She did not hear the story as many women have heard the same, with a 
paralyzed inability to accept its significance. She wept at once, with sudden, 
wild abandonment, in her sister’s arms. When the storm of grief had spent it­
self she went away to her room alone. She would have no one follow her.

There stood, facing the open window, a comfortable, roomy armchair. 
Into this she sank, pressed down by a physical exhaustion that haunted her 
body and seemed to reach into her soul.

She could see in the open square before her house the tops of trees that 
were all aquiver with the new spring life. The delicious breath of rain was in 
the air. In the street below a peddler was crying his wares. The notes of a dis­
tant song which some one was singing reached her faintly, and countless spar­
rows were twittering in the eaves.

There were patches of blue sky showing here and there through the clouds 
that had met and piled one above the other in the west facing her window.

She sat with her head thrown back upon the cushion of the chair, quite 
motionless, except when a sob came up into her throat and shook her, as a 
child who has cried itself to sleep continues to sob in its dreams.

She was young, with a fair, calm face, whose lines bespoke repression and 
even a certain strength. But now there was a dull stare in her eyes, whose gaze 
was fixed away off yonder on one of those patches of blue sky. It was not a 
glance of reflection, but rather indicated a suspension of intelligent thought.

There was something coming to her and she was waiting for it, fearfully. 
What was it? She did not know; it was too subtle and elusive to name. But she 
felt it, creeping out of the sky, reaching toward her through the sounds, the 
scents, the color that filled the air.

Now her bosom rose and fell tumultuously. She was beginning to recog­
nize this thing that was approaching to possess her, and she was striving to 
beat it back with her will—as powerless as her two white slender hands would 
have been.

When she abandoned herself a little whispered word escaped her slightly 
parted lips. She said it over and over under her breath: “Free, free, free!” The 
vacant stare and the look of terror that had followed it went from her eyes. 
They stayed keen and bright. Her pulses beat fast, and the coursing blood 
warmed and relaxed every inch of her body.
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She did not stop to ask if it were not a monstrous joy that held her. A clear 
and exalted perception enabled her to dismiss the suggestion as trivial.

She knew that she would weep again when she saw the kind, tender hands 
folded in death; the face that had never looked save with love upon her, fixed 
and gray and dead. But she saw beyond that bitter moment a long procession 
of years to come that would belong to her absolutely. And she opened and 
spread her arms out to them in welcome.

There would be no one to live for during those coming years; she would 
live for herself. There would be no powerful will bending her in that blind 
persistence with which men and women believe they have a right to impose a 
private will upon a fellow creature. A kind intention or a cruel intention made 
the act seem no less a crime as she looked upon it in that brief moment of 
illumination.

And yet she had loved him—sometimes. Often she had not. What did it 
matter! What could love, the unsolved mystery, count for in face of this pos­
session of self-assertion which she suddenly recognized as the strongest im­
pulse of her being.

“Free! Body and soul free!” she kept whispering.
Josephine was kneeling before the closed door with her lips to the key­

hole, imploring for admission. “Louise, open the door! I beg; open the door— 
you will make yourself ill. What are you doing, Louise? For heaven’s sake open 
the door.”

“Go away. I am not making myself ill.” No; she was drinking in a very 
elixir of life through that open window.

Her fancy was running riot along those days ahead of her. Spring days, 
and summer days, and all sorts of days that would be her own. She breathed a 
quick prayer that life might be long. It was only yesterday she had thought 
with a shudder that life might be long.

She arose at length and opened the door to her sister’s importunities. 
There was a feverish triumph in her eyes, and she carried herself unwittingly 
like a goddess of Victory. She clasped her sister’s waist, and together they de­
scended the stairs. Richards stood waiting for them at the bottom.

Some one was opening the front door with a latchkey. It was Brently Mal­
lard who entered, a little travel-stained, composedly carrying his gripsack and 
umbrella. He had been far from the scene of the accident, and did not even 
know there had been one. He stood amazed at Josephine’s piercing cry; at 
Richards’ quick motion to screen him from the view of his wife.

But Richards was too late.
When the doctors came they said she had died of heart disease—of joy

that kills.



The Elements of 
Short Fiction

With me it’s story, story, story. 
Bernard Malamud

PLOT
The Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322 BC) is the father of literary 

analysis. In the fragments that survive of his Poetics, we find the earliest at­
tempt to evaluate literary works by breaking them down into their component 
parts. Discussing tragedy in the Poetics, Aristotle gives first importance to plot, 
and most readers would agree that it holds a central position in a work of fic­
tion. Indeed, many of our traditional ideas about plot derive from Aristotle. 
He made the famous formulation that a plot is a sequence of events that “has 
a beginning, a middle, and an end.” Aristotle explained further:

A beginning is that which does not come necessarily after something 
else, but after which it is natural for another thing to exist or come 
to be. An end, on the contrary, is that which naturally comes after 
something else, either as its necessary sequel or as its usual [and 
hence probable] sequel, but itself has nothing after it. A middle is 
that which both comes after something else and has another thing 
following it. A well-constructed plot, therefore, will neither begin at 
some chance point nor end at some chance point, but will observe 
the principles here stated.

Reading this passage more than two millennia after it was written, we may at 
first glance conclude that Aristotle is stating the obvious; yet, as many teach­
ers of fiction writing will attest, stories by fledgling writers rarely observe such 
obvious balances of proportion. A typical first attempt at a short story may in­
clude an elaborate beginning of four or five pages, a page or two of summa­
rized dramatic events, and a slam-bang ending of a single paragraph that in­
cludes a hail of gunfire and screeching brakes.

The plot of a story, then, is first a movement in time; second, a move­
ment in causality; and, third, a movement in dramatic tension. The first of 
these aspects would appear to be the simplest. Our lives are governed by 
time, and we expect the lives of fictional characters to follow the same 
rules. A simple chronological ordering of events is, therefore, the obvious 
choice for most writers, and the vast majority of short stories follow a se­
quence that imitates “real” time. The neoclassical critics of drama during the 
Enlightenment insisted on the “unity” of time, place, and action as neces­
sary characteristics of a plot. Good drama, they believed, should limit its 
action to a single day in a single place. Many short stories restrict time to an
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even briefer span. Kate Chopin's “The Story of an Hour” limits itself to the 
time specified in the title. Jack London’s “To Build a Fire” closely follows the 
last hours of a Yukon traveler’s life. Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” 
records the real-time confession of a deranged killer as he reveals his crime 
to investigators, and Raymond Carver’s “Cathedral” covers four or five 
hours in a suburban home, stretching from supper time to late-night televi­
sion viewing. Such stories present their unified plots in the manner of real­
ist drama; the action is more or less continuous, and it takes place in a care­
fully limited locale.

But many plots involve longer periods of time, so-called episodic plots, a 
form that obliges the writer to make transitions between scenes. Other stories 
reach beyond simple chronology and depart from the ordinary sequence of 
events, moving backward to provide additional information about characters 
or leaping forward over periods that hold little dramatic interest. In Willa 
Cather's “Paul’s Case,” for example, the author includes much flashback ma­
terial detailing Paul’s humdrum family life and his love affair with the theater. 
Then, after Paul absconds with his employer’s money, Cather moves the ac­
tion forward a week or so to show how he spends the last hours of his life.

Flashbacks can also provide a level of irony that a simple chronological ac­
count would lack. Tolstoy’s “The Death of Ivan llych” begins at the title char­
acter’s wake. This scene reveals how his family and friends are too caught up 
in their mercenary and mundane concerns to show much sympathy for the 
dead man. When Tolstoy moves back from the opening to give a straightfor­
ward account of Ilych’s childhood, education, marriage, rise to prominence in 
the civil service, and, finally, his consuming fatal illness, the reader interprets 
the events in light of the conclusion. Tolstoy’s unusual time scheme under­
scores his assertion that his protagonist’s life “had been most simple and most 
ordinary and therefore most terrible.”

Modern writers have grown increasingly fond of playing tricks with time. 
Ambrose Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” recounts the main 
character’s miraculous escape from execution only to reveal that the escape is a 
fantasy that flashes through the man’s mind in the split second before the 
hangman’s rope reaches its end. This technique is exploited later by Jorge Luis 
Borges in a story called “The Secret Miracle,” in which a condemned play­
wright asks God, as he faces a firing squad, for a year to complete his unfin­
ished play; the miracle is granted as, in the time it takes the fatal bullets to 
make their trajectory, the protagonist imagines the whole of his play and even 
has time for final revisions. J. G. Ballard’s “Time of Passage” plays an even 
more profound trick, reversing chronology to detail his main character’s life 
moving inexorably from grave to cradle.

Sometimes discontinuity is closely bound up with a story’s total effect. 
Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily” moves backward and forward in time to conceal 
what, in chronological sequence, would be a fairly obvious case of murder that 
the townspeople, either through incredible obtuseness or willful complicity, 
have failed to “solve.” Had Faulkner described the events in chronological 
order, the grotesque shock of its final sentences would evaporate. In similar 
fashion, writers employ foreshadowing, hints at what is to take place later, so 
that the events of a story do not seem to be arbitrarily assembled but fit to­
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gether in some larger pattern that in some cases resembles the unrelenting 
workings of fate in a Sophoclean tragedy. Consider, for example, the first para­
graph of Flannery O’Connor's “A Good Man Is Hard to Find”:

The grandmother didn’t want to go to Florida. She wanted to visit 
some of her connections in east Tennessee and she was seizing at 
every chance to change Bailey’s mind. Bailey was the son she lived 
with, her only boy. He was sitting on the edge of his chair at the 
table, bent over the orange sports section of the Journal. “Now look 
here, Bailey,” she said, “see here, read this,” and she stood with one 
hand on her thin hip and the other rattling the newspaper at his bald 
head. “Here this fellow that calls himself The Misfit is aloose from 
the Federal Pen and headed toward Florida and you read here what it 
says he did to these people. Just you read it. I wouldn’t take my chil­
dren in any direction with a criminal like that aloose in it. I couldn’t 
answer to my conscience if I did.”

Not only does this brilliant opening characterize the grandmother (“She 
would of been a good woman,” The Misfit later says, “if it had been some­
body there to shoot her every minute of her life.”); it also sets in motion the 
family’s eventual collision with the murderer, a coincidence that directly re­
sults from the grandmother’s mistaking the location of a house, which in her 
obsession with vacationing in Tennessee, she has placed in the wrong state.

Is it possible for a plot to dispense with chronology—however altered—en­
tirely? Some modern writers have successfully managed the feat. Borges’s “The 
Library of Babel,” which describes a structure that seems almost timeless and 
infinite, has no real plot or chronology—just supposedly factual exposition. 
Donald Barthelme’s “The Indian Uprising” dispenses with sequence to appro­
priate the musical structure of the fugue, with images, events, and motifs 
whirling in a pattern of repetition and variation. Lorrie Moore’s “How to Be­
come a Writer” mimics the structure of the “process essay” that every freshman 
composition student knows. Her engaging story employs no plot sequence in 
any usual sense of the term. Julio Cortazar anticipated the computer technology 
of “hypertext fiction” when he wrote his novel Hopscotch in 1963—with chap­
ters that could be read in any order the reader chose. Clearly, the possibilities of 
plots that use time in original and unsettling ways have not yet been exhausted.

Causality and dramatic tension work hand-in-hand in successful plots. 
Causality refers to how a story’s events are linked by patterns of cause and 
effect. One event in a story causes subsequent developments until some sort 
of resolution of the events occurs. As one can note from the excerpt from 
O’Connor’s “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” even a one-in-a-million coinci­
dence can be made to seem plausible, indeed inevitable, through the careful 
foreshadowing and development of events.

Writers can play tricks with causality just as they play them with time. 
The mystery story, as invented by Poe and elaborated by Sir Arthur Conan 
Doyle and others, depends on a sequence of events that are linked by a pat­
tern that the characters and, if the author is successful, the reader, cannot ini­
tially discern. It remains the function of the brilliant sleuth, Dupin or 
Holmes, ro supply, at the story’s conclusion, the missing links in the chain of 
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events. Similarly, a successful ghost story must ultimately depend on some 
kind of “rational” explanation for the irrational events that have occurred. In 
stories such as these the writer must stay one step ahead of the reader, for 
nothing is so unsatisfactory as a mystery in which the reader figures out “who­
dunit” halfway through the plot.

As we read, we experience the events of a story vicariously and invest 
emotional energy in the work. We want to be moved or amused, scared or in­
trigued—depending on the genre. In a compelling story, we experience the 
excitement of turning pages faster and faster until our emotional tension is 
released in the conclusion. The reader’s gradual change in psychological stress 
is sometimes graphed as a slowly ascending curve that peaks and then levels 
out as the story is finished. This dramatic curve, which students of drama 
know as Freytag’s pyramid (named after nineteenth-century German critic 
Gustav Freytag), charts a typical plot as a series of escalating actions. The av­
erage plot resembles a poker game: the rules are set, the stakes are raised, 
called, raised again, and eventually the game ends in a final showdown. A 
brief look at the dramatic structure of a model plot can reveal how the basic 
elements operate.

The first part of this dramatic structure is the exposition, which provides 
the reader with the essential information—who, what, when, where—he or 
she needs to know before continuing. While writers of sophisticated fiction 
may try to disguise the fact, they often begin their stories with a variation of 
the “Once upon a time” opening common to fairy tales. A variation on this 
type of beginning, called the in medias res (“in the middle of things”) open­
ing after the conventions of the old epic poems, may actually open with a 
“blind” bit of action before supplying its context.

D. H. Lawrence’s “The Rocking-Horse Winner,” a story that has obvious 
links to fairy tales like “Jack and the Beanstalk,” opens with a passage of expo­
sition that seems almost a parody of the Brothers Grimm. Faulkner’s “Barn 
Burning,” on the other hand, opens in the midst of a trial in a country store 
small-claims court; it is not until somewhat later in the story that the charac­
ters and their relationship to one another are clarified. Because exposition in a 
story deals with events, places, and relationships that are pre-existing, it usu­
ally describes a stable situation, even if it is not an entirely happy one.

The appearance of “trouble” constitutes the second part of a plot, the 
complication or conflict, which takes the form of some circumstance that 
shakes up the stable situation. This conflict begins the rising action of the 
story, what Aristotle would have called its “essential middle.” Complications in 
a story may be either external or internal; that is, they may take the form of ex­
ternal events that are beyond the characters’ control or they may stem inter­
nally from a character’s change of attitude. In most stories, external and 
internal complications and conflicts work together; in Faulkner’s “Barn Burn­
ing,” for example, Ab Snopes’s prior act of arson has provided the occasion for 
the trial at which his son is being interrogated, but Sarty's own psychological 
and moral conflict over whether or not he should lie to save his worthless fa­
ther creates the central conflict, which eventually becomes a violent clash be­
tween father and son, that will build throughout the story. A stroke of fortune 
such as illness or accident that affects a character may provide an external com­
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plication, a problem that the character cannot turn away from, like Ivan Ilych’s 
accident while decorating his house which leads progressively to his fatal illness. 
An internal complication, on the other hand, might nor be immediately appar­
ent, the result of a character’s deep-seated uncertainties, dissatisfactions, and 
fears; Ivan’s illness and the reactions of his family and friends to it cause him to 
question his values and the way he has lived. In this story, the protagonist’s ex­
ternal suffering is of the body, but his internal struggle is with his own soul.

The body of a story is called the rising action and may contain a number 
of scenes, containing action and dialogue, which build to moments of crisis 
as a resolution of the complication momentarily seems at hand but just as 
quickly disappears. Aristotle used the term peripeteia for these moments of 
reversal, as the hopes of the characters rise and fall. Ivan sees a new doctor, re­
ceives a new diagnosis and new medicine, and temporarily feels better. Soon 
enough the dull pain in his side returns and his condition worsens. The pro­
tagonist of Fitzgerald’s “Babylon Revisited,” hoping that he has sufficiently re­
habilitated himself in his family’s eyes to reassume a relationship with his 
young daughter, is crushed when visible reminders of his checkered past show 
up unexpectedly. In Bret Harte’s tale of western justice, “The Outcasts of 
Poker Flat,” the storm-bound group of “pilgrims” sees their chances of survival 
wax and wane as each event makes their situation more hopeless.

The central moment of crisis in a plot is the climax, the point of greatest 
tension, which inaugurates the falling action of the story, in which the built- 
up tension is finally released. Some stories, particularly those involving a heavy 
use of suspense, have a steep “dramatic curve” and the writer uses all of his or 
her skills to impel the reader toward the final confrontation. Poe is a master of 
such plot construction. Often one encounters the trick ending (also called the 
O. Henry ending after its chief popularizer). An effective climax depends on a 
quick reversal of the situation from an unexpected source; its success is always 
relative to the degree to which the reader is surprised when it occurs. Modern 
short stories typically rely on climactic devices that are subtler than unex­
pected plot twists. Many modern writers have followed James Joyce’s lead in 
building not to a physical confrontation but to a moment of spiritual insight 
or revelation, what Joyce termed an epiphany. There is very little dramatic ac­
tion, in the usual sense of the term, in Joyce’s famous story “The Dead.” Its 
climax depends on two epiphanies, one in which Gabriel Conroy sees his wife 
in sentimentally romantic terms and a later one in which he realizes that the 
insight he thinks he has gained from the first epiphany is totally false.

The final part of a plot is the denouement or resolution. The French term 
literally refers to the untying of a knot, and we might compare the emotional 
release of a story’s ending to a piece of cloth that has been twisted tighter and 
tighter and is then untwisted as the action winds down. The denouement re­
turns the characters to another stable situation. Just as a fairy tale traditionally 
ends with “And they lived happily ever after,” many stories conclude with an 
indication of what the future holds for its characters. As an example, consider 
the final sentence of Frank O’Connor’s “Guests of the Nation.” Shocked by 
his complicity in the execution of two English prisoners, the Irish narrator 
concludes, “And anything that happened to me afterwards, I never felt the 
same about again.”



854 The Elements of Short Fiction

A scory's denouement may be either closed or open. A closed denoue­
ment ties up everything neatly and explains all unanswered questions the 
reader might have, as in the ‘‘Elementary, my dear Watson” explanation found 
at the end of so many mystery stories (a line, by the way, that does not appear 
in any of Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes tales). On the other hand, 
an open denouement leaves us with a few tantalizing loose ends, and has been 
the type of ending favored by writers in this century who perhaps wish to 
demonstrate that life usually lacks the neat closures of conventional stories.

Before leaving this discussion of plot, we might consider one final mat­
ter—originality. Despite what Poe and others have argued on the question, the 
writer who attempts to invent a totally original plot is doomed to failure, and 
it is no exaggeration to say that there is nothing new under the sun where 
plots of short stories are concerned. These plots often draw upon what psy­
chologist Carl Jung called archetypes, universal types of characters and situa­
tions that all human beings carry in their unconscious minds. Plots deriving 
from these archetypes may be found equally in ancient myths, fairy tales, as 
well as contemporary fiction and films. A few of the most familiar plots are 
the triangle (a love story involving three people), the quest (which is unified 
around a group of characters on a journey), and the transformation (in which 
a weak or physically unattractive character changes radically in the course of 
the story). Another enduring archetype is the rite of passage or initiation 
story. Perhaps because many writers begin to conceive of themselves as awk­
ward outsiders during the troubling periods of their own adolescence, the 
story that deals with a character’s “coming of age” is ubiquitous. Many stories 
in this anthology explore this universal situation.

Show me a character without anxieties 
and I will show you a boring book. 

Margaret Atwood

CHARACTERIZATION

While many stories of the nineteenth century hinged on surprising plot de­
velopments—the sort of ingenious twists we expect from stories by Poe, Mau­
passant, and O. Henry—modern writers have tended to see characterization as 
an element of fiction that is equal to plot or even more important than it. Be­
cause of the limitations of space, characters in short fiction must be painted 
with a few deft strokes, but the way a master writer handles his or her characters 
often results in portrayals of human beings with which we identify and remem­
ber. Carver’s blind man in “Cathedral,” O’Connor’s Ruby Turpin in “Revela­
tion,” or Oates’s Arnold Friend in “Where Are You Going, Where Have You 
Been?” are characters that have justly earned the adjective “unforgettable.”

Throughout the history of literature, authors have taken pains to create 
memorable characters, but their approaches have varied with changes in reli­
gious beliefs, historical circumstances, and scientific assumptions about human 
behavior. The ancient Greeks conceived of their epic and tragic heroes as men 
and women controlled by the unalterable will of fate, a mysterious agency with 
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which even the Olympian deities could not tamper. The Greeks added com­
plexity to characters in tragedy by making them subject ro hamartia, a tragic 
flaw or weakness that eventually brings about a characters downfall.

In the Middle Ages, a period when most authors wrote anonymously, a 
similar lack of interest in individualized characterization seemingly prevailed. 
Medieval authors idealized the knights and ladies in chivalric romances and en­
joyed the strictly allegorical characters of morality plays like Everyman. In the 
late Middle Ages the impulse toward individualism reasserted itself. Some of 
the most memorable characters in the history of literature are to be found in 
the narrative poems of Dante and Chaucer. By the early Renaissance certain 
scientific (or what we would now term pseudoscientific) approaches to charac­
ter began to gain prominence, especially the notion of the four “humours,” flu­
ids found in varying proportions in the body, that tended to define characters 
as predominantly “choleric,” “melancholic,” “sanguine,” or “phlegmatic.” In 
more recent times, the sciences of genetics, sociology, and psychology have 
dominated literary approaches to characterization. In the late nineteenth cen­
tury, Naturalist writers, led by Emile Zola, applied the scientific approaches of 
Charles Darwin and Cesare Lombroso to fictional characters, resulting in a de­
terministic view of human destiny as largely shaped by forces of heredity and 
environment that are beyond the individual’s control. Freudian psychology 
later led to further probing into the unconscious motives of actions, and new 
advances in science will doubtless provide future writers with methods of in­
vestigating human behavior that are barely conceivable now.

No matter what approach to characterization a writer employs, every 
story hinges on the actions undertaken by its main character, or protagonist 
(from the Greek word meaning literally “first debater”). Drawn from ancient 
tragedy, the term is perhaps more useful in discussions of fiction than such 
misleading classifications as hero or heroine. Additionally, stories may contain 
an opposing character, or antagonist, with whom the protagonist is drawn 
into conflict. In many modern stories there is little, in any traditional sense, 
that is heroic about the protagonists. It may be more often accurate to use a 
negative term, antihero, to designate one who occupies center stage but oth­
erwise seems incapable of fitting the traditional heroic mold. Tolstoy, for ex­
ample, described Ivan Ilych (the name is the Russian equivalent of “John 
Smith”) as “most ordinary.” Indeed, modern writers have often been so reluc­
tant to seem didactic in presenting characters that are “moral beacons” that 
they go to the opposite extreme in presenting conspicuously flawed protago­
nists whom we regard with pity or even disgust instead of with admiration.

Characters in short stories are often described as flat characters or round 
characters, depending on the depth of detail the writer lavishes on them. 
Some stories, like Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery,” may consist almost totally 
of flat characters, perhaps in keeping with the random manner of the sacrifi­
cial selection process. Flat minor characters in stories are often stock charac­
ters, stereotypes who may be necessary to advance the plot but otherwise are 
not deserving of more than the barest outlines of description. Round charac­
ters, on the other hand, are given more than one trait, some of which may 
even seem contradictory. They are also explored in depth as the author delves 
into the character’s past and even into his or her unconscious mind. Round 



856 The Elements of Short Fiction

characters are usually the protagonists of stories. Their depictions begin to ap­
proach the level of complexity that we associate with real human beings. 
When we finish a deeply realized story like Flaubert’s “A Simple Heart” or 
Joyce's “The Dead,” we feel that we have been in the presence of lives that we 
seem to know better than those of our friends and neighbors.

Development and motivation are also important in any consideration of 
fictional characters. Characters can be termed either static or dynamic de­
pending on the degree to which they change in the course of the story. The 
mother in Tillie Olsens “I Stand Here Ironing” is incapable of change. She is 
too embittered and rooted in the pessimism of her own past. Her daughter, 
on the other hand, has developed from an ugly duckling to a comedian and 
performer for whom there remains, in spite of the mother’s doubts, some 
chance of a better future. Perhaps Olsen’s title phrase “I stand here” offers an 
insight in the mother’s static character.

Character development is usually apparent to the reader. But character 
motivation, which is the rationale the reader is given for a character’s actions, 
may not be so obvious. In many cases an author will simply describe what is 
going on in a character’s mind, but in others we are denied access to this level 
of understanding. We do not know what has caused Faulkner’s Sarty Snopes 
to turn away from his father’s self-destructive habits, though the author 
seems to hint that an innate sense of right and wrong may occasionally spring 
up in the most unlikely places. Although we can speculate, playing the ama­
teur psychiatrist, about the reasons for characters’ sometimes bizarre actions, 
we may have to proceed from subtle, almost nonexistent clues that the au­
thor provides. We do not know what has made O’Connor’s Misfit into a 
serial killer, but his remarks on Jesus imply that religion did not serve him 
well in his earlier life. We do not know what has driven Hawthorne’s Young 
Goodman Brown into the dark woods on a mission that will destroy his hap­
piness, but, given the psychological and theological dimensions of the story, 
we can perhaps arrive at some sense of what Hawthorne is trying to tell us 
about human nature.

Motivation, of course, may be supplied directly by an author’s comments, 
but in other stories writers may try to present a character’s thoughts directly 
by using interior monologue, a method of narration that is somewhat like a 
soliloquy in drama, or stream of consciousness, an attempt to duplicate raw 
sensory data in the same disordered state that the mind receives it. As useful as 
these devices can be in explaining motivation, they sometimes place excessive 
demands on readers and are thus comparatively rare.

Physical description of characters also helps us to understand the au­
thor’s intent. In real life we are told from an early age not to judge people by 
external appearance, but in fiction the opposite is usually the case. Physical 
description is often a sign of what lurks beneath the surface. Given the 
brevity of most short stories, the physical details may be minimal but reveal­
ing in their lack of particulars. Think of Robert, Garver’s independent blind 
man in “Cathedral.” (Carver does not even provide a last name—an omis­
sion that forces the reader to be on a first-name basis with him.) We also 
learn that Robert has a beard and wears all-brown clothes. Not having to 
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of impression" established the key criterion by which the success or failure of a short 
story has historically been gauged. Still, to think of Poe as only a mechanic of words 
or manipulator of rhythms and refrains is as great an error as dwelling on the or­
nate Gothic surfaces of his tales. As D. H. Lawrence, no uncritical admirer of Poe, 
said, “He was an adventurer into vaults and cellars and horrible underground pas­
sages of the human soul. He sounded the horror and the warning of his own doom.'

The Fall of the House of Usher 1845

Son coeur est un luth suspendu; 
Sitot qu’on le touche il resonne.0

—De Beranger 
During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the 

year, when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I had been pass­
ing alone, on horseback, through a singularly dreary tract of country; and at 
length found myself, as the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the 
melancholy House of Usher. I know not how it was—but, with the first 
glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit. I say 
insufferable; for the feeling was unrelieved by any of that half-pleasurable, be­
cause poetic, sentiment, with which the mind usually receives even the sternest 
natural images of the desolate or terrible. I looked upon the scene before me— 
upon the mere house, and the simple landscape features of the domain—upon 
the bleak walls—upon the vacant eyelike windows—upon a few rank sedges— 
and upon a few white trunks of decayed trees—with an utter depression of 
soul which I can compare to no earthly sensation more properly than to the 
after-dream of the reveller upon opium—the bitter lapse into every-day life— 
the hideous dropping off of the veil. There was an iciness, a sinking, a sicken­
ing of the heart—an unredeemed dreariness of thought which no goading of 
the imagination could torture into aught of the sublime. What was it—I 
paused to think—what was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of 
the House of Usher? It was a mystery all insoluble; nor could I grapple with 
the shadowy fancies that crowded upon me as I pondered. I was forced to fall 
back upon the unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, there are 
combinations of very simple natural objects which have the power of thus af­
fecting us, still the analysis of this power lies among considerations beyond our 
depth. It was possible, I reflected, that a mere different arrangement of the par­
ticulars of the scene, of the details of the picture, would be sufficient to mod-

Son . . . resonne: Poe has adapted two famous lines from rhe French poet Pierre-Jean de Beranger 
(1780-1857). They translate as “His heart is a lightly strung lute; / As soon as one touches it, it 
resounds.” Beranger’s original reads “My heart. . . .”
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ify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for sorrowful impression; and, acting 
upon this idea, I reined my horse to the precipitous brink of a black and lurid 
tarn° that lay in unruffled luster by the dwelling, and gazed down—but with a 
shudder even more thrilling than before—upon the remodelled and inverted 
images of the gray sedge, and the ghastly tree-stems, and the vacant and eye­
like windows.

Nevertheless, in this mansion of gloom I now proposed to myself a so­
journ of some weeks. Its proprietor, Roderick Usher, had been one of my boon 
companions in boyhood; but many years had elapsed since our last meeting. 
A letter, however, had lately reached me in a distant part of the country—a 
letter from him—which, in its wildly importunate nature, had admitted of no 
other than a personal reply. The MS.° gave evidence of nervous agitation. The 
writer spoke of acute bodily illness—of a mental disorder which oppressed 
him—and of an earnest desire to see me, as his best, and indeed his only per­
sonal friend, with a view of attempting, by the cheerfulness of my society, 
some alleviation of his malady. It was the manner in which all this, and much 
more, was said—it was the apparent heart that went with his request—which 
allowed me no room for hesitation; and I accordingly obeyed forthwith what 
I still considered a very singular summons.

Although, as boys, we had been even intimate associates, yet I really knew 
little of my friend. His reserve had been always excessive and habitual. I was 
aware, however, that his very ancient family had been noted, time out of 
mind, for a peculiar sensibility of temperament, displaying itself, through long 
ages, in many works of exalted art, and manifested, of late, in repeated deeds 
of munificent yet unobtrusive charity, as well as in a passionate devotion to 
the intricacies, perhaps even more than to the orthodox and easily recogniz­
able beauties, of musical science. I had learned, too, the very remarkable fact, 
that the stem of the Usher race, all time-honored as it was, had put forth, at 
no period, any enduring branch; in other words, that the entire family lay in 
the direct line of descent, and had always, with very trifling and very tempo­
rary variation, so lain. It was this deficiency, I considered, while running over 
in thought the perfect keeping of the character of the premises with the ac­
credited character of the people, and while speculating upon the possible in­
fluence which the one, in the long lapse of centuries, might have exercised 
upon the other—it was this deficiency, perhaps, of collateral issue, and the 
consequent undeviating transmission, from sire to son, of the patrimony with 
the name, which had, at length, so identified the two as to merge the original 
title of the estate in the quaint and equivocal appellation of the “House of 
Usher”—an appellation which seemed to include, in the minds of the peas­
antry who used it, both the family and the family mansion.

I have said that the sole effect of my somewhat childish experiment—that 
of looking down within the tarn—had been to deepen the first singular im­
pression. There can be no doubt that the consciousness of the rapid increase

tarn: a small mountain lake or pool. MS.: manuscript. 
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of my superstition—for why should I not so term it?—served mainly to accel­
erate rhe increase itself. Such, I have long known, is the paradoxical law of all 
sentiments having terror as a basis. And it might have been for this reason 
only, that, when I again uplifted my eyes to the house itself, from its image in 
the pool, there grew in my mind a strange fancy—a fancy so ridiculous, in­
deed, that I but mention it to show the vivid force of the sensations which op­
pressed me. I had so worked upon my imagination as really to believe that 
about the whole mansion and domain there hung an atmosphere peculiar to 
themselves and their immediate vicinity—an atmosphere which had no affin­
ity with the air of heaven, but which had reeked up from the decayed trees, 
and the gray wall, and the silent tarn—a pestilent and mystic vapor, dull, slug­
gish, faintly discernible, and leaden-hued.

Shaking off from my spirit what must have been a dream, I scanned more 
narrowly the real aspect of the building. Its principal feature seemed to be that 
of an excessive antiquity. The discoloration of ages had been great. Minute 
fungi overspread the whole exterior, hanging in a fine tangled web-work from 
the eaves. Yet all this was apart from any extraordinary dilapidation. No por­
tion of the masonry had fallen; and there appeared to be a wild inconsistency 
between its still perfect adaptation of parts, and the crumbling condition of 
the individual stones. In this there was much that reminded me of the spe­
cious totality of old woodwork which has rotted for long years in some ne­
glected vault, with no disturbance from the breath of the external air. Beyond 
this indication of extensive decay, however, the fabric gave little token of in­
stability. Perhaps the eye of a scrutinizing observer might have discovered a 
barely perceptible fissure, which, extending from the roof of the building in 
front, made its way down the wall in a zigzag direction, until it became lost in 
the sullen waters of the tarn.

Noticing these things, I rode over a short causeway to the house. A servant 
in waiting took my horse, and I entered the Gothic archway of the hall. A valet, 
of stealthy step, thence conducted me, in silence, through many dark and intri­
cate passages in my progress to the studio of his master. Much that I encoun­
tered on the way contributed, I know not how, to heighten the vague senti­
ments of which I have already spoken. While the objects around me—while 
the carvings of the ceilings, the somber tapestries of the walls, the ebon black­
ness of the floors, and the phantasmagoric armorial trophies which rattled as I 
strode, were but matters to which, or to such as which, I had been accustomed 
from my infancy—while I hesitated not to acknowledge how familiar was all 
this—I still wondered to find how unfamiliar were the fancies which ordinary 
images were stirring up. On one of the staircases, I met the physician of the 
family. His countenance, I thought, wore a mingled expression of low cunning 
and perplexity. He accosted me with trepidation and passed on. The valet now 
threw open a door and ushered me into the presence of his master.

The room in which I found myself was very large and lofty. The windows 
were long, narrow, and pointed, and at so vast a distance from the black oaken 
floor as to be altogether inaccessible from within. Feeble gleams of encrim- 
soned light made their way through the trellised panes, and served to render 
sufficiently distinct the more prominent objects around; the eye, however, 
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struggled in vain to reach rhe remoter angles of rhe chamber, or the recesses of 
the vaulted and fretted ceiling. Dark draperies hung upon the walls. The gen­
eral furniture was profuse, comfortless, antique, and tattered. Many books and 
musical instruments lay scattered about, but failed to give any vitality to the 
scene. I felt that I breathed an atmosphere of sorrow. An air of stern, deep, and 
irredeemable gloom hung over and pervaded all.

Upon my entrance, Usher arose from a sofa on which he had been lying 
at full length, and greeted me with a vivacious warmth which had much in it, 
I at first thought, of an overdone cordiality—of the constrained effort of the 
ennuyeQ man of the world. A glance, however, at his countenance, convinced 
me of his perfect sincerity. We sat down; and for some moments, while he 
spoke not, I gazed upon him with a feeling half of pity, half of awe. Surely, 
man had never before so terribly altered, in so brief a period, as had Roderick 
Usher! It was with difficulty that I could bring myself to admit the identity of 
the wan being before me with the companion of my early boyhood. Yet the 
character of his face had been at all times remarkable. A cadaverousness of 
complexion; an eye large, liquid, and luminous beyond comparison; lips 
somewhat thin and very pallid, but of a surpassingly beautiful curve; a nose of 
a delicate Hebrew model, but with a breadth of nostril unusual in similar for­
mations; a finely molded chin, speaking, in its want of prominence, of a want 
of moral energy; hair of a more than web-like softness and tenuity; these fea­
tures, with an inordinate expansion above the regions of the temple, made up 
altogether a countenance not easily to be forgotten. And now in the mere ex­
aggeration of the prevailing character of these features, and of the expression 
they were wont to convey, lay so much of change that I doubted to whom I 
spoke. The now ghastly pallor of the skin, and the now miraculous luster of 
the eye, above all things startled and even awed me. The silken hair, too, had 
been suffered to grow all unheeded, and as, in its wild gossamer texture, it 
floated rather than fell about the face, I could not, even with effort, connect 
its Arabesque0 expression with any idea of simple humanity.

In the manner of my friend I was at once struck with an incoherence—an 
inconsistency; and I soon found this to arise from a series of feeble and futile 
struggles to overcome an habitual trepidancy—an excessive nervous agitation. 
For something of this nature I had indeed been prepared, no less by his letter, 
than by reminiscences of certain boyish traits, and by conclusions deduced 
from his peculiar physical conformation and temperament. His action was al­
ternately vivacious and sullen. His voice varied rapidly from a tremulous inde­
cision (when the animal spirits seemed utterly in abeyance) to that species of 
energetic concision—that abrupt, weighty, unhurried, and hollow-sounding 
enunciation—that leaden, self-balanced and perfectly modulated guttural ut­
terance, which may be observed in the lost drunkard, or the irreclaimable eater 
of opium, during the periods of his most intense excitement.

It was thus that he spoke of the object of my visit, of his earnest desire to 
see me, and of the solace he expected me to afford him. He entered, at some 
length, into what he conceived to be the nature of his malady. It was, he said,

ennuye: bored. Arabesque: fantastic and complex design. 
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a constitutional and a family evil, and one for which he despaired to find a 
remedy—a mere nervous affection, he immediately added, which would un­
doubtedly soon pass off. It displayed itself in a host of unnatural sensations. 
Some of these, as he detailed them, interested and bewildered me; although, 
perhaps, the terms and the general manner of the narration had their weight. 
He suffered much from a morbid acuteness of the senses; the most insipid 
food was alone endurable; he could wear only garments of certain texture; the 
odors of all flowers were oppressive; his eyes were tortured by even a faint 
light; and there were but peculiar sounds, and these from stringed instru­
ments, which did not inspire him with horror.

To an anomalous species of terror I found him a bounden slave. “I shall 
perish,” said he, “I must perish in this deplorable folly. Thus, thus, and not 
otherwise, shall I be lost. I dread the events of the future, not in themselves, 
but in their results. I shudder at the thought of any, even the most trivial, in­
cident, which may operate upon this intolerable agitation of soul. I have, in­
deed, no abhorrence of danger, except in its absolute effect—in terror. In this 
unnerved—in this pitiable condition—I feel that the period will sooner or 
later arrive when I must abandon life and reason together, in some struggle 
with the grim phantasm, FEAR.”

I learned, moreover, at intervals, and through broken and equivocal hints, 
another singular feature of his mental condition. He was enchained by certain 
superstitious impressions in regard to the dwelling which he tenanted, and 
whence, for many years, he had never ventured forth—in regard to an influ­
ence whose suppositious force was conveyed in terms too shadowy here to be 
restated—an influence which some peculiarities in the mere form and sub­
stance of his family mansion, had, by dint of long sufferance, he said, obtained 
over his spirit—an effect which the physique of the gray walls and turrets, and 
of the dim tarn into which they all looked down, had, at length, brought 
about upon the morale of his existence.

He admitted, however, although with hesitation, that much of the pecu­
liar gloom which thus afflicted him could be traced to a more natural and far 
more palpable origin—to the severe and long-continued illness—indeed to 
the evidently approaching dissolution—of a tenderly beloved sister—his sole 
companion for long years—his last and only relative on earth. “Her decease,” 
he said, with a bitterness which I can never forget, “would leave him (him the 
hopeless and the frail) the last of the ancient race of the Ushers.” While he 
spoke, the lady Madeline (for so was she called) passed slowly through a re­
mote portion of the apartment, and, without having noticed my presence, dis­
appeared. I regarded her with an utter astonishment not unmingled with 
dread—and yet I found it impossible to account for such feelings. A sensation 
of stupor oppressed me, as my eyes followed her retreating steps. When a door, 
at length, closed upon her, my glance sought instinctively and eagerly the 
countenance of the brother—but he had buried his face in his hands, and I 
could only perceive that a far more than ordinary wanness had overspread the 
emaciated fingers through which trickled many passionate tears.

The disease of the lady Madeline had long baffled the skill of her physi­
cians. A settled apathy, a gradual wasting away of the person, and frequent 
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although transient affections of a partially cataleptical character, were the un­
usual diagnosis. Hitherto she had steadily borne up against the pressure of her 
malady, and had not betaken herself finally to bed; but, on the closing in of 
the evening of my arrival at the house, she succumbed (as her brother told me 
at night with inexpressible agitation) to the prostrating power of the destroyer; 
and I learned that the glimpse I had obtained of her person would thus proba­
bly be the last I should obtain—that the lady, at least while living, would be 
seen by me no more.

For several days ensuing, her name was unmentioned by either Usher or 
myself: and during this period I was busied in earnest endeavors to alleviate 
the melancholy of my friend. We painted and read together; or I listened, as if 
in a dream, to the wild improvisations of his speaking guitar. And thus, as a 
closer and still closer intimacy admitted me more unreservedly into the re­
cesses of his spirit, the more bitterly did I perceive the futility of all attempt at 
cheering a mind from which darkness, as if an inherent positive quality, 
poured forth upon all objects of the moral and physical universe, in one un­
ceasing radiation of gloom.

I shall ever bear about me a memory of the many solemn hours I thus 
spent alone with the master of the House of Usher. Yet I should fail in any at­
tempt to convey an idea of the exact character of the studies, or of the occupa­
tions, in which he involved me, or led me the way. An excited and highly dis­
tempered ideality threw a sulphureous luster over all. His long improvised 
dirges will ring forever in my ears. Among other things, I hold painfully in 
mind a certain singular perversion and amplification of the wild air of the last 
waltz of Von Weber.0 From the paintings over which his elaborate fancy 
brooded, and which grew, touch by touch, into vaguenesses at which I shud­
dered the more thrillingly, because I shuddered knowing not why;—from 
these paintings (vivid as their images now are before me) I would in vain en­
deavor to educe more than a small portion which should lie within the com­
pass of merely written words. By the utter simplicity, by the nakedness of his 
designs, he arrested and overawed attention. If ever mortal painted an idea, 
that mortal was Roderick Usher. For me at least—in the circumstances then 
surrounding me—these arose out of the pure abstractions which the 
hypochondriac contrived to throw upon his canvas, an intensity of intolerable 
awe, no shadow of which felt I ever yet in the contemplation of the certainly 
glowing yet too concrete reveries of Fuseli.0

One of the phantasmagoric conceptions of my friend, partaking not so 
rigidly of the spirit of abstraction, may be shadowed forth, although feebly, in 
words. A small picture presented the interior of an immensely long and rectan­
gular vault or tunnel, with low walls, smooth, white, and without interruption 
or device. Certain accessory points of the design served well to convey the idea 
that this excavation lay at an exceeding depth below the surface of the earth. 

last waltz of Von Weber: a Romantic waltz composed by Karl Gottlieb Reissiger (1798—1859) in 
honor of the composer Carl Maria von Weber (1786—1826). Fuseli: Henry Fuseli (1742—1825), 
a Swiss-born artist, who spent most of his career working in England. Fuseli was an associate of 
William Blake, and his work reflected the nightmarish and fantastic side of Romanticism.
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doorkeeper recognizes that the man has reached his end, and, to let his failing 
senses catch the words, roars in his ear: “No one else could ever be admitted 
here, since this gate was made only for you. I am now going to shut it.”

The Metamorphosis 1915

Translated by Willa and Edwin Muir

I
As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself 

transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect. He was lying on his hard, as it 
were armor-plated, back and when he lifted his head a little he could see his 
dome-like brown belly divided into stiff arched segments on top of which the 
bed quilt could hardly keep in position and was about to slide off completely. 
His numerous legs, which were pitifully thin compared to the rest of his bulk, 
waved helplessly before his eyes.

What has happened to me? he thought. It was no dream. His room, a reg­
ular human bedroom, only rather too small, lay quiet between the four famil­
iar walls. Above the table on which a collection of cloth samples was unpacked 
and spread out—Samsa was a commercial traveler0—hung the picture which 
he had recently cut out of an illustrated magazine and put into a pretty gilt 
frame. It showed a lady, with a fur cap on and a fur stole, sitting upright and 
holding out to the spectator a huge fur muff into which the whole of her fore­
arm had vanished!

Gregor’s eyes turned next to the window, and the overcast sky—one could 
hear rain drops beating on the window gutter—made him quite melancholy. 
What about sleeping a little longer and forgetting all this nonsense, he 
thought, but it could not be done, for he was accustomed to sleep on his right 
side and in his present condition he could not turn himself over. However vi­
olently he forced himself towards his right side he always rolled on to his back 
again. He tried it at least a hundred times, shutting his eyes to keep from see­
ing his struggling legs, and only desisted when he began to feel in his side a 
faint dull ache he had never experienced before.

Oh God, he thought, what an exhausting job I’ve picked on! Traveling 
about day in, day out. It’s much more irritating work than doing the actual 
business in the office, and on top of that there’s the trouble of constant travel­
ing, of worrying about train connections, the bed and irregular meals, casual 
acquaintances that are always new and never become intimate friends. The 
devil take it all! He felt a slight itching up on his belly; slowly pushed himself 
on his back nearer to the top of the bed so that he could lift his head more eas-

commercial traveler: a traveling salesman. 
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ily; identified the itching place which was surrounded by many small white 
spots the nature of which he could not understand and made to touch it with 
a leg, but drew the leg back immediately, for the contact made a cold shiver 
run through him.

He slid down again into his former position. This getting up early he 
thought, makes one quite stupid. A man needs his sleep. Other commercials 
live like harem women. For instance, when I come back to the hotel of a 
morning to write up the orders I’ve got, these others are only sitting down to 
breakfast. Let me just try that with my chief; I’d be sacked on the spot. Any­
how, that might be quite a good thing for me, who can tell? If I didn’t have to 
hold my hand because of my parents I’d have given notice long ago, I’d have 
gone to the chief and told him exactly what I think of him. That would knock 
him endways from his desk! It’s a queer way of doing, too, this sitting on high 
at a desk and talking down to employees, especially when they have to come 
quite near because the chief is hard of hearing. Well, there’s still hope; once I’ve 
saved enough money to pay back my parents’ debts to him—that should take 
another five or six years—I’ll do it without fail. I’ll cut myself completely loose 
then. For the moment, though, I’d better get up, since my train goes at five.

He looked at the alarm clock ticking on the chest. Heavenly Father! he 
thought. It was half-past six o’clock and the hands were quietly moving on, it 
was even past the half-hour, it was getting on toward a quarter to seven. Had 
the alarm clock not gone off? From the bed one could see that it had been 
properly set for four o’clock; of course it must have gone off. Yes, but was it 
possible to sleep quietly through that ear-splitting noise? Well, he had not slept 
quietly, yet apparently all the more soundly for that. But what was he to do 
now? The next train went at seven o’clock; to catch that he would need to 
hurry like mad and his samples weren’t even packed up, and he himself wasn’t 
feeling particularly fresh and active. And even if he did catch the train he 
wouldn’t avoid a row with the chief, since the firm’s porter would have been 
waiting for the five o’clock train and would have long since reported his failure 
to turn up. The porter was a creature of the chief’s, spineless and stupid. Well, 
supposing he were to say he was sick? But that would be most unpleasant and 
would look suspicious, since during his five years’ employment he had not been 
ill once. The chief himself would be sure to come with the sick-insurance doc­
tor, would reproach his parents with their son’s laziness and would cut all ex­
cuses short by referring to the insurance doctor, who of course regarded all 
mankind as perfectly healthy malingerers. And would he be so far wrong on 
this occasion? Gregor really felt quite well, apart from a drowsiness that was ut­
terly superfluous after such a long sleep, and he was even unusually hungry.

As all this was running through his mind at top speed without his being 
able to decide to leave his bed—the alarm clock had just struck a quarter to 
seven—there came a cautious tap at the door behind the head of his bed. 
“Gregor,” said a voice—it was his mother’s—”it’s a quarter to seven. Hadn’t 
you a train to catch?” That gentle voice! Gregor had a shock as he heard his 
own voice answering hers, unmistakably his own voice, it was true, but with a 
persistent horrible twittering squeak behind it like an undertone, that left the 
words in their clear shape only for the first moment and then rose up rever­
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berating round them to destroy their sense, so that one could not be sure one 
had heard them rightly. Gregor wanted to answer at length and explain every­
thing, but in the circumstances he confined himself to saying: “Yes, yes, thank 
you, Mother, I’m getting up now.” The wooden door between them must have 
kept the change in his voice from being noticeable outside, for his mother 
contented herself with this statement and shuffled away. Yet this brief ex­
change of words had made the other members of the family aware that Gregor 
was still in the house, as they had not expected, and at one of the side doors 
his father was already knocking, gently, yet with his fist. “Gregor, Gregor,” he 
called, “what’s the matter with you?” And after a little while he called again in 
a deeper voice: “Gregor! Gregor!” At the other side door his sister was saying 
in a low, plaintive tone: “Gregor? Aren’t you well? Are you needing anything?” 
He answered them both at once: “I’m just ready,” and did his best to make his 
voice sound as normal as possible by enunciating the words very clearly and 
leaving long pauses between them. So his father went back to his breakfast, 
but his sister whispered: “Gregor, open the door, do.” However, he was not 
thinking of opening the door, and felt thankful for the prudent habit he had 
acquired in traveling of locking all doors during the night, even at home.

His immediate intention was to get up quietly without being disturbed, 
to put on his clothes and above all eat his breakfast, and only then to consider 
what else was to be done, since in bed, he was well aware, his meditations 
would come to no sensible conclusion. He remembered that often enough in 
bed he had felt small aches and pains, probably caused by awkward postures, 
which had proved purely imaginary once he got up, and he looked forward ea­
gerly to seeing this morning’s delusions gradually fall away. That the change in 
his voice was nothing but the precursor of a severe chill, a standing ailment of 
commercial travelers, he had not the least possible doubt.

To get rid of the quilt was quite easy; he had only to inflate himself a little 
and it fell off by itself. But the next move was difficult, especially because he 
was so uncommonly broad. He would have needed arms and hands to hoist 
himself up; instead he had only the numerous little legs which never stopped 
waving in all directions and which he could not control in the least. When he 
tried to bend one of them it was the first to stretch itself straight; and did he 
succeed at last in making it do what he wanted, all the other legs meanwhile 
waved the more wildly in a high degree of unpleasant agitation. “But what’s 
the use of lying idle in bed,” said Gregor to himself.

He thought that he might get out of bed with the lower part of his body 
first, but this lower part, which he had not yet seen and of which he could 
form no clear conception, proved too difficult to move; it shifted so slowly; 
and when finally, almost wild with annoyance, he gathered his forces together 
and thrust out recklessly, he had miscalculated the direction and bumped 
heavily against the lower end of the bed, and the stinging pain he felt in­
formed him that precisely this lower part of his body was at the moment prob­
ably the most sensitive.

So he tried to get the top part of himself out first, and cautiously moved 
his head towards the edge of the bed. That proved easy enough, and despite its 
breadth and mass the bulk of his body at last slowly followed the movement of 
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his head. Still, when he finally got his head free over the edge of the bed he felt 
too scared ro go on advancing, for after all if he let himself fall in this way it 
would take a miracle to keep his head from being injured. And at all costs he 
must not lose consciousness now, precisely now; he would rather stay in bed.

But when after a repetition of the same efforts he lay in his former position 
again, sighing, and watched his little legs struggling against each other more 
wildly than ever, if that were possible, and saw no way of bringing any order 
into this arbitrary confusion, he told himself again that it was impossible to 
stay in bed and that the most sensible course was to risk everything for the 
smallest hope of getting away from it. At the same time he did not forget mean­
while to remind himself that cool reflection, the coolest possible, was much 
better than desperate resolves. In such moments he focused his eyes as sharply 
as possible on the window, but, unfortunately, the prospect of the morning fog, 
which muffled even the other side of the narrow street, brought him little en­
couragement and comfort. “Seven o’clock already,” he said to himself when the 
alarm clock chimed again, “seven o’clock already and still such a thick fog.” 
And for a little while he lay quiet, breathing lightly, as if perhaps expecting such 
complete repose to restore all things to their real and normal condition.

But then he said to himself: “Before it strikes a quarter past seven I must 
be quite out of this bed, without fail. Anyhow, by that time someone will have 
come from the office to ask for me, since it opens before seven.” And he set 
himself to rocking his whole body at once in a regular rhythm, with the idea 
of swinging it out of the bed. If he tipped himself out in that way he could 
keep his head from injury by lifting it at an acute angle when he fell. His back 
seemed to be hard and was not likely to suffer from a fall on the carpet. His 
biggest worry was the loud crash he would not be able to help making, which 
would probably cause anxiety, if not terror, behind all the doors. Still, he must 
take the risk.

When he was already half out of the bed—the new method was more a 
game than an effort, for he needed only to hitch himself across by rocking to 
and fro—it struck him how simple it would be if he could get help. Two 
strong people—he thought of his father and the servant girl—would be amply 
sufficient; they would only have to thrust their arms under his convex back, 
lever him out of the bed, bend down with their burden and then be patient 
enough to let him turn himself right over on to the floor, where it was to be 
hoped his legs would then find their proper function. Well, ignoring the fact 
that the doors were all locked, ought he really to call for help? In spite of his 
misery he could not suppress a smile at the very idea of it.

He had got so far that he could barely keep his equilibrium when he 
rocked himself strongly, and he would have to nerve himself very soon for the 
final decision since in five minutes’ time it would be a quarter past seven— 
when the front doorbell rang. “That’s someone from the office,” he said to 
himself, and grew almost rigid, while his little legs only jigged about all the 
faster. For a moment everything stayed quiet. “They’re not going to open the 
door,” said Gregor to himself, catching at some kind of irrational hope. But 
then of course the servant girl went as usual to the door with her heavy tread 
and opened it. Gregor needed only to hear the first good morning of the visi­
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tor to know immediately who it was—the chief clerk himself. What a fate, to 
be condemned to work for a firm where the smallest omission at once gave rise 
to the gravest suspicion! Were all employees in a body nothing but scoundrels, 
was there not among them one single loyal devoted man who, had he wasted 
only an hour or so of the firm's time in a morning, was so tormented by con­
science as to be driven out of his mind and actually incapable of leaving his 
bed? Wouldn’t it really have been sufficient to send an apprentice to inquire— 
if any inquiry were necessary at all—did the chief clerk himself have to come 
and thus indicate to the entire family, an innocent family, that this suspicious 
circumstance could be investigated by no one less versed in affairs than him­
self? And more through the agitation caused by these reflections than through 
any act of will Gregor swung himself out of bed with all his strength. There 
was a loud thump, but it was not really a crash. His fall was broken to some 
extent by the carpet, his back, too, was less stiff than he thought, and so there 
was merely a dull thud, not so very startling. Only he had not lifted his head 
carefully enough and had hit it; he turned it and rubbed it on the carpet in 
pain and irritation.

“That was something falling down in there,” said the chief clerk in the 
next room to the left. Gregor tried to suppose to himself that something like 
what had happened to him today might some day happen to the chief clerk; 
one really could not deny that it was possible. But as if in brusque reply to this 
supposition the chief clerk took a couple of firm steps in the next-door room 
and his patent leather boots creaked. From the right-hand room his sister was 
whispering to inform him of the situation: “Gregor, the chief clerk’s here.” “I 
know,” muttered Gregor to himself; but he didn’t dare to make his voice loud 
enough for his sister to hear it.

“Gregor,” said his father now from the left-hand room, “the chief clerk has 
come and wants to know why you didn’t catch the early train. We don’t know 
what to say to him. Besides, he wants to talk to you in person. So open the 
door, please. He will be good enough to excuse the untidiness of your room.” 
“Good morning, Mr. Samsa,” the chief clerk was calling amiably meanwhile. 
“He’s not well,” said his mother to the visitor, while his father was still speak­
ing through the door, “he’s not well, sir, believe me. What else would make 
him miss a train! The boy thinks about nothing but his work. It makes me al­
most cross the way he never goes out in the evenings; he’s been here the last 
eight days and has stayed at home every single evening. He just sits there qui­
etly at the table reading a newspaper or looking through railway timetables. 
The only amusement he gets is doing fretwork. For instance, he spent two or 
three evenings cutting out a little picture frame; you would be surprised to see 
how pretty it is; it’s hanging in his room; you’ll see it in a minute when Gregor 
opens the door. I must say I’m glad you’ve come, sir; we should never have got 
him to unlock the door by ourselves; he’s so obstinate; and I’m sure he’s unwell, 
though he wouldn’t have it to be so this morning.” “I’m just coming,” said Gre­
gor slowly and carefully, not moving an inch for fear of losing one word of the 
conversation. “I can’t think of any other explanation, madam,” said the chief 
clerk, “I hope it’s nothing serious. Although on the other hand I must say that 
we men of business—fortunately or unfortunately—very often simply have to 
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ignore any slight indisposition, since business must be attended to.” “Well, can 
rhe chief clerk come in now?” asked Gregor’s father impatiently, again knock­
ing on the door. “No,” said Gregor. In the left-hand room a painful silence fol­
lowed this refusal, in the right-hand room his sister began to sob.

Why didn’t his sister join the others? She was probably newly out of bed 
and hadn’t even begun to put on her clothes yet. Well, why was she crying? 
Because he wouldn’t get up and let the chief clerk in, because he was in danger 
of losing his job, and because the chief would begin dunning his parents again 
for the old debts? Surely these were things one didn’t need to worry about for 
the present. Gregor was still at home and not in the least thinking of deserting 
the family. At the moment, true, he was lying on the carpet and no one who 
knew the condition he was in could seriously expect him to admit the chief 
clerk. But for such a small discourtesy, which could plausibly be explained 
away somehow later on, Gregor could hardly be dismissed on the spot. And it 
seemed to Gregor that it would be much more sensible to leave him in peace 
for the present than to trouble him with tears and entreaties. Still, of course, 
their uncertainty bewildered them all and excused their behavior.

“Mr. Samsa,” the chief clerk called now in a louder voice, “what’s the mat­
ter with you? Here you are, barricading yourself in your room, giving only yes’ 
and ‘no’ for answers, causing your parents a lot of unnecessary trouble and ne­
glecting—I mention this only in passing—neglecting your business duties in 
an incredible fashion. I am speaking here in the name of your parents and of 
your chief, and I beg you quite seriously to give me an immediate and precise 
explanation. You amaze me, you amaze me. I thought you were a quiet, de­
pendable person, and now all at once you seem bent on making a disgraceful 
exhibition of yourself. The chief did hint to me early this morning a possible 
explanation for your disappearance—with reference to the cash payments that 
were entrusted to you recently—but I almost pledged my solemn word of 
honor that this could not be so. But now that I see how incredibly obstinate 
you are, I no longer have the slightest desire to take your part at all. And your 
position in the firm is not so unassailable. I came with the intention of telling 
you all this in private, but since you are wasting my time so needlessly I don’t 
see why your parents shouldn’t hear it too. For some time past your work has 
been most unsatisfactory; this is not the season of the year for a business 
boom, of course, we admit that, but a season of the year for doing no business 
at all, that does not exist, Mr. Samsa, must not exist.”

“But, sir,” cried Gregor, beside himself and in his agitation forgetting 
everything else, “I’m just going to open the door this very minute. A slight ill­
ness, an attack of giddiness, has kept me from getting up. I’m still lying in bed. 
But I feel all right again. I’m getting out of bed now. Just give me a moment 
or two longer! I’m not quite so well as I thought. But I’m all right, really. How 
a thing like that can suddenly strike one down! Only last night I was quite 
well, my parents can tell you, or rather I did have a slight presentiment. I must 
have showed some sign of it. Why didn’t I report it at the office! But one al­
ways thinks that an indisposition can be got over without staying in the house. 
Oh sir, do spare my parents! All that you’re reproaching me with now has no 
foundation; no one has ever said a word to me about it. Perhaps you haven’t 
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looked at the last orders I sent in. Anyhow, I can still catch the eight o’clock 
train, I’m much the better for my few hours’ rest. Don’t let me detain you 
here, sir; I’ll be attending to business very soon, and do be good enough to tell 
the chief so and to make my excuses to him!”

And while all this was tumbling out pell-mell and Gregor hardly knew 
what he was saying, he had reached the chest quite easily, perhaps because of 
the practice he had had in bed, and was now trying to lever himself upright 
by means of it. He meant actually to open the door, actually to show himself 
and speak to the chief clerk; he was eager to find out what the others, after all 
their insistence, would say at the sight of him. If they were horrified then the 
responsibility was no longer his and he could stay quiet. But if they took it 
calmly, then he had no reason either to be upset, and could really get to the 
station for the eight o’clock train if he hurried. At first he slipped down a few 
times from the polished surface of the chest, but at length with a last heave he 
stood upright; he paid no more attention to the pains in the lower part of his 
body, however they smarted. Then he let himself fall against the back of a 
near-by chair, and clung with his little legs to the edges of it. That brought 
him into control of himself again and he stopped speaking, for now he could 
listen to what the chief clerk was saying.

“Did you understand a word of it?” the chief clerk was asking; “surely he 
can’t be trying to make fools of us?” “Oh dear,” cried his mother, in tears, “per­
haps he’s terribly ill and we re tormenting him. Grete! Grete!” she called out 
then. “Yes, Mother?” called his sister from the other side. They were calling to 
each other across Gregor’s room. “You must go this minute for the doctor. 
Gregor is ill. Go for the doctor, quick. Did you hear how he was speaking?” 
“That was no human voice,” said the chief clerk in a voice noticeably low be­
side the shrillness of the mother’s. “Anna! Anna!” his father was calling 
through the hall to the kitchen, clapping his hands, “get a locksmith at once!” 
And the two girls were already running through the hall with a swish of 
skirts—how could his sister have got dressed so quickly?—and were tearing 
the front door open. There was no sound of its closing again; they had evi­
dently left it open, as one does in houses where some great misfortune has 
happened.

But Gregor was now much calmer. The words he uttered were no longer 
understandable, apparently, although they seemed clear enough to him, even 
clearer than before, perhaps because his ear had grown accustomed to the 
sound of them. Yet at any rate people now believed that something was wrong 
with him, and were ready to help him. The positive certainty with which these 
first measures had been taken comforted him. He felt himself drawn once 
more into the human circle and hoped for great and remarkable results from 
both the doctor and the locksmith, without really distinguishing precisely be­
tween them. To make his voice as clear as possible for the decisive conversa­
tion that was now imminent he coughed a little, as quietly as he could, of 
course, since this noise too might not sound like a human cough for all he was 
able to judge. In the next room meanwhile there was complete silence. Per­
haps his parents were sitting at the table with the chief clerk, whispering, per­
haps they were all leaning against the door and listening.
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Slowly Gregor pushed the chair towards the door, then let go of it, caught 
hold of the door lor support—the soles at the end of his little legs were some­
what sticky—and rested against it for a moment after his efforts. Then he set 
himself to turning the key in the lock with his mouth. It seemed, unhappily, 
that he hadn’t really any teeth—what could he grip the key with?—but on the 
other hand his jaws were certainly very strong; with their help he did manage 
to set the key in motion, heedless of the fact that he was undoubtedly damag­
ing them somewhere, since a brown fluid issued from his mouth, flowed over 
the key and dripped on the floor. “Just listen to that,” said the chief clerk next 
door; “he’s turning the key.” That was a great encouragement to Gregor; but 
they should all have shouted encouragement to him, his father and mother 
too: “Go on, Gregor,” they should have called out, “keep going, hold on to 
that key!” And in the belief that they were all following his efforts intently, he 
clenched his jaws recklessly on the key with all the force at his command. As 
the turning of the key progressed he circled round the lock, holding on now 
only with his mouth, pushing on the key, as required, or pulling it down 
again with all the weight of his body. The louder click of the finally yielding 
lock literally quickened Gregor. With a deep breath of relief he said to him­
self: “So I didn’t need the locksmith,” and laid his head on the handle to open 
the door wide.

Since he had to pull the door towards him, he was still invisible when it 
was really wide open. He had to edge himself slowly round the near half of the 
double door, and to do it very carefully if he was not to fall plump upon his 
back just on the threshold. He was still carrying out this difficult maneuver, 
with no time to observe anything else, when he heard the chief clerk utter a 
loud “Oh!”—it sounded like a gust of wind—and now he could see the man, 
standing as he was nearest to the door, clapping one hand before his open 
mouth and slowly backing away as if driven by some invisible steady pressure. 
His mother—in spite of the chief clerk’s being there her hair was still undone 
and sticking up in all directions—first clasped her hands and looked at his fa­
ther, then took two steps towards Gregor and fell on the floor among her out­
spread skirts, her face hidden on her breast. His father knotted his fist with a 
fierce expression on his face as if he meant to knock Gregor back into his 
room, then looked uncertainly round the living room, covered his eyes with 
his hands and wept till his great chest heaved.

Gregor did not go now into the living room, but leaned against the inside 
of the firmly shut wing of the door, so that only half his body was visible and 
his head above it bending sideways to look at the others. The light had mean­
while strengthened; on the other side of the street one could see clearly a sec­
tion of the endlessly long, dark gray building opposite—it was a hospital— 
abruptly punctuated by its row of regular windows; the rain was still falling, 
but only in large singly discernible and literally singly splashing drops. The 
breakfast dishes were set out on the table lavishly, for breakfast was the most 
important meal of the day to Gregor’s father, who lingered it out for hours over 
various newspapers. Right opposite Gregor on the wall hung a photograph of 
himself on military service, as a lieutenant, hand on sword, a carefree smile on 
his face, inviting one to respect his uniform and military bearing. The door 
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leading to the hall was open, and one could see that the front door stood open 
too, showing the landing beyond and the beginning of the stairs going down.

“Well,” said Gregor, knowing perfectly that he was the only one who had 
retained any composure, ‘I'll put my clothes on at once, pack up my samples 
and start off. Will you only let me go? You see, sir, I’m not obstinate, and I’m 
willing to work; traveling is a hard life, but I couldn’t live without it. Where 
are you going, sir? To the office? Yes? Will you give a true account of all this? 
One can be temporarily incapacitated, but that’s just the moment for remem­
bering former services and bearing in mind that later on, when the incapacity 
has been got over, one will certainly work with all the more industry and con­
centration. I’m loyally bound to serve the chief, you know that very well. Be­
sides, I have to provide for my parents and my sister. I’m in great difficulties, 
but I’ll get out of them again. Don’t make things any worse for me than they 
are. Stand up for me in the firm. Travelers are not popular there, I know. Peo­
ple think they earn sacks of money and just have a good time. A prejudice 
there’s no particular reason for revising. But you, sir, have a more comprehen­
sive view of affairs than the rest of the staff, yes, let me tell you in confidence, 
a more comprehensive view than the chief himself, who, being the owner, lets 
his judgment easily be swayed against one of his employees. And you know 
very well that the traveler, who is never seen in the office almost the whole 
year round, can so easily fall a victim to gossip and ill luck and unfounded 
complaints, which he mostly knows nothing about, except when he comes 
back exhausted from his rounds, and only then suffers in person from their 
evil consequences, which he can no longer trace back to the original causes. 
Sir, sir, don’t go away without a word to me to show that you think me in the 
right at least to some extent!”

But at Gregor’s very first words the chief clerk had already backed away 
and only stared at him with parted lips over one twitching shoulder. And 
while Gregor was speaking he did not stand still one moment but stole away 
towards the door, without taking his eyes off Gregor, yet only an inch at a 
time, as if obeying some secret injunction to leave the room. He was already 
at the hall, and the suddenness with which he took his last step out of the liv­
ing room would have made one believe he had burned the sole of his foot. 
Once in the hall he stretched his right arm before him towards the staircase, as 
if some supernatural power were waiting there to deliver him.

Gregor perceived that the chief clerk must on no account be allowed to 
go away in this frame of mind if his position in the firm were not to be endan­
gered to the utmost. His parents did not understand this so well; they had 
convinced themselves in the course of years that Gregor was settled for life in 
this firm, and besides they were so occupied with their immediate troubles 
that all foresight had forsaken them. Yet Gregor had this foresight. The chief 
clerk must be detained, soothed, persuaded and finally won over; the whole 
future of Gregor and his family depended on it! If only his sister had been 
there! She was intelligent; she had begun to cry while Gregor was still lying 
quietly on his back. And no doubt the chief clerk, so partial to ladies, would 
have been guided by her; she would have shut the door of the flat and in the 
hall talked him out of his horror. But she was not there, and Gregor would
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have to handle the situation himself. And without remembering that he was 
still unaware what powers of movement he possessed, without even remem­
bering that his words in all possibility, indeed in all likelihood, would again be 
unintelligible, he let go the wing of the door, pushed himself through the 
opening, started to walk towards the chief clerk, who was already ridiculously 
clinging with both hands to the railing on the landing; but immediately, as he 
was feeling for a support, he fell down with a little cry upon all his numerous 
legs. Hardly was he down when he experienced for the first time this morning 
a sense of physical comfort; his legs had firm ground under them; they were 
completely obedient, as he noted with joy; they even strove to carry him for­
ward in whatever direction he chose; and he was inclined to believe that a final 
relief from all his sufferings was at hand. But in the same moment as he found 
himself on the floor, rocking with suppressed eagerness to move, not far from 
his mother, indeed just in front of her, she, who had seemed so completely 
crushed, sprang all at once to her feet, her arms and fingers outspread, cried: 
“Help, for God’s sake, help!” bent her head down as if to see Gregor better, yet 
on the contrary kept backing senselessly away; had quite forgotten that the 
laden table stood behind her; sat upon it hastily, as if in absence of mind, 
when she bumped into it; and seemed altogether unaware that the big coffee 
pot beside her was upset and pouring coffee in a flood over the carpet.

“Mother, Mother,” said Gregor in a low voice, and looked up at her. The 
chief clerk, for the moment, had quite slipped from his mind; instead, he 
could not resist snapping his jaws together at the sight of the streaming coffee. 
That made his mother scream again, she fled from the table and fell into the 
arms of his father, who hastened to catch her. But Gregor had now no time to 
spare for his parents; the chief clerk was already on the stairs; with his chin on 
the banisters he was taking one last backward look. Gregor made a spring, to 
be as sure as possible of overtaking him; the chief clerk must have divined his 
intention, for he leaped down several steps and vanished; he was still yelling 
“Ugh!” and it echoed through the whole staircase.

Unfortunately, the flight of the chief clerk seemed completely to upset Gre­
gor’s father, who had remained relatively calm until now, for instead of running 
after the man himself, or at least not hindering Gregor in his pursuit, he seized 
in his right hand the walking stick which the chief clerk had left behind on a 
chair, together with a hat and greatcoat, snatched in his left hand a large news­
paper from the table and began stamping his feet and flourishing the stick and 
the newspaper to drive Gregor back into his room. No entreaty of Gregor's 
availed, indeed no entreaty was even understood, however humbly he bent his 
head his father only stamped on the floor the more loudly. Behind his father 
his mother had torn open a window, despite the cold weather, and was leaning 
far out of it with her face in her hands. A strong draught set in from the street 
to the staircase, the window curtains blew in, the newspapers on the table flut­
tered, stray pages whisked over rhe floor. Pitilessly Gregor’s father drove him 
back, hissing and crying “Shoo!” like a savage. But Gregor was quite unprac­
ticed in walking backwards, it really was a slow business. If he only had a 
chance to turn round he could ger back to his room at once, but he was afraid 
of exasperating his father by the slowness of such a rotation and ar any moment 
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the stick in his father's hand might hit him a fatal blow on the back or on rhe 
head. In the end, however, nothing else was left for him to do since to his hor­
ror he observed that in moving backwards he could not even control the direc­
tion he took; and so, keeping an anxious eye on his father all the time over his 
shoulder, he began to turn round as quickly as he could, which was in reality 
very slowly. Perhaps his father noted his good intentions, for he did not inter­
fere except every now and then to help him in the maneuver from a distance 
with the point of the stick. If only he would have stopped making that unbear­
able hissing noise! It made Gregor quite lose his head. He had turned almost 
completely round when the hissing noise so distracted him that he even turned 
a little the wrong way again. But when at last his head was fortunately right in 
front of the doorway, it appeared that his body was too broad simply to get 
through the opening. His father, of course, in his present mood was far from 
thinking of such a thing as opening the other half of the door, to let Gregor 
have enough space. He had merely the fixed idea of driving Gregor back into 
his room as quickly as possible. He would never have suffered Gregor to make 
the circumstantial preparations for standing up on end and perhaps slipping 
his way through the door. Maybe he was now making more noise than ever to 
urge Gregor forward, as if no obstacle impeded him; to Gregor, anyhow, the 
noise in his rear sounded no longer like the voice of one single father; this was 
really no joke, and Gregor thrust himself—come what might—into the door­
way. One side of his body rose up, he was tilted at an angle in the doorway, his 
flank was quite bruised, horrid blotches stained the white door, soon he was 
stuck fast and, left to himself, could not have moved at all, his legs on one side 
fluttered trembling to the air, those on the other were crushed painfully to the 
floor—when from behind his father gave him a strong push which was literally 
a deliverance and he flew far into the room, bleeding freely. The door was 
slammed behind him with the stick, and then at last there was silence.

II
Not until it was twilight did Gregor awake out of a deep sleep, more like 

a swoon than a sleep. He would certainly have waked up of his own accord 
not much later, for he felt himself sufficiently rested and well-slept, but it 
seemed to him as if a fleeting step and a cautious shutting of the door leading 
into the hall had aroused him. The electric lights in the street cast a pale sheen 
here and there on the ceiling and the upper surfaces of the furniture, but down 
below, where he lay, it was dark. Slowly, awkwardly trying out his feelers, 
which he now first learned to appreciate, he pushed his way to the door to see 
what had been happening there. His left side felt like one single long, unpleas­
ant tense scar, and he had actually to limp on his two rows of legs. One little 
leg, moreover, had been severely damaged in the course of that morning’s 
events—it was almost a miracle that only one had been damaged—and trailed 
uselessly behind him.

He had reached the door before he discovered what had really drawn him 
to it: the smell of food. For there stood a basin filled with fresh milk in which 
floated little sops of white bread. He could almost have laughed with joy, since 
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he was now still hungrier than in the morning, and he dipped his head almost 
over the eyes straight into rhe milk. But soon in disappointment he withdrew 
it again; not only did he find it difficult to feed because of his tender left 
side—and he could only feed with the palpitating collaboration of his whole 
body—he did not like the milk either, although milk had been his favorite 
drink and that was certainly why his sister had set it there for him, indeed it 
was almost with repulsion that he turned away from the basin and crawled 
back to the middle of the room.

He could see through the crack of the door that the gas was turned on in 
the living room, but while usually at this time his father made a habit of read­
ing the afternoon newspaper in a loud voice to his mother and occasionally to 
his sister as well, not a sound was now to be heard. Well, perhaps his father 
had recently given up this habit of reading aloud, which his sister had men­
tioned so often in conversation and in her letters. But there was the same si­
lence all around, although the flat was certainly not empty of occupants. 
“What a quiet life our family has been leading,” said Gregor to himself, and as 
he sat there motionless staring into the darkness he felt great pride in the fact 
that he had been able to provide such a life for his parents and sister in such a 
fine flat. But what if all the quiet, the comfort, the contentment were now to 
end in horror? To keep himself from being lost in such thoughts Gregor took 
refuge in movement and crawled up and down the room.

Once during the long evening one of the side doors was opened a little 
and quickly shut again, later the other side door too; someone had apparently 
wanted to come in and then thought better of it. Gregor now stationed him­
self immediately before the living room door, determined to persuade any hes­
itating visitor to come in or at least to discover who it might be; but the door 
was not opened again and he waited in vain. In the early morning, when the 
doors were locked, they had all wanted to come in, now that he had opened 
one door and the other had apparently been opened during the day, no one 
came in and even the keys were on the other side of the doors.

It was late at night before the gas went out in the living room, and Gregor 
could easily tell that his parents and his sister had all stayed awake until then, 
for he could clearly hear the three of them stealing away on tiptoe. No one was 
likely to visit him, not until the morning, that was certain; so he had plenty of 
time to meditate at his leisure on how he was to arrange his life afresh. But the 
lofty, empty room in which he had to lie flat on the floor filled him with an 
apprehension he could not account for, since it had been his very own room 
for the past five years—and with a half-unconscious action, not without a 
slight feeling of shame, he scuttled under the sofa, where he felt comfortable 
at once, although his back was a little cramped and he could not lift his head 
up, and his only regret was that his body was too broad to get the whole of it 
under the sofa.

He stayed there all night, spending the time partly in a light slumber, 
from which his hunger kept waking him up with a start, and partly in worry­
ing and sketching vague hopes, which all led to the same conclusion, that he 
must lie low for the present and, by exercising patience, and the utmost con­
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sideration, help the family to bear the inconvenience he was bound to cause 
them in his present condition.

Very early in the morning, it was still almost night, Gregor had the chance 
to test the strength of his new resolutions, for his sister, nearly fully dressed, 
opened the door from the hall and peered in. She did not see him at once, yet 
when she caught sight of him under the sofa—well, he had to be somewhere, 
he couldn’t have flown away, could he?—she was so startled that without 
being able to help it she slammed the door shut again. But as if regretting her 
behavior she opened the door again immediately and came in on tiptoe, as if 
she were visiting an invalid or even a stranger. Gregor had pushed his head for­
ward to the very edge of the sofa and watched her. Would she notice that he 
had left the milk standing, and not for lack of hunger, and would she bring in 
some other kind of food more to his taste? If she did not do it of her own ac­
cord, he would rather starve than draw her attention to the fact, although he 
felt a wild impulse to dart out from under the sofa, throw himself at her feet 
and beg her for something to eat. But his sister at once noticed, with surprise, 
that the basin was still full, except for a little milk that had been spilt all 
around it, she lifted it immediately, not with her bare hands, true, but with a 
cloth and carried it away. Gregor was wildly curious to know what she would 
bring instead, and made various speculations about it. Yet what she actually 
did next, in the goodness of her heart, he could never have guessed at. To find 
out what he liked she brought him a whole selection of food, all set out on an 
old newspaper. There were old, half-decayed vegetables, bones from last 
night’s supper covered with a white sauce that had thickened; some raisins and 
almonds; a piece of cheese that Gregor would have called uneatable two days 
ago; a dry roll of bread, a buttered roll, and a roll both buttered and salted. 
Besides all that, she set down again the same basin, into which she had poured 
some water, and which was apparently to be reserved for his exclusive use. And 
with fine tact, knowing that Gregor would not eat in her presence, she with­
drew quickly and even turned the key, to let him understand that he could 
take his ease as much as he liked. Gregor’s legs all whizzed towards the food. 
His wounds must have healed completely, moreover, for he felt no disability, 
which amazed him and made him reflect how more than a month ago he had 
cut one finger a little with a knife and had still suffered pain from the wound 
only the day before yesterday. Am I less sensitive now? he thought, and sucked 
greedily at the cheese, which above all the other edibles attracted him at once 
and strongly. One after another and with tears of satisfaction in his eyes he 
quickly devoured the cheese, the vegetables and the sauce; the fresh food, on 
the other hand, had no charms for him, he could not even stand the smell of 
it and actually dragged away to some little distance the things he could eat. 
He had long finished his meal and was only lying lazily on the same spot when 
his sister turned the key slowly as a sign for him to retreat. That roused him at 
once, although he was nearly asleep, and he hurried under the sofa again. But 
it took considerable self-control for him to stay under the sofa, even for the 
short time his sister was in the room, since the large meal had swollen his body 
somewhat and he was so cramped he could hardly breathe. Slight attacks of 
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breathlessness afflicted him and his eyes were starting a little out of his head as 
he watched his unsuspecting sister sweeping together with a broom not only 
the remains of what he had eaten but even the things he had not touched, as 
if these were now of no use to anyone, and hastily shoveling it all into a 
bucket, which she covered with a wooden lid and carried away. Hardly had 
she turned her back when Gregor came from under the sofa and stretched and 
puffed himself out.

In this manner Gregor was fed, once in the early morning while his par­
ents and the servant girl were still asleep, and a second time after they had all 
had their midday dinner, for then his parents took a short nap and the servant 
girl could be sent out on some errand or other by his sister. Not that they 
would have wanted him to starve, of course, but perhaps they could not have 
borne to know more about his feeding than from hearsay, perhaps too his sis­
ter wanted to spare them such little anxieties wherever possible, since they had 
quite enough to bear as it was.

Under what pretext the doctor and the locksmith had been got rid of on 
that first morning Gregor could not discover, for since what he had said was 
not understood by the others it never struck any of them, not even his sister, 
that he could understand what they said, and so whenever his sister came into 
his room he had to content himself with hearing her utter only a sigh now and 
then and an occasional appeal to the saints. Later on, when she had got a little 
used to the situation—of course she could never get completely used to it— 
she sometimes threw out a remark which was kindly meant or could be so in­
terpreted. “Well, he liked his dinner today,” she would say when Gregor had 
made a good clearance of his food; and when he had not eaten, which gradu­
ally happened more and more often, she would say almost sadly: “Everything’s 
been left standing again.”

But although Gregor could get no news directly, he overheard a lot from 
the neighboring rooms, and as soon as voices were audible, he would run to 
the door of the room concerned and press his whole body against it. In the 
first few days especially there was no conversation that did not refer to him 
somehow, even if only indirectly. For two whole days there were family con­
sultations at every mealtime about what should be done; but also between 
meals the same subject was discussed, for there were always at least two mem­
bers of the family at home, since no one wanted to be alone in the flat and to 
leave it quite empty was unthinkable. And on the very first of these days the 
household cook—it was not quite clear what and how much she knew of the 
situation—went down on her knees to his mother and begged leave to go, and 
when she departed, a quarter of an hour later, gave thanks for her dismissal 
with tears in her eyes as if for the greatest benefit that could have been con­
ferred on her, and without any prompting swore a solemn oath that she would 
never say a single word to anyone about what had happened.

Now Gregor’s sister had to cook too, helping her mother; true, the cook­
ing did not amount to much, for they ate scarcely anything. Gregor was al­
ways hearing one of the family vainly urging another to eat and getting no an­
swer but: “Thanks, I’ve had all I want,” or something similar. Perhaps they 
drank nothing either. Time and again his sister kept asking his father if he 
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wouldn’t like some beer and offered kindly to go and fetch it herself, and when 
he made no answer suggested that she could ask rhe concierge0 to fetch it, so 
that he need feel no sense of obligation, bur then a round No came from his 
father and no more was said about it.

In the course of that very first day Gregor’s father explained the family’s 
financial position and prospects to both his mother and his sister. Now and 
then he rose from the table to get some voucher or memorandum out of the 
small safe he had rescued from the collapse of his business five years earlier. 
One could hear him opening the complicated lock and rustling papers out 
and shutting it again. This statement made by his father was the first cheerful 
information Gregor had heard since his imprisonment. He had been of the 
opinion that nothing at all was left over from his father’s business, at least his 
father had never said anything to the contrary, and of course he had not asked 
him directly. At the time Gregor’s sole desire was to do his utmost to help the 
family to forget as soon as possible the catastrophe which had overwhelmed 
the business and thrown them all into a state of complete despair. And so he 
had set to work with unusual ardor and almost overnight had become a com­
mercial traveler instead of a little clerk, with of course much greater chances 
of earning money, and his success was immediately translated into good round 
coin which he could lay on the table for his amazed and happy family. These 
had been fine times, and they had never recurred, at least not with the same 
sense of glory, although later on Gregor had earned so much money that he 
was able to meet the expenses of the whole household and did so. They had 
simply got used to it, both the family and Gregor; the money was gratefully 
accepted and gladly given, but there was no special uprush of warm feeling. 
With his sister alone had he remained intimate, and it was a secret plan of his 
that she, who loved music, unlike himself, and could play movingly on the vi­
olin, should be sent next year to study at the Conservatorium,0 despite the 
great expense that would entail, which must be made up in some other way. 
During his brief visits home the Conservatorium was often mentioned in the 
talks he had with his sister, but always merely as a beautiful dream which 
could never come true, and his parents discouraged even these innocent refer­
ences to it; yet Gregor had made up his mind firmly about it and meant to an­
nounce the fact with due solemnity on Christmas Day.

Such were the thoughts, completely futile in his present condition, that 
went through his head as he stood clinging upright to the door and listening. 
Sometimes out of sheer weariness he had to give up listening and let his head 
fall negligently against the door, but he always had to pull himself together 
again at once, for even the slight sound his head made was audible next door 
and brought all conversation to a stop. “What can he be doing now?” his fa­
ther would say after a while, obviously turning towards the door, and only 
then would the interrupted conversation gradually be set going again.

Gregor was now informed as amply as he could wish—for his father 
tended to repeat himself in his explanations, partly because it was a long time 

concierge: the attendant at the entrance of a building who often provides services for the resi­
dents; the doorman. Conservatorium: a music school for advanced students.
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since he had handled such matters and partly because his mother could not al­
ways grasp things at once—that a certain amount of investments, a very small 
amount it was true, had survived the wreck of their fortunes and had even in­
creased a little because the dividends had not been touched meanwhile. And 
besides that, the money Gregor brought home every month—he had kept 
only a few dollars for himself—had never been quite used up and now 
amounted to a small capital sum. Behind the door Gregor nodded his head 
eagerly, rejoiced at this evidence of unexpected thrift and foresight. True, he 
could really have paid off some more of his father’s debts to the chief with his 
extra money, and so brought much nearer the day on which he could quit his 
job, but doubtless it was better the way his father had arranged it.

Yet this capital was by no means sufficient to let the family live on the in­
terest of it; for one year, perhaps, or at the most two, they could live on the 
principal, that was all. It was simply a sum that ought not to be touched and 
should be kept for a rainy day; money for living expenses would have to be 
earned. Now his father was still hale enough but an old man, and he had done 
no work for the past five years and could not be expected to do much; during 
these five years, the first years of leisure in his laborious though unsuccessful 
life, he had grown rather fat and become sluggish. And Gregor’s old mother, 
how was she to earn a living with her asthma, which troubled her even when 
she walked through the flat and kept her lying on a sofa every other day pant­
ing for breath beside an open window? And was his sister to earn her bread, 
she who was still a child of seventeen and whose life hitherto had been so 
pleasant, consisting as it did in dressing herself nicely, sleeping long, helping 
in the housekeeping, going out to a few modest entertainments and above all 
playing the violin? At first whenever the need for earning money was men­
tioned Gregor let go his hold on the door and threw himself down on the cool 
leather sofa beside it, he felt so hot with shame and grief.

Often he just lay there the long nights through without sleeping at all, 
scrabbling for hours on the leather. Or he nerved himself to the great effort of 
pushing an armchair to the window, then crawled up over the window sill 
and, braced against the chair, leaned against the windowpanes, obviously in 
some recollection of the sense of freedom that looking out of a window always 
used to give him. For in reality day by day things that were even a little way 
off were growing dimmer to his sight; the hospital across the street, which he 
used to execrate for being all too often before his eyes, was now quite beyond 
his range of vision, and if he had not known that he lived in Charlotte Street, 
a quiet street but still a city street, he might have believed that his window 
gave on a desert waste where gray sky and gray land blended indistinguishably 
into each other. His quick-witted sister only needed to observe twice that rhe 
armchair stood by the window; after that whenever she had tidied rhe room 
she always pushed the chair back to the same place at the window and even 
left the inner casements open.

If he could have spoken to her and thanked her for all she had ro do for 
him, he could have borne her ministrations better; as it was, they oppressed 
him. She certainly tried to make as light as possible of whatever was disagree­
able in her task, and as time went on she succeeded, of course, more and more, 
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but time brought more enlightenment to Gregor too. I he very way she came 
in distressed him. Hardly was she in rhe room when she rushed to the win­
dow, without even taking time to shut the door, careful as she was usually to 
shield the sight of Gregors room from the others, and as if she were almost 
suffocating tore the casements open with hasty fingers, standing then in the 
open draught for a while even in the bitterest cold and drawing deep breaths. 
This noisy scurry of hers upset Gregor twice a day; he would crouch trembling 
under the sofa all the time, knowing quite well that she would certainly have 
spared him such a disturbance had she found it at all possible to stay in his 
presence without opening a window.

On one occasion, about a month after Gregor’s metamorphosis, when 
there was surely no reason for her to be still startled at his appearance, she 
came a little earlier than usual and found him gazing out of the window, quite 
motionless, and thus well placed to look like a bogey.0 Gregor would not have 
been surprised had she not come in at all, for she could not immediately open 
the window while he was there, but not only did she retreat, she jumped back 
as if in alarm and banged the door shut; a stranger might well have thought 
that he had been lying in wait for her there meaning to bite her. Of course he 
hid himself under the sofa at once, but he had to wait until midday before she 
came again, and she seemed more ill at ease than usual. This made him realize 
how repulsive the sight of him still was to her, and that it was bound to go on 
being repulsive, and what an effort it must cost her not to run away even from 
the sight of the small portion of his body that stuck out from under the sofa. 
In order to spare her that, therefore, one day he carried a sheet on his back to 
the sofa—it cost him four hours’ labor—and arranged it there in such a way 
as to hide him completely, so that even if she were to bend down she could not 
see him. Had she considered the sheet unnecessary, she would certainly have 
stripped it off the sofa again, for it was clear enough that this curtaining and 
confining of himself was not likely to conduce Gregor’s comfort, but she left 
it where it was, and Gregor even fancied that he caught a thankful glance from 
her eye when he lifted the sheet carefully a very little with his head to see how 
she was taking the new arrangement.

For the first fortnight his parents could not bring themselves to the point 
of entering his room, and he often heard them expressing their appreciation 
of his sister’s activities, whereas formerly they had frequently scolded her for 
being as they thought a somewhat useless daughter. But now, both of them 
often waited outside the door, his father and his mother, while his sister tidied 
his room, and as soon as she came out she had to tell them exactly how things 
were in the room, what Gregor had eaten, how he had conducted himself this 
time and whether there was not perhaps some slight improvement in his con­
dition. His mother, moreover, began relatively soon to want to visit him, but 
his father and sister dissuaded her at first with arguments which Gregor lis­
tened to very attentively and altogether approved. Later, however, she had to 
be held back by main force, and when she cried out: “Do let me in to Gregor, 
he is my unfortunate son! Can’t you understand that I must go to him?” 

bogey: goblin or phantom.
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Gregor thought that it might be well to have her come in, not every day, of 
course, but perhaps once a week; she understood things, after all, much better 
than his sister, who was only a child despite the efforts she was making and 
had perhaps taken on so difficult a task merely out of childish thoughtlessness.

Gregors desire to see his mother was soon fulfilled. During the daytime he 
did not want to show himself at the window, out of consideration for his par­
ents, but he could not crawl very far around the few square yards of floor space 
he had, nor could he bear lying quietly at rest all during the night, while he was 
fast losing any interest he had ever taken in food, so that for mere recreation he 
had formed the habit of crawling crisscross over the walls and ceiling. He espe­
cially enjoyed hanging suspended from the ceiling; it was much better than 
lying on the floor; one could breathe more freely; one’s body swung and rocked 
lightly; and in the almost blissful absorption induced by this suspension it could 
happen to his own surprise that he let go and fell plump on the floor. Yet he 
now had his body much better under control than formerly, and even such a big 
fall did him no harm. His sister at once remarked the new distraction Gregor 
had found for himself—he left traces behind him of the sticky stuff on his soles 
wherever he crawled—and she got the idea in her head of giving him as wide a 
field as possible to crawl in and of removing the pieces of furniture that hin­
dered him, above all the chest of drawers and the writing desk. But that was 
more than she could manage all by herself; she did not dare ask her father to 
help her; and as for the servant girl, a young creature of sixteen who had had 
the courage to stay on after the cook’s departure, she could not be asked to help, 
for she had begged as an especial favor that she might keep the kitchen door 
locked and open it only on a definite summons; so there was nothing left but to 
apply to her mother at an hour when her father was out. And the old lady did 
come, with exclamations of joyful eagerness, which, however, died away at the 
door of Gregor’s room. Gregor’s sister, of course, went in first, to see that every­
thing was in order before letting his mother enter. In great haste Gregor pulled 
the sheet lower and rucked it more in folds so that it really looked as if it had 
been thrown accidentally over the sofa. And this time he did not peer out from 
under it; he renounced the pleasure of seeing his mother on this occasion and 
was only glad that she had come at all. “Come in, he’s out of sight,” said his sis­
ter, obviously leading her mother in by the hand. Gregor could now hear the 
two women struggling to shift the heavy old chest from its place, and his sister 
claiming the greater part of the labor for herself, without listening to the admo­
nitions of her mother who feared she might overstrain herself. It took a long 
time. After at least a quarter of an hour’s tugging his mother objected that the 
chest had better be left where it was, for in the first place it was too heavy and 
could never be got out before his father came home, and standing in the middle 
of the room like that it would only hamper Gregor’s movements, while in the 
second place it was not at all certain that removing the furniture would be doing 
a service to Gregor. She was inclined to think to the contrary; rhe sight of the 
naked walls made her own heart heavy, and why shouldn’t Gregor have the same 
feeling, considering that he had been used to his furniture for so long and might 
feel forlorn without it. “And doesn’t it look,” she concluded in a low voice—in 
fact she had been almost whispering all the time as if to avoid letting Gregor, 
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whose exact whereabouts she did not know, hear even the tones of her voice, for 
she was convinced that he could not understand her words— doesn’t it look as 
if we were showing him, by taking away his furniture, that we have given up 
hope of his ever getting better and are just leaving him coldly to himself? I think 
it would be best to keep his room exactly as it has always been, so that when he 
comes back to us he will find everything unchanged and be able all the more 
easily to forget what has happened in between.’’

On hearing these words from his mother Gregor realized that the lack of all 
direct human speech for the past two months together with the monotony of 
family life must have confused his mind, otherwise he could not account for the 
fact that he had quite earnestly looked forward to having his room emptied of 
furnishing. Did he really want his warm room, so comfortably fitted with old 
family furniture, to be turned into a naked den in which he would certainly be 
able to crawl unhampered in all directions but at the price of shedding simulta­
neously all recollection of his human background? He had indeed been so near 
the brink of forgetfulness that only the voice of his mother, which he had not 
heard for so long, had drawn him back from it. Nothing should be taken out of 
his room; everything must stay as it was; he could not dispense with the good 
influence of the furniture on his state of mind; and even if the furniture did 
hamper him in his senseless crawling round and round, that was no drawback 
but a great advantage.

Unfortunately his sister was of the contrary opinion; she had grown accus­
tomed, and not without reason, to consider herself an expert in Gregor’s affairs 
as against her parents, and so her mother’s advice was now enough to make her 
determined on the removal not only of the chest and the writing desk, which had 
been her first intention, but of all the furniture except the indispensable sofa. 
This determination was not, of course, merely the outcome of childish recalci­
trance and of the self-confidence she had recently developed so unexpectedly and 
at such cost; she had in fact perceived that Gregor needed a lot of space to crawl 
about in, while on the other hand he never used the furniture at all, so far as 
could be seen. Another factor might have been also the enthusiastic tempera­
ment of an adolescent girl, which seeks to indulge itself on every opportunity 
and which now tempted Grete to exaggerate the horror of her brother’s circum­
stances in order that she might do all the more for him. In a room where Gregor 
lorded it all alone over empty walls no one save herself was likely ever to set foot.

And so she was not to be moved from her resolve by her mother who 
seemed moreover to be ill at ease in Gregor’s room and therefore unsure of her­
self, was soon reduced to silence and helped her daughter as best she could to 
push the chest outside. Now, Gregor could do without the chest, if need be, but 
the writing desk he must retain. As soon as the two women had got the chest 
out of his room, groaning as they pushed it, Gregor stuck his head out from 
under the sofa to see how he might intervene as kindly and cautiously as possi­
ble. But as bad luck would have it, his mother was the first to return, leaving 
Grete clasping the chest in the room next door where she was trying to shift it 
all by herself, without of course moving it from the spot. His mother however 
was not accustomed to the sight of him, it might sicken her and so in alarm Gre­
gor backed quickly to the other end of the sofa, yet could not prevent rhe sheet 
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from swaying a little in front. That was enough to put her on the alert. She 
paused, stood still for a moment and then went hack to Grete.

Although Gregor kept reassuring himself that nothing out of the way was 
happening, but only a few bits of furniture were being changed round, he soon 
had to admit that all this trotting to and fro of the two women, their little ejac­
ulations and the scraping of furniture along the floor affected him like a vast 
disturbance coming from all sides at once, and however much he tucked in his 
head and legs and cowered to the very floor he was bound to confess that he 
would not be able to stand it for long. They were clearing his room out; taking 
away everything he loved; the chest in which he kept his fret saw and other 
tools was already dragged off; they were now loosening the writing desk which 
had almost sunk into the floor, the desk at which he had done all his home­
work when he was at the commercial academy, at the grammar school before 
that, and, yes, even at the primary school—he had no more time to waste in 
weighing the good intentions of the two women, whose existence he had by 
now almost forgotten, for they were so exhausted that they were laboring in si­
lence and nothing could be heard but the heavy scuffling of their feet.

And so he rushed out—the women were just leaning against the writing 
desk in the next room to give themselves a breather—and four times changed 
his direction, since he really did not know what to rescue first, then on the 
wall opposite, which was already otherwise cleared, he was struck by the pic­
ture of the lady muffled in so much fur and quickly crawled up to it and 
pressed himself to the glass, which was a good surface to hold on to and com­
forted his hot belly. This picture at least, which was entirely hidden beneath 
him, was going to be removed by nobody. He turned his head towards the 
door of the living room so as to observe the women when they came back.

They had not allowed themselves much of a rest and were already com­
ing; Grete had twined her arm round her mother and was almost supporting 
her. “Well, what shall we take now?” said Grete, looking round. Her eyes met 
Gregor’s from the wall. She kept her composure, presumably because of her 
mother, bent her head down to her mother, to keep her from looking up, and 
said, although in a fluttering, unpremeditated voice: “Come, hadn’t we better 
go back to the living room for a moment?” Her intentions were clear enough 
to Gregor, she wanted to bestow her mother in safety and then chase him 
down from the wall. Well, just let her try it! He clung to his picture and would 
not give it up. He would rather fly in Crete’s face.

But Grete’s words had succeeded in disquieting her mother, who took a 
step to one side, caught sight of the huge brown mass on the flowered wallpa­
per, and before she was really conscious that what she saw was Gregor screamed 
in a loud, hoarse voice: “Oh God, oh God!” fell with outspread arms over the 
sofa as if giving up and did not move. “Gregor!” cried his sister, shaking her fist 
and glaring at him. This was the first time she had directly addressed him since 
his metamorphosis. She ran into the next room for some aromatic essence0

aromatic essence: an aromatic medicine like smelling salts. 



The Metamorphosis 487

with which to rouse her mother from her fainting fit. Gregor wanted to help 
too—there was still time ro rescue the picture—but he was stuck fast to the 
glass and had to tear himself loose; he then ran after his sister into rhe next 
room as if he could advise her, as he used to do; but then had to stand help­
lessly behind her; she meanwhile searched among various small bottles and 
when she turned round started in alarm at the sight of him; one bottle fell on 
the floor and broke; a splinter of glass cut Gregor’s face and some kind of cor­
rosive medicine splashed him; without pausing a moment longer Grete gath­
ered up all the bottles she could carry and ran to her mother with them; she 
banged the door shut with her foot. Gregor was now cut off from his mother, 
who was perhaps nearly dying because of him; he dared not open the door for 
fear of frightening away his sister, who had to stay with her mother; there was 
nothing he could do but wait; and harassed by self-reproach and worry he 
began now to crawl to and fro, over everything, wall, furniture and ceiling, and 
finally in his despair, when the whole room seemed to be reeling round him, 
fell down on to the middle of the big table.

A little while elapsed, Gregor was still lying there feebly and all around 
was quiet, perhaps that was a good omen. Then the doorbell rang. The servant 
girl was of course locked in her kitchen, and Grete would have to open the 
door. It was his father. “What’s been happening?” were his first words; Grete’s 
face must have told him everything. Grete answered in a muffled voice, appar­
ently hiding her head on his breast: “Mother has been fainting, but she’s bet­
ter now. Gregor’s broken loose.” “Just what I expected,” said his father, “just 
what I’ve been telling you, but you women would never listen.” It was clear to 
Gregor that his father had taken the worst interpretation of Grete’s all too 
brief statement and was assuming that Gregor had been guilty of some violent 
act. Therefore Gregor must now try to propitiate his father, since he had nei­
ther time nor means for an explanation. And so he fled to the door of his own 
room and crouched against it, to let his father see as soon as he came in from 
the hall that his son had the good intention of getting back into his room im­
mediately and that it was not necessary to drive him there, but that if only the 
door were opened he would disappear at once.

Yet his father was not in the mood to perceive such fine distinctions. “Ah!” 
he cried as soon as he appeared, in a tone which sounded at once angry and 
exultant. Gregor drew his head back from the door and lifted it to look at his 
father. Truly, this was not the father he had imagined to himself; admittedly 
he had been too absorbed of late in his new recreation of crawling over the 
ceiling to take the same interest as before in what was happening elsewhere in 
the flat, and he ought really to be prepared for some changes. And yet, and 
yet, could that be his father? The man who used to lie wearily sunk in bed 
whenever Gregor set out on a business journey; who welcomed him back of 
an evening lying in a long chair in a dressing gown; who could not really rise 
to his feet but only lifted his arms in greeting, and on the rare occasions when 
he did go out with his family, on one or two Sundays a year and on high holi­
days, walked between Gregor and his mother, who were slow walkers anyhow, 
even more slowly than they did, muffled in his old greatcoat, shuffling 
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laboriously forward with the help of his crook-handled stick which he set 
down most cautiously at every step and, whenever he wanted to say anything, 
nearly always came to a full stop and gathered his escort around him? Now he 
was standing there in fine shape; dressed in a smart blue uniform with gold 
buttons, such as bank messengers wear; his strong double chin bulged over the 
stiff high collar of his jacket; from under his bushy eyebrows his black eyes 
darted fresh and penetrating glances; his one-time tangled white hair had been 
combed flat on either side of a shining and carefully exact parting. He pitched 
his cap, which bore a gold monogram, probably the badge of some bank, in a 
wide sweep across the whole room on to a sofa and with the tail-ends of his 
jacket thrown back, his hands in his trouser pockets, advanced with a grim vis­
age towards Gregor. Likely enough he did not himself know what he meant to 
do; at any rate he lifted his feet uncommonly high, and Gregor was dumb­
founded at the enormous size of his shoe soles. But Gregor could not risk 
standing up to him, aware as he had been from the very first day of his new 
life that his father believed only the severest measures suitable for dealing with 
him. And so he ran before his father, stopping when he stopped and scuttling 
forward again when his father made any kind of move. In this way they cir­
cled the room several times without anything decisive happening; indeed the 
whole operation did not even look like a pursuit because it was carried out so 
slowly. And so Gregor did not leave the floor, for he feared that his father 
might take as a piece of peculiar wickedness any excursion of his over the walls 
or the ceiling. All the same, he could not stay this course much longer, for 
while his father took one step he had to carry out a whole series of move­
ments. He was already beginning to feel breathless, just as in his former life 
his lungs had not been very dependable. As he was staggering along, trying to 
concentrate his energy on running, hardly keeping his eyes open; in his dazed 
state never even thinking of any other escape than simply going forward; and 
having almost forgotten that the walls were free to him, which in this room 
were well provided with finely carved pieces of furniture full of knobs and 
crevices—suddenly something lightly flung landed close behind him and 
rolled before him. It was an apple; a second apple followed immediately; Gre­
gor came to a stop in alarm; there was no point in running on, for his father 
was determined to bombard him. He had filled his pockets with fruit from the 
dish on the sideboard and was now shying apple after apple, without taking 
particularly good aim for the moment. The small red apples rolled about the 
floor as if magnetized and cannoned into each other. An apple thrown with­
out much force grazed Gregor’s back and glanced off harmlessly. But another 
following immediately landed right on his back and sank in; Gregor wanted 
to drag himself forward, as if this startling, incredible pain could be left be­
hind him: but he felt as if nailed to the spot and flattened himself out in a 
complete derangement of all his senses. With his last conscious look he saw 
the door of his room being torn open and his mother rushing out ahead of his 
screaming sister, in her underbodice, for her daughter had loosened her cloth­
ing to let her breathe more freely and recover from her swoon, he saw his 
mother rushing towards his father, leaving one after another behind her on the 
floor her loosened petticoats, stumbling over her petticoats straight to his 
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father and embracing him, in complete union with him—but here Gregor’s 
sight began to fail—with her hands clasped round his lather’s neck as she 
begged for her son’s life.

III
The serious injury done to Gregor, which disabled him for more than a 

month—the apple went on sticking in his body as a visible reminder, since no 
one ventured to remove it—seemed to have made even his father recollect that 
Gregor was a member of the family, despite his present unfortunate and re­
pulsive shape, and ought not to be treated as an enemy, that, on the contrary, 
family duty required the suppression of disgust and the exercise of patience, 
nothing but patience.

And although his injury had impaired, probably forever, his power of 
movement, and for the time being it took him long, long minutes to creep 
across his room like an old invalid—there was no question now of crawling 
up the wall—yet in his own opinion he was sufficiently compensated for this 
worsening of his condition by the fact that towards evening the living-room 
door, which he used to watch intently for an hour or two beforehand, was al­
ways thrown open, so that lying in the darkness of his room, invisible to the 
family, he could see them all at the lamp-lit table and listen to their talk, by 
general consent as it were, very different from his earlier eavesdropping.

True, their intercourse lacked the lively character of former times, which 
he had always called to mind with a certain wistfulness in the small hotel bed­
rooms where he had been wont to throw himself down, tired out, on damp 
bedding. They were now mostly very silent. Soon after supper his father 
would fall asleep in his armchair; his mother and sister would admonish each 
other to be silent; his mother, bending low over the lamp, stitched at fine 
sewing for an underwear firm; his sister, who had taken a job as a salesgirl, was 
learning shorthand and French in the evenings on the chance of bettering her­
self. Sometimes his father woke up, and as if quite unaware that he had been 
sleeping said to his mother: “What a lot of sewing you’re doing today!” and at 
once fell asleep again, while the two women exchanged a tired smile.

With a kind of mulishness his father persisted in keeping his uniform on 
even in the house; his dressing gown hung uselessly on its peg and he slept 
fully dressed where he sat, as if he were ready for service at any moment and 
even here only at the beck and call of his superior. As a result, his uniform, 
which was not brand-new to start with, began to look dirty, despite all the lov­
ing care of the mother and sister to keep it clean, and Gregor often spent 
whole evenings gazing at the many greasy spots on the garment, gleaming 
with gold buttons always in a high state of polish, in which the old man sat 
sleeping in extreme discomfort and yet quite peacefully.

As soon as the clock struck ten his mother tried to rouse his father with 
gentle words and to persuade him after that to get into bed, for sitting there 
he could not have a proper sleep and that was what he needed most, since he 
had to go to duty at six. But with the mulishness that had obsessed him since 
he became a bank messenger he always insisted on staying longer at the table, 
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although he regularly fell asleep again and in the end only with the greatest 
trouble could he got out of his armchair and into his bed. However insistently 
Gregor’s mother and sister kept urging him with gentle reminders, he would 
go on slowly shaking his head for a quarter of an hour, keeping his eyes shut, 
and refuse to get to his feet. The mother plucked at his sleeve, whispering en­
dearments in his ear, the sister left her lessons to come to her mother’s help, 
but Gregor’s father was not to be caught. He would only sink down deeper in 
his chair. Not until the two women hoisted him up by the armpits did he 
open his eyes and look at them both, one after the other, usually with the re­
mark: “This is a life. This is the peace and quiet of my old age.” And leaning 
on the two of them he would heave himself up, with difficulty, as if he were a 
great burden to himself, suffer them to lead him as far as the door and then 
wave them off and go on alone, while the mother abandoned her needlework 
and the sister her pen in order to run after him and help him farther.

Who could find time, in this overworked and tired-out family, to bother 
about Gregor more than was absolutely needful? The household was reduced 
more and more; the servant girl was turned off; a gigantic bony charwoman 
with white hair flying round her head came in morning and evening to do the 
rough work; everything else was done by Gregor’s mother, as well as great piles 
of sewing. Even various family ornaments, which his mother and sister used 
to wear with pride at parties and celebrations, had to be sold, as Gregor dis­
covered of an evening from hearing them all discuss the prices obtained. But 
what they lamented most was the fact that they could not leave the flat which 
was much too big for their present circumstances, because they could not 
think of any way to shift Gregor. Yet Gregor saw well enough that considera­
tion for him was not the main difficulty preventing the removal, for they 
could have easily shifted him in some suitable box with a few air holes in it; 
what really kept them from moving into another flat was rather their own 
complete hopelessness and the belief that they had been singled out for a mis­
fortune such as had never happened to any of their relations or acquaintances. 
They fulfilled to the uttermost all that the world demands of poor people, the 
father fetched breakfast for the small clerks in the bank, the mother devoted 
her energy to making underwear for strangers, the sister trotted to and fro be­
hind rhe counter at the behest of customers, but more than this they had not 
the strength to do. And the wound in Gregor’s back began to nag at him 
afresh when his mother and sister, after getting his father into bed, came back 
again, left their work lying, drew close to each other and sat cheek by cheek; 
when his mother, pointing towards his room, said: “Shut that door now, 
Grete,” and he was left again in darkness, while next door the women mingled 
their tears or perhaps sat dry-eyed staring at the table.

Gregor hardly slept ar all by night or by day. He was often haunted by the 
idea that next time the door opened he would take the family’s affairs in hand 
again just as he used to do; once more, after this long interval, there appeared 
in his thoughts rhe figures of the chief and rhe chief clerk, the commercial 
travelers and the apprentices, the porter who was so dull-witted, two or three 
friends in other firms, a chambermaid in one of the rural hotels, a sweet and 
fleeting memory, a cashier in a milliners shop, whom he had wooed earnestly 
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but too slowly—they all appeared, together with strangers or people he had 
quite forgotten, but instead of helping him and his family they were one and 
all unapproachable and he was glad when they vanished. At other times he 
would not be in the mood ro bother about his family, he was only filled with 
rage at the way they were neglecting him, and although he had no clear idea 
of what he might care ro eat he would make plans for getting into the larder 
to take the food that was after all his due, even if he were not hungry. His sis­
ter no longer took thought to bring him what might especially please him, but 
in the morning and at noon before she went to business hurriedly pushed into 
his room with her foot any food that was available, and in the evening cleared 
it out again with one sweep of the broom, heedless of whether it had been 
merely tasted, or—as most frequently happened—left untouched. The clean­
ing of his room, which she now did always in the evenings, could not have 
been more hastily done. Streaks of dirt stretched along the walls, here and 
there lay balls of dust and filth. At first Gregor used to station himself in some 
particularly filthy corner when his sister arrived, in order to reproach her with 
it, so to speak. But he could have sat there for weeks without getting her to 
make any improvements; she could see the dirt as well as he did, but she had 
simply made up her mind to leave it alone. And yet, with a touchiness that 
was new to her, which seemed anyhow to have infected the whole family, she 
jealously guarded her claim to be the sole caretaker of Gregor’s room. His 
mother once subjected his room to a thorough cleaning, which was achieved 
only by means of several buckets of water—all this dampness of course upset 
Gregor too and he lay widespread, sulky and motionless on the sofa—but she 
was well punished for it. Hardly had his sister noticed the changed aspect of 
his room than she rushed in high dudgeon into the living room and, despite 
the imploringly raised hands of her mother, burst into a storm of weeping, 
while her parents—her father had of course been startled out of his chair— 
looked on at first in helpless amazement; then they too began to go into ac­
tion; the father reproached the mother on his right for not having left the 
cleaning of Gregor’s room to his sister; shrieked at the sister on his left that 
never again was she to be allowed to clean Gregor’s room; while the mother 
tried to pull the father into his bedroom, since he was beyond himself with ag­
itation; the sister, shaken with sobs, then beat upon the table with her small 
fists; and Gregor hissed loudly with rage because not one of them thought of 
shutting the door to spare him such a spectacle and so much noise.

Still, even if the sister, exhausted by her daily work, had grown tired of 
looking after Gregor as she did formerly, there was no need for his mother’s 
intervention or for Gregor’s being neglected at all. The charwoman was there. 
This old widow, whose strong bony frame had enabled her to survive the 
worst a long life could offer, by no means recoiled from Gregor. Without 
being in the least curious she had once by chance opened the door of his room 
and at the sight of Gregor, who, taken by surprise, began to rush to and fro al­
though no one was chasing him, merely stood there with her arms folded. 
From that time she never failed to open his door a little for a moment, morn­
ing and evening, to have a look at him. At first she even used ro call him to 
her, with words which apparently she took to be friendly, such as: “Come 
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along, then, you old dung beetle!” or “Look at the old dung beetle, then!” To 
such allocutions Gregor made no answer, but stayed motionless where he was, 
as if the door had never been opened. Instead of being allowed to disturb him 
so senselessly whenever the whim took her, she should rather have been or­
dered to clean out his room daily, that charwoman! Once, early in the morn­
ing—heavy rain was lashing on the windowpanes, perhaps a sign that spring 
was on the way—Gregor was so exasperated when she began addressing him 
again that he ran at her, as if to attack her, although slowly and feebly enough. 
But the charwoman instead of showing fright merely lifted high a chair that 
happened to be beside the door, and as she stood there with her mouth wide 
open it was clear that she meant to shut it only when she brought the chair 
down on Gregor’s back. “So you’re not coming any nearer?” she asked, as Gre­
gor turned away again, and quietly put the chair back into the corner.

Gregor was now eating hardly anything. Only when he happened to pass 
the food laid out for him did he take a bit of something in his mouth as a pas­
time, kept it there for an hour at a time and usually spat it out again. At first he 
thought it was chagrin over the state of his room that prevented him from eat­
ing, yet he soon got used to the various changes in his room. It had become a 
habit in the family to push into his room things there was no room for else­
where, and there were plenty of these now, since one of the rooms had been let 
to three lodgers. These serious gentlemen—all three of them with full beards, 
as Gregor once observed through a crack in the door—had a passion for order, 
not only in their own room but, since they were now members of the house­
hold, in all its arrangements, especially in the kitchen. Superfluous, not to say 
dirty, objects they could not bear. Besides, they had brought with them most of 
the furnishings they needed. For this reason many things could be dispensed 
with that it was no use trying to sell but that should not be thrown away either. 
All of them found their way into Gregor’s room. The ash can likewise and the 
kitchen garbage can. Anything that was not needed for the moment was sim­
ply flung into Gregor’s room by the charwoman, who did everything in a 
hurry; fortunately Gregor usually saw only the object, whatever it was, and the 
hand that held it. Perhaps she intended to take the things away again as time 
and opportunity offered, or to collect them until she could throw them all out 
in a heap, but in fact they just lay wherever she happened to throw them, ex­
cept when Gregor pushed his way through the junk heap and shifted it some­
what, at first out of necessity, because he had not room enough to crawl, but 
later with increasing enjoyment, although after such excursions, being sad and 
weary ro death, he would lie motionless for hours. And since the lodgers often 
ate their supper at home in the common living room, the living room door 
stayed shut many an evening, yet Gregor reconciled himself quite easily to the 
shutting of the door, for often enough on evenings when it was opened he 
had disregarded it entirely and lain in the darkest corner of his room, quite 
unnoticed by the family. But on one occasion the charwoman left the door 
open a little and it stayed ajar even when the lodgers came in for supper and 
the lamp was lit. They set themselves at the top end of the table where formerly 
Gregor and his father and mother had eaten their meals, unfolded their nap­
kins and took knife and fork in hand. At once his mother appeared in the other 
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doorway with a dish of meat and close behind her his sister with a dish of pota­
toes piled high. The food steamed with a thick vapor. The lodgers bent over the 
food set before them as if to scrutinize it before eating, in fact the man in the 
middle, who seemed to pass for an authority with the other two, cut a piece of 
meat as it lay on the dish, obviously to discover if it were tender or should be 
sent back to the kitchen. He showed satisfaction, and Gregors mother and sis­
ter, who had been watching anxiously, breathed freely and began to smile.

The family itself took its meals in the kitchen. Nonetheless, Gregor’s fa­
ther came into the living room before going in to the kitchen and with one 
prolonged bow, cap in hand, made a round of the table. The lodgers all stood 
up and murmured something in their beards. When they were alone again 
they ate their food in almost complete silence. It seemed remarkable to Gre­
gor that among the various noises coming from the table he could always dis­
tinguish the sound of their masticating teeth, as if this were a sign to Gregor 
that one needed teeth in order to eat, and that with toothless jaws even of the 
finest make one could do nothing. “I’m hungry enough,” said Gregor sadly to 
himself, “but not for that kind of food. How these lodgers are stuffing them­
selves, and here am I dying of starvation!”

On that very evening—during the whole of his time there Gregor could 
not remember ever having heard the violin—the sound of violin-playing came 
from the kitchen. The lodgers had already finished their supper, the one in the 
middle had brought out a newspaper and given the other two a page apiece, 
and now they were leaning back at ease reading and smoking. When the vio­
lin began to play they pricked up their ears, got to their feet, and went on tip­
toe to the hall door where they stood huddled together. Their movements 
must have been heard in the kitchen, for Gregor’s father called out: “Is the 
violin-playing disturbing you, gentlemen? It can be stopped at once.” “On the 
contrary,” said the middle lodger, “could not Fraulein Samsa come and play in 
this room, beside us, where it is much more convenient and comfortable?” 
“Oh certainly,” cried Gregor’s father, as if he were the violin-player. The 
lodgers came back into the living room and waited. Presently Gregor’s father 
arrived with the music stand, his mother carrying the music and his sister with 
the violin. His sister quietly made everything ready to start playing; his par­
ents, who had never let rooms before and so had an exaggerated idea of the 
courtesy due to lodgers, did not venture to sit down on their own chairs; his 
father leaned against the door, the right hand thrust between two buttons of 
his livery coat, which was formally buttoned up; but his mother was offered a 
chair by one of the lodgers and, since she left the chair just where he had hap­
pened to put it, sat down in a corner to one side.

Gregor’s sister began to play; the father and mother, from either side, in­
tently watched the movements of her hands. Gregor, attracted by the playing, 
ventured to move forward a little until his head was actually inside the living 
room. He felt hardly any surprise at his growing lack of consideration for the 
others; there had been a time when he prided himself on being considerate. 
And yet just on this occasion he had more reason than ever to hide himself, 
since owing to the amount of dust which lay thick in his room and rose into 
the air at the slightest movement, he too was covered with dust; fluff and hair 
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and remnants of food trailed with him, caught on his back and along his sides; 
his indifference to everything was much too great for him to turn on his back 
and scrape himself clean on the carpet, as once he had done several times a 
day. And in spite of his condition, no shame deterred him from advancing a 
little over the spotless floor of the living room.

To be sure, no one was aware of him. The family was entirely absorbed in 
the violin-playing; the lodgers, however, who first of all had stationed them­
selves, hands in pockets, much too close behind the music stand so that they 
could all have read the music, which must have bothered his sister, had soon 
retreated to the window, half-whispering with downbent heads, and stayed 
there while his father turned an anxious eye on them. Indeed, they were mak­
ing it more than obvious that they had been disappointed in their expectation 
of hearing good or enjoyable violin-playing, that they had more than enough 
of the performance and only out of courtesy suffered a continued disturbance 
of their peace. From the way they all kept blowing the smoke of their cigars 
high in the air through nose and mouth one could divine their irritation. And 
yet Gregor’s sister was playing so beautifully. Her face leaned sideways, intently 
and sadly her eyes followed the notes of music. Gregor crawled a little farther 
forward and lowered his head to the ground so that it might be possible for his 
eyes to meet hers. Was he an animal, that music had such an effect upon him? 
He felt as if the way were opening before him to the unknown nourishment he 
craved. He was determined to push forward till he reached his sister, to pull at 
her skirt and so let her know that she was to come into his room with her vio­
lin, for no one here appreciated her playing as he would appreciate it. He 
would never let her out of his room, at least, not so long as he lived; his fright­
ful appearance would become, for the first time, useful to him; he would watch 
all the doors of his room at once and spit at intruders; but his sister should need 
no constraint, she should stay with him of her own free will; she should sit be­
side him on the sofa, bend down her ear to him and hear him confide that he 
had had the firm intention of sending her to the Conservatorium, and that, but 
for his mishap, last Christmas—surely Christmas was long past?—he would 
have announced it to everybody without allowing a single objection. After this 
confession his sister would be so touched that she would burst into tears, and 
Gregor would then raise himself to her shoulder and kiss her on the neck, 
which, now that she went to business, she kept free of any ribbon or collar.

“Mr. Samsa!” cried the middle lodger, to Gregor’s father, and pointed, 
without wasting any more words, at Gregor, now working himself slowly for­
wards. The violin fell silent, the middle lodger first smiled to his friends with 
a shake of the head and then looked at Gregor again. Instead of driving Gre­
gor out, his father seemed to think it more needful to begin by soothing down 
the lodgers, although they were not at all agitated and apparently found Gre­
gor more entertaining than the violin-playing. He hurried toward them and 
spreading out his arms, tried to urge them back into their own room and at 
the same time to block their view of Gregor. They now began ro be really a lit­
tle angry, one could not tell whether because of the old man’s behavior or be­
cause it had just dawned on them that all unwittingly they had such a neigh­
bor as Gregor next door. They demanded explanations of his father, they 



The Metamorphosis 495

waved their arms like him, rugged uneasily at their beards, and only with re­
luctance backed towards their room. Meanwhile Gregor’s sister, who stood 
there as if lost when her playing was so abruptly broken off, came to life again, 
pulled herself together all ar once after standing for a while holding violin and 
bow in nervelessly hanging hands and staring at her music, pushed her violin 
into the lap of her mother, who was still sitting in her chair fighting asthmati­
cally for breath, and ran into the lodgers’ room to which they were now being 
shepherded by her father rather more quickly than before. One could see the 
pillows and blankets on the beds flying under her accustomed fingers and 
being laid in order. Before the lodgers had actually reached their room she had 
finished making the beds and slipped out.

The old man seemed once more to be so possessed by his mulish self­
assertiveness that he was forgetting all the respect he should show to his 
lodgers. He kept driving them on and driving them on until in the very door 
of the bedroom the middle lodger stamped his foot loudly on the floor and so 
brought him to a halt. “I beg to announce,” said the lodger, lifting one hand 
and looking also at Gregor’s mother and sister, “that because of the disgusting 
conditions prevailing in this household and family”—here he spat on the floor 
with emphatic brevity—”I give you notice on the spot. Naturally I won’t pay' 
you a penny for the days I have lived here, on the contrary I shall consider 
bringing an action for damages against you, based on claims—believe me— 
that will be easily susceptible of proof.” He ceased and stared straight in front 
of him, as if he expected something. In fact his two friends at once rushed into 
the breach with these words: “And we too give notice on the spot.” On that he 
seized the door-handle and shut the door with a slam.

Gregor’s father, groping with his hands, staggered forward and fell into his 
chair; it looked as if he were stretching himself there for his ordinary evening 
nap, but the marked jerkings of his head, which was as if uncontrollable, 
showed that he was far from asleep. Gregor had simply stayed quietly all the 
time on the spot where the lodgers had espied him. Disappointment at the 
failure of his plan, perhaps also the weakness arising from extreme hunger, 
made it impossible for him to move. He feared, with a fair degree of certainty, 
that at any moment the general tension would discharge itself in a combined 
attack upon him, and he lay waiting. He did not react even to the noise made 
by the violin as it fell off his mother’s lap from under her trembling fingers and 
gave out a resonant note.

“My dear parents,” said his sister, slapping her hand on the table by way 
of introduction, “things can’t go on like this. Perhaps you don’t realize that, 
but I do. I won’t utter my brother’s name in the presence of this creature, and 
so all I say is: we must try to get rid of it. We’ve tried to look after it and to 
put up with it as far as is humanly possible, and I don’t think anyone could re­
proach us in the slightest.”

“She is more than right,” said Gregor’s father to himself. His mother, who 
was still choking for lack of breath, began to cough hollowly into her hand 
with a wild look in her eyes.

His sister rushed over to her and held her forehead. His fathers thoughts 
seemed to have lost their vagueness at Grete’s words, he sat more upright, 
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fingering his service cap that lay among rhe plates still lying on the table from 
the lodgers’ supper, and horn time to time looked at the still form of Gregor.

“We must try to get rid of it,” his sister now said explicitly to her father, 
since her mother was coughing too much to hear a word, “it will be the 
death of both of you, I can see that coming. When one has to work as hard 
as we do, all of us, one can’t stand this continual torment at home on top of 
it. At least I can’t stand it any longer.” And she burst into such a passion of 
sobbing that her tears dropped on her mother’s face, where she wiped them 
off mechanically.

“My dear,” said the old man sympathetically, and with evident under­
standing, “but what can we do?”

Gregor’s sister merely shrugged her shoulders to indicate the feeling of 
helplessness that had now overmastered her during her weeping fit, in contrast 
to her former confidence.

“If he could understand us,” said her father, half questioningly; Grete, still 
sobbing, vehemently waved a hand to show how unthinkable that was.

“If he could understand us,” repeated the old man, shutting his eyes to 
consider his daughter’s conviction that understanding was impossible, “then 
perhaps we might come to some agreement with him. But as it is—”

“He must go,” cried Gregor’s sister. “That’s the only solution, Father. You 
must just try to get rid of the idea that this is Gregor. The fact that we’ve be­
lieved it for so long is the root of all our trouble. But how can it be Gregor? If 
this were Gregor, he would have realized long ago that human beings can’t live 
with such a creature, and he’d have gone away on his own accord. Then we 
wouldn’t have any brother, but we’d be able to go on living and keep his mem­
ory in honor. As it is, this creature persecutes us, drives away our lodgers, ob­
viously wants the whole apartment to himself and would have us all sleep in 
the gutter. Just look, Father,” she shrieked all at once, “he’s at it again!” And in 
an access of panic that was quite incomprehensible to Gregor she even quitted 
her mother, literally thrusting the chair from her as if she would rather sacri­
fice her mother than stay so near to Gregor, and rushed behind her father, 
who also rose up, being simply upset by her agitation, and half-spread his arms 
out as if to protect her.

Yet Gregor had not the slightest intention of frightening anyone, far less 
his sister. He had only begun to turn round in order to crawl back to his room, 
but it was certainly a startling operation to watch, since because of his disabled 
condition he could not execute the difficult turning movements except by lift­
ing his head and then bracing it against the floor over and over again. He 
paused and looked round. His good intentions seemed to have been recog­
nized; the alarm had only been momentary. Now they were all watching him 
in melancholy silence. His mother lay in her chair, her legs stiffly outstretched 
and pressed together, her eyes almost closing for sheer weariness; his father 
and his sister were sitting beside each other, his sister’s arm around the old 
man’s neck.

Perhaps I can go on turning round now, thought Gregor, and began his 
labors again. He could not stop himself from panting with the effort, and had 
to pause now and then to take breath. Nor did anyone harass him, he was left 



The Metamorphosis 497

entirely to himself. When he had completed the turn-round he began at once 
to crawl straight back. He was amazed at the distance separating him from his 
room and could not understand how in his weak state he had managed to ac­
complish the same journey so recently, almost without remarking it. Intent on 
crawling as fast as possible, he barely noticed that not a single word, not an 
ejaculation from his family, interfered with his progress. Only when he was al­
ready in the doorway did he turn his head round, not completely, for his neck 
muscles were getting stiff, but enough to see that nothing had changed behind 
him except that his sister had risen to her feet. His last glance fell on his 
mother, who was not quite overcome by sleep.

Hardly was he well inside his room when the door was hastily pushed 
shut, bolted, and locked. The sudden noise in his rear startled him so much 
that his little legs gave beneath him. It was his sister who had shown such 
haste. She had been standing ready waiting and had made a light spring for­
ward. Gregor had not even heard her coming, and she cried “At last!” to her 
parents as she turned the key in the lock.

“And what now?” said Gregor to himself, looking round in the darkness. 
Soon he made the discovery that he was now unable to stir a limb. This did 
not surprise him, rather it seemed unnatural that he should ever actually have 
been able to move on these feeble little legs. Otherwise he felt relatively com­
fortable. True, his whole body was aching, but it seemed that the pain was 
gradually growing less and would finally pass away. The rotting apple in his 
back and the inflamed area around it, all covered with soft dust, already hardly 
troubled him. He thought of his family with tenderness and love. The deci­
sion that he must disappear was one that he held to even more strongly than 
his sister, if that were possible. In this state of vacant and peaceful meditation 
he remained until the tower clock struck three in the morning. The first 
broadening of light in the world outside the window entered his conscious­
ness once more. Then his head sank to the floor of its own accord and from 
his nostrils came the last faint flicker of his breath.

When the charwoman arrived early in the morning—what between her 
strength and her impatience she slammed all the doors so loudly, never mind 
how often she had been begged not to do so, that no one in the whole apart­
ment could enjoy any quiet sleep after her arrival—she noticed nothing un­
usual as she took her customary peep into Gregor’s room. She thought he was 
lying motionless on purpose, pretending to be in the sulks; she credited him 
with every kind of intelligence. Since she happened to have the long-handled 
broom in her hand she tried to tickle him up with it from the doorway. When 
that too produced no reaction she felt provoked and poked at him a little 
harder, and only when she had pushed him along the floor without meeting 
any resistance was her attention aroused. It did not take her long to establish 
the truth of the matter, and her eyes widened, she let out a whistle, yet did not 
waste much time over it but tore open the door of the Samsas’ bedroom and 
yelled into the darkness at the top of her voice: “Just look at this, it’s dead; it’s 
lying here dead and done for!”

Mr. and Mrs. Samsa started up in their double bed and before they real­
ized the nature of the charwoman’s announcement had some difficulty in 
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overcoming the shock of it. But then they got out of bed quickly, one on ei­
ther side, Mr. Samsa throwing a blanket over his shoulders, Mrs. Samsa in 
nothing but her nightgown; in this array they entered Gregor’s room. Mean­
while rhe door of the living room opened, too, where Grete had been sleeping 
since the advent of the lodgers; she was completely dressed as if she had not 
been to bed, which seemed to be confirmed also by the paleness of her face. 
“Dead?” said Mrs. Samsa, looking questioningly at the charwoman, although 
she could have investigated for herself, and the fact was obvious enough with­
out investigation. “I should say so,” said the charwoman, proving her words 
by pushing Gregor’s corpse a long way to one side with her broomstick. Mrs. 
Samsa made a movement as if to stop her, but checked it. “Well,” said Mr. 
Samsa, “now thanks be to God.” He crossed himself, and the three women fol­
lowed his example. Grete, whose eyes never left the corpse, said: “Just see how 
thin he was. It’s such a long time since he’s eaten anything. The food came out 
again just as it went in.” Indeed, Gregor’s body was completely flat and dry, as 
could only now be seen when it was no longer supported by the legs and noth­
ing prevented one from looking closely at it.

“Come in beside us, Grete, for a little while,” said Mrs. Samsa with a 
tremulous smile, and Grete, not without looking back at the corpse, followed 
her parents into their bedroom. The charwoman shut the door and opened 
the window wide. Although it was so early in the morning a certain softness 
was perceptible in the fresh air. After all, it was already the end of March.

The three lodgers emerged from their room and were surprised to see no 
breakfast; they had been forgotten. “Where’s our breakfast?” said the middle 
lodger peevishly to the charwoman. But she put her finger to her lips and 
hastily, without a word, indicated by gestures that they should go into Gregor’s 
room. They did so and stood, their hands in the pockets of their somewhat 
shabby coats, around Gregor’s corpse in the room where it was now fully light.

At that the door of the Samsas’ bedroom opened and Mr. Samsa appeared 
in his uniform, his wife on one arm, his daughter on the other. They all 
looked a little as if they had been crying; from time to time Grete hid her face 
on her father’s arm.

“Leave my house at once!” said Mr. Samsa, and pointed to the door with­
out disengaging himself from the women. “What do you mean by that?” said 
the middle lodger, taken somewhat aback, with a feeble smile. The two others 
put their hands behind them and kept rubbing them together, as if in gleeful 
expectation of a fine set-to in which they were bound to come off the winners. 
“I mean just what I say,” answered Mr. Samsa, and advanced in a straight line 
with his two companions towards the lodger. He stood his ground at first qui­
etly, looking at the floor as if his thoughts were taking a new pattern in his 
head. “Then let us go, by all means,” he said, and looked up at Mr. Samsa as 
if in a sudden access of humility he were expecting some renewed sanction for 
this decision. Mr. Samsa merely nodded briefly once or twice with meaning 
eyes. Upon that the lodger really did go with long strides into the hall, his two 
friends had been listening and had quite stopped rubbing their hands for some 
moments and now went scuttling after him as if afraid that Mr. Samsa might 
get into the hall before them and cut them off from their leader. In the hall 
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they all three took their hats from the rack, their sticks from the umbrella 
stand, bowed in silence and quitted the apartment. With a suspiciousness 
which proved quite unfounded Mr. Samsa and the two women followed them 
out to the landing; leaning over the banister they watched the three figures 
slowly but surely going down the long stairs, vanishing from sight at a certain 
turn of the staircase on every floor and coming into view again after a moment 
or so; the more they dwindled, the more the Samsa family’s interest in them 
dwindled, and when a butcher’s boy met them and passed them on the stairs 
coming up proudly with a tray on his head, Mr. Samsa and the two women 
soon left the landing and as if a burden had been lifted from them went back 
into their apartment.

They decided to spend this day in resting and going for a stroll; they had 
not only deserved such a respite from work but absolutely needed it. And so 
they sat down at the table and wrote three notes of excuse, Mr. Samsa to his 
board of management, Mrs. Samsa to her employer, and Grete to the head of 
her firm. While they were writing, the charwoman came in to say that she was 
going now, since her morning’s work was finished. At first they only nodded 
without looking up, but as she kept hovering there they eyed her irritably. 
“Well?” said Mr. Samsa. The charwoman stood grinning in the doorway as if 
she had good news to impart to the family but meant not to say a word unless 
properly questioned. The small ostrich feather standing upright on her hat, 
which had annoyed Mr. Samsa ever since she was engaged, was waving gaily 
in all directions. “Well, what is it then?” asked Mrs. Samsa, who obtained 
more respect from the charwoman than the others. “Oh,” said the char­
woman, giggling so amiably that she could not at once continue, “just this, 
you don’t need to bother about how to get rid of the thing next door. It’s been 
seen to already.” Mrs. Samsa and Grete bent over their letters again, as if pre­
occupied; Mr. Samsa, who perceived that she was eager to begin describing it 
all in detail, stopped her with a decisive hand. But since she was not allowed 
to tell her story, she remembered the great hurry she was in, being obviously 
deeply huffed: “Bye, everybody,” she said, whirling off violently, and departed 
with a frightful slamming of doors.

“She’ll be given notice tonight,” said Mr. Samsa, but neither from his wife 
nor his daughter did he get any answer, for the charwoman seemed to have 
shattered again the composure they had barely achieved. They rose, went to 
the window and stayed there, clasping each other tight. Mr. Samsa turned in 
his chair to look at them and quietly observed them for a little. Then he called 
out: “Come along, now, do. Let bygones be bygones. And you might have 
some consideration for me.” The two of them complied at once, hastened to 
him, caressed him and quickly finished their letters.

Then they all three left the apartment together, which was more than they 
had done for months, and went by tram into the open country outside the 
town. The tram, in which they were the only passengers, was filled with warm 
sunshine. Leaning comfortably back in their seats they canvassed their 
prospects for the future, and it appeared on closer inspection that these were 
not at all bad, for the jobs they had got, which so far they had never really dis­
cussed with each other, were all three admirable and likely to lead to better
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things later on. The greatest immediate improvement in their condition 
would of course arise from moving to another house; they wanted to take a 
smaller and cheaper but also better situated and more easily run apartment 
than the one they had, which Gregor had selected. While they were thus con­
versing, it struck both Mr. and Mrs. Samsa, almost at the same moment, as 
they became aware of their daughter’s increasing vivacity, that in spite of all 
the sorrow of recent times, which had made her cheeks pale, she had bloomed 
into a pretty girl with a good figure. They grew quieter and half unconsciously 
exchanged glances of complete agreement, having come to the conclusion that 
it would soon be time to find a good husband for her. And it was like a con­
firmation of their new dreams and excellent intentions that at the end of their 
journey their daughter sprang to her feet first and stretched her young body.

■ Author’s Perspective

Franz Kafka
Discussing The Metamorphosis c. 1920
My friend Alfred Kampf. . . admired Kafka’s story The Metamorphosis. He 

described the author as “a new, more profound and therefore more significant 
Edgar Allan Poe.”

During a walk with Franz Kafka on the Altstadter Ring0 I told him about 
this new admirer of his, but aroused neither interest nor understanding. On 
the contrary, Kafka’s expression showed that any discussion of his book was 
distasteful to him. I, however, was filled with a zeal for discoveries, and so I 
was tactless.

“The hero of the story is called Samsa,” I said. “It sounds like a cryp­
togram for Kafka. Five letters in each word. The S in the word Samsa has the 
same position as K in the word Kafka. The A . . .”

Kafka interrupted me.
“It is not a cryptogram. Samsa is not merely Kafka, and nothing else. The 

Metamorphosis is not a confession, although it is—in a certain sense—an 
indiscretion.”

“I know nothing about that.”
“Is it perhaps delicate and discreet to talk about the bugs in one’s own 

family?”
“It isn’t usual in good society.”
“You see what bad manners I have.”
Kafka smiled. He wished to dismiss the subject. But I did not wish to.
“It seems to me that the distinction between good and bad manners 

hardly applies here,” I said. “The Metamorphosis is a terrible dream, a terrible 
conception.”

Kafka stood still.

Altstadter Ring: a major street in Prague.
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shave or worry about color coordination allows him, as the narrator notes, 
always to look “spiffy” and tells us a great deal about this remarkable man’s 
independence.

An author in his book must be like God in his universe, 
present everywhere and visible nowhere.

Gustave Flaubert

POINT OF VIEW
When we speak of a politician’s point of view on an issue we mean his or 

her attitude toward it, pro or con. In fiction, however, the term point of view 
is employed in a specialized sense, referring to the question of who narrates the 
story. Every story has a narrator, a voice or character that provides the reader 
with information about and insight into characters and incidents, but in some 
cases the identity of this voice of authority is not immediately apparent.

Being too literal-minded about the matter of point of view is usually a mis­
take. We often have to accept certain narrative conventions without question­
ing them too seriously if we are to enjoy reading stories. When we finish read­
ing a detective story narrated by the sleuth himself, we should not worry too 
much about when such a busy character found time to jot down the account 
of his case. Similarly, we accept as a convention the fact that a narrator may 
suddenly jump from simply recording a conversation to telling us what one of 
its participants is thinking. Very early in our lives we learn how stories are told, 
just as we do not think twice, in watching a movie, when our perspective shifts, 
in the blink of an eye, from one man’s frightened stare, to the flashing barrel of 
a gun, to a hand clutching a chest, to another man’s sneer of triumph.

Almost all narrative points of view can be classified as either first-person 
or third-person. In first-person narration, the narrator is a participant in the 
action. He or she may be either a major character (as in Andre Dubus’s “A Fa­
ther’s Story”) or a minor character. Nick Carraway in Fitzgerald’s The Great 
Gatsby is a classic case of a minor character narrator; Arthur Conan Doyle’s Dr. 
Watson is another. Some first-person narrators are close to the events they de­
scribe; others are removed from it in time or place. In general, first-person sto­
ries may seem more immediate than third-person stories, but they are limited 
by the simple fact that the narrator must be present at all times and must also 
have some knowledge of what is going on.

The ability of the narrator to tell the story accurately is also important. 
An unreliable narrator, either through naivete, ignorance, or impaired men­
tal processes (the case with many of Poe’s first-person narrators), relates events 
in such a distorted manner that the reader, who has been tipped off, has liter­
ally to turn the narrator’s reporting on its head to make sense. Another possi­
bility is a first-person speaker who performs a dramatic monologue (similar 
to the verse dramatic monologues of Robert Browning), the case with Jamaica 
Kincaid’s “Girl,” in which the authoritative voice of the mother (perhaps rep­
resenting a composite of all mothers) gives stern advice to her daughter.
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Third-person narration, by definition, employs a nonparticipant nar­
rator, a voice of authority, which never reveals its source and can usually 
move from place to place to describe action and report dialogue. In third- 
person stories the question of reliability is rarely an issue. The key issue is 
the matter of omniscience, the degree to which the “all-knowing” narrator 
can reveal the thoughts of characters. An omniscient narrator means just 
that—the narrator knows everything about the characters and their lives, 
even perhaps their futures, and may reveal the thoughts of anyone in the 
story. (Tolstoy’s “The Death of Ivan llych” is a good example of an omni­
scient narrator.) An editorial point of view goes even further by allowing 
the godlike author to comment directly on the action (also called authorial 
intrusion), a device favored by Victorian novelists such as William 
Thackeray.

Many contemporary authors avoid total omniscience in short fiction, per­
haps sensing that a story’s strength is dissipated if more than one character’s 
perspective is used. Instead, they employ limited omniscience, also called se­
lective omniscience or the method of “central intelligence” (Henry James’s 
term), limiting themselves to the thoughts and perceptions of a single charac­
ter. This point of view is perhaps the most flexible of all since it allows the 
writer to compromise between the immediacy of first-person narration and 
the mobility of third-person.

A further departure from omniscience is the dramatic point of view 
(also called the objective point of view) which is present in many of Ernest 
Hemingway’s stories. Here the narrator simply reports dialogue and action 
with minimal interpretation and no delving into characters’ minds. The dra­
matic point of view, as the name implies, approaches the method of plays, 
where readers are provided only with set descriptions, stage directions, and 
dialogue, and thus must supply motivations that are based solely on this ex­
ternal evidence.

Technically, other points of view are possible, though they are rarely used. 
Stories have been told in the second person (such as Lorrie Moore’s “How to 
Become a Writer,” which begins, “First, try to be something, anything else” 
and continues to address the reader directly), or first-person plural (William 
Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily,” where the narrative “we” represents the opinion 
of the town of Jefferson, provides one example). Such points of view, however, 
are difficult to sustain and may quickly prove distracting to readers. There is 
also an unwritten rule that point of view should be consistent throughout a 
story, although occasionally a writer may utilize multiple perspectives to illus­
trate how the “truth” of any incident is always relative to the way in which it is 
witnessed.
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of human existence it was created to express. His best stories remain enduringly 
original and disturbingly profound.

A Clean, Well-Lighted Place 1933

It was late and every one had left the cafe except an old man who sat in the 

shadow the leaves of the tree made against the electric light. In the day time 
the street was dusty, but at night the dew settled the dust and the old man 
liked to sit late because he was deaf and now at night it was quiet and he felt 
the difference. The two waiters inside the cafe knew that the old man was a 
little drunk, and while he was a good client they knew that if he became too 
drunk he would leave without paying, so they kept watch on him.

“Last week he tried to commit suicide,” one waiter said.
“Why?”
“He was in despair.”
“What about?”
“Nothing.”
“How do you know it was nothing?”
“He has plenty of money.”
They sat together at a table that was close against the wall near the door 

of the cafe and looked at the terrace where the tables were all empty except 
where the old man sat in the shadow of the leaves of the tree that moved 
slightly in the wind. A girl and a soldier went by in the street. The street light 
shone on the brass number on his collar. The girl wore no head covering and 
hurried beside him.

“The guard will pick him up,” one waiter said.
“What does it matter if he gets what he’s after?”
“He had better get off the street now. The guard will get him. They went 

by five minutes ago.”
The old man sitting in the shadow rapped on his saucer with his glass. 

The younger waiter went over to him.
“What do you want?”
The old man looked at him. “Another brandy,” he said.
“You’ll be drunk,” the waiter said. The old man looked at him. The waiter 

went away.
“He’ll stay all night,” he said to his colleague. “I’m sleepy now. I never get 

into bed before three o’clock. He should have killed himself last week.”
The waiter took the brandy bottle and another saucer from the counter 

inside the cafe and marched out to the old man’s table. He put down the 
saucer and poured the glass full of brandy.

“You should have killed yourself last week,” he said to the deaf man. The 
old man motioned with his finger. “A little more,” he said. The waiter poured 
on into the glass so that the brandy slopped over and ran down the stem into 
the top saucer of the pile. “Thank you,” the old man said. The waiter took the 
bottle back inside the cafe. He sat down at the table with his colleague again.
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“He’s drunk now,” he said.
“He’s drunk every night.”0
“What did he want to kill himself for?”
“How should I know?”
“How did he do it?”
“He hung himself with a rope.”
“Who cut him down?”
“His niece.”
“Why did they do it?”
“Fear for his soul.”
“How much money has he got?”
“He’s got plenty.”
“He must be eighty years old.”
“Anyway I should say he was eighty.”0
“I wish he would go home. I never get to bed before three o’clock. What 

kind of hour is that to go to bed?”
“He stays up because he likes it.”
He's lonely. I m not lonely. I have a wife waiting in bed for me.’

“He had a wife once too.”
“A wife would be no good to him now.”
“You can’t tell. He might be better with a wife.”
“His niece looks after him.”
“I know. You said she cut him down.”
“I wouldn’t want to be that old. An old man is a nasty thing.”
“Not always. This old man is clean. He drinks without spilling. Even now, 

drunk. Look at him.”
“I don’t want to look at him. I wish he would go home. He has no regard 

for those who must work.”
The old man looked from his glass across the square, then over at the 

waiters.
“Another brandy,” he said, pointing to his glass. The waiter who was in a 

hurry came over.
“Finished,” he said, speaking with that omission of syntax stupid people 

employ when talking to drunken people or foreigners. “No more tonight. 
Close now.”

“Another,” said the old man.
“No. Finished.” The waiter wiped the edge of the table with a towel and 

shook his head.
The old man stood up, slowly counted the saucers, took a leather coin 

purse from his pocket and paid for the drinks, leaving half a peseta tip.
The waiter watched him go down the street, a very old man walking un­

steadily but with dignity.

"He’s drunk now, ’’he said. “He’s drunk every night”: The younger waiter perhaps says both these lines. A de­
vice of Hemingway’s style is sometimes to have a character pause, then speak again—as often happens in 
actual speech. “He must be eighty years old. ” “Anyway I should say he was eighty”: Is this another instance of 
the same character’s speaking twice? Clearly, it is the younger waiter who says the next line, “I wish he 
would go home.”
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“Why didn’t you let him stay and drink?” the unhurried waiter asked. 
They were putting up the shutters, “It is not half-past two.”

“I want to go home to bed.”
“What is an hour?”
“More to me than to him.”
“An hour is the same.”
“You talk like an old man yourself. He can buy a bottle and drink at 

home.”
“It’s not the same.”
“No, it is not,” agreed the waiter with a wife. He did not wish to be un­

just. He was only in a hurry.
“And you? You have no fear of going home before the usual hour?”
“Are you trying to insult me?”
“No, hombre, only to make a joke.”
“No,” the waiter who was in a hurry said, rising from pulling down the 

metal shutters. “I have confidence. I am all confidence.”
“You have youth, confidence, and a job,” the older waiter said. “You have 

everything.”
“And what do you lack?”
“Everything but work.”
“You have everything I have.”
“No. I have never had confidence and I am not young.”
“Come on. Stop talking nonsense and lock up.”
“I am one of those who like to stay late at the cafe,” the older waiter said. 

“With all those who do not want to go to bed. With all those who need a light 
for the night.”

“I want to go home and into bed.”
“We are of two different kinds,” the older waiter said. He was not dressed 

to go home. “It is not only a question of youth and confidence although those 
things are very beautiful. Each night I am reluctant to close up because there 
may be some one who needs the cafe.”

“Hombre, there are bodegas0 open all night long.”
“You do not understand. This is a clean and pleasant cafe. It is well 

lighted. The light is very good and also, now, there are shadows of the leaves.”
“Good night,” said the younger waiter.
“Good night,” the other said. Turning off the electric light he continued 

the conversation with himself. It is the light of course but it is necessary that 
the place be clean and pleasant. You do not want music. Certainly you do not 
want music. Nor can you stand before a bar with dignity although that is all 
that is provided for these hours. What did he fear? It was not fear or dread. It 
was a nothing that he knew too well. It was all a nothing and a man was noth­
ing too. It was only that and light was all it needed and a certain cleanness and 
order. Some lived in it and never felt it but he knew it all was nada y pues nada 
y nada y pues nada.° Our nada who art in nada, nada be thy name thy king­
dom nada thy will be nada in nada as it is in nada. Give us this nada our daily 
nada and nada us our nada as we nada our nadas and nada us not into nada

bodegas: wineshops. naday pues... nada: nothing and then nothing and nothing and then nothing.
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but deliver us from nada; piles nada. Hail nothing full of nothing, nothing is 
with thee. He smiled and stood before a bar with a shining steam pressure cof­
fee machine.

“What’s yours?’’ asked the barman.

“Otro loco mas,”° said the barman and turned away.
“A little cup,’’ said the waiter.
The barman poured it for him.
“The light is very bright and pleasant but the bar is unpolished,” the 

waiter said.
The barman looked at him but did not answer. It was too late at night for 

conversation.
“You want another copita?”0 the barman asked.
“No, thank you,” said the waiter and went out. He disliked bars and 

bodegas. A clean, well-lighted cafe was a very different thing. Now, without 
thinking further, he would go home to his room. He would lie in the bed and 
finally, with daylight, he would go to sleep. After all, he said to himself, it is 
probably only insomnia. Many must have it.

■ Author’s Perspective

Ernest Hemingway
One True Sentence 1964
The climb up to the top floor of the hotel where I worked, in a room that 

looked across all the roofs and the chimneys of the high hill of the quarter, was 
a pleasure. The fireplace drew well in the room and it was warm and pleasant 
to work. I brought mandarines and roasted chestnuts to the room in paper 
packets and peeled and ate the small tangerine-like oranges and threw their 
skins and spat their seeds in the fire when I ate them and roasted chestnuts 
when I was hungry. I was always hungry with the walking and the cold and 
the working. Up in the room I had a bottle of kirsch that we had brought back 
from the mountains and I took a drink of kirsch when I would get toward the 
end of a story or toward the end of the day’s work. When I was through work­
ing for the day I put away the notebook, or the paper, in the drawer of the 
table and put any mandarines that were left in my pocket. They would freeze 
if they were left in the room at night.

It was wonderful to walk down the long flights of stairs knowing that I’d 
had good luck working. I always worked until I had something done and I al­
ways stopped when I knew what was going to happen next. That way I could 
be sure of going on the next day. But sometimes when I was starting a new 
story and I could not get it going, I would sit in front of the fire and squeeze 
the peel of the little oranges into the edge of the flame and watch the sputter 
of blue that they made. I would stand and look out over the roofs of Paris and 
think, “Do not worry. You have always written before and you will write now.

Otro loco mas: another lunatic. copita: little cup. 
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be the only correct one, even if the author insists upon it. Still, some inter­
pretations seem more likely than others.

How do we determine the theme of a story? A reader insistent on finding 
a moral might judge the actions of the characters by his or her own system of 
values. This approach may, however, encounter obstacles when the values of 
the author differ from those of the reader. Flannery O’Connor’s strict Roman 
Catholic morality may be difficult for readers of other religious beliefs to 
comprehend. Or another reader, versed in socioeconomic or feminist theory, 
might judge the theme of a story such as Bobbie Ann Mason’s “Shiloh” along 
the lines of social class or gender. A knowledge of modern Irish history brings 
out the underlying political theme in Frank O’Connor’s “Guests of the Na­
tion” or William Trevor’s “The Distant Past.” Obviously, many writers return 
again and again to the same themes (alcoholism in the stories of Raymond 
Carver, for example). A reader may have to interpret the theme of one story 
in the light of what he or she knows of the author’s total work.

Modern stories can seem extremely reticent in revealing their themes. We are 
never explicitly told, to cite one example, that the young protagonist of Heming­
way's “Big Two-Hearted River” is a World War I veteran who is experiencing dif­
ficulty in adjusting to peacetime society. Yet this knowledge (gained perhaps from 
Hemingway’s other stories and his biography) is implicit in the story’s theme of 
self-imposed isolation and escape. Not all modern writers are so indirect. A 
moralist like Flannery O’Connor sees characters and judges them according to 
Roman Catholic ethical standards. Margaret Atwood’s feminism is rarely hidden 
in her stories and poems. Tillie Olsen’s involvement with workers’ struggles and 
radical politics informs the bitterness of her narrator in “I Stand Here Ironing.”

Some modern stories are allegorical tales in which the literal events point 
to a parallel sequence of symbolic ideas. (Allegory was more common with 
earlier writers like Hawthorne in “Young Goodman Brown.”) In many of 
O’Connor’s stories, to cite one notable example, the literal setting of the story, 
a doctor’s waiting room or a crowded city bus, is a microcosm—a “small 
world” that reflects the tensions of the larger world outside—and the author 
often uses symbols drawn from religion to make her point. Thus, despite their 
outward sophistication, many of the stories included here reveal their debt to 
the ancient ethical functions of fables and parables.

Style has no fixed laws; it is changed by the usage of 
the people, never the same for any length of time.

Seneca

STYLE
Style in fiction refers equally to the characteristics of language in a partic­

ular story and to the same characteristics in a writer’s complete works. The 
more idiosyncratic a writer’s style is, the easier it is to parody, as the well-pub­
licized annual “Faux Faulkner” and “International Imitation Hemingway” 
contests will attest. A detailed analysis of the style of an individual story might 
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include attention to such matters as diction (including the use of slang and 
dialect), sentence structure, punctuation (or the lack thereof), and use of fig­
urative language.

In English we usually make a distinction between different types of 
words—standard versus slang usage, Latinate versus Germanic vocabulary, ab­
stract versus concrete diction, and so on. While such matters are most mean­
ingful only in the context of an individual story, there is obviously a difference 
between the character who says, “I have profited to a great degree from the ed­
ucational benefits of the realm of experience,” and another who says, “I grad­
uated from the school of hard knocks.”

In analyzing style we must be sensitive to the literary fashions of periods 
other than our own. The particular qualities of a story are best understood in 
the context of fiction written in the same period and place. It is senseless to 
fault Poe or Hawthorne for “flowery diction” when we compare their use of 
language to the equally ornate style of their contemporaries. The prevailing 
fashion in fiction today is for the unadorned starkness of writers like Bobbie 
Ann Mason and Raymond Carver, what has been labeled minimalism or— 
less respectfully—Kmart realism by some critics. One should not be sur­
prised if, a decade from now, writers are trying to outdo Faulkner at his most 
ornate.

Another element of style in fiction does not so readily yield itself to analy­
sis as do matters of vocabulary or sentence structure. The tone of the story— 
that is, what we can indirectly determine about the author’s own feelings 
about its events—is equally important but may escape many readers. The 
satirical tone of Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels may fall on deaf ears if the reader is 
not prepared to understand Swift’s disillusionment with the European society 
of his own day. It is possible for an inexperienced reader to miss the keen edge 
of Flannery O’Connor’s irony or the profound philosophical skepticism of 
Jorge Luis Borges. This failure should not be laid at the feet of the writers, 
who have usually taken great pains to make their own attitudes clear.

In describing tone in stories, we often fall back on such vague terms as 
“sentimental,” “tragic,” “ironic,” or “satirical”. Essentially, we try to describe 
the attitude the author has toward his or her material (or in some cases, to­
ward the reader). Is the tone solemn or satirical, intimate or formal? The tone 
of the work gives us a clue on how to read the story. A satirical tone might let 
us laugh at a story that an intimate tone would have turned into a tragedy. In 
some cases, the deliberate absence of an identifiable tone of voice represents 
the essence of a story; the flatness with which the horrific conclusion of 
Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” is described is a major contributor to the 
story’s compelling strangeness. In the right hands any style can work well. As 
the French philosopher Voltaire once remarked, “All styles are good except the 
tiresome kind.”
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It is very seldom that mere ordinary people like John and myself secure ances­
tral halls for the summer.

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

Still I will proudly declare that there is something queer about it.
Else, why should it be let so cheaply? And why have stood so long 

untenanted?
John laughs at me, of course, but one expects that.
John is practical in the extreme. He has no patience with faith, an intense 

horror of superstition, and he scoffs openly at any talk of things not to be felt 
and seen and put down in figures.

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

You see, he does not believe I am sick! And what can one do?
If a physician of high standing, and one’s own husband, assures friends 

and relatives that there is really nothing the matter with one but temporary 
nervous depression—a slight hysterical tendency—what is one to do?

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

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

Personally, I disagree with their ideas.
Personally, I believe that congenial work, with excitement and change, 

would do me good.
But what is one to do?
I did write for a while in spite of them; but it does exhaust me a good 

deal—having to be so sly about it, or else meet with heavy opposition.
I sometimes fancy that in my condition, if I had less opposition and more 

society and stimulus—but John says the very worst thing I can do is to think 
about my condition, and I confess it always makes me feel bad.

So I will let it alone and talk about the house.
The most beautiful place! It is quite alone, standing well back from the 

road, quite three miles from the village. It makes me think of English places 
that you read about, for there are hedges and walls and gates that lock, and 
lots of separate little houses for the gardeners and people.

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

There were greenhouses, but they are all broken now.
There was some legal trouble, I believe, something about the heirs and co­

heirs; anyhow, rhe place has been empty for years.
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That spoils my ghostliness, I am afraid, but I don’t care—there is some­
thing strange about the house—I can feel it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The paint and paper look as if a boys’ school had used it. It is stripped 
off—the paper—in great patches all around the head of my bed, about as far 
as I can reach, and in a great place on the other side of the room low down. I 
never saw a worse paper in my life. One of those sprawling, flamboyant pat­
terns committing every artistic sin.

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

The color is repellent, almost revolting: a smouldering unclean yellow, 
strangely faded by the slow-turning sunlight. It is a dull yet lurid orange in 
some places, a sickly sulphur tint in others.

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

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

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

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

John is away all day, and even some nights when his cases are serious.
I am glad my case is not serious!
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But these nervous troubles are dreadfully depressing.
John does not know how much I really suffer. He knows there is no rea­

son to suffer, and that satisfies him.
Of course it is only nervousness. It does weigh on me so not to do my 

duty in any way!
I meant to be such a help to John, such a real rest and comfort, and here I 

am a comparative burden already!
Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little I am able—to 

dress and entertain, and order things.
It is fortunate Mary is so good with the baby. Such a dear baby!
And yet I cannot be with him, it makes me so nervous.
I suppose John never was nervous in his life. He laughs at me so about this 

wallpaper!
At first he meant to repaper the room, but afterward he said that I was let­

ting it get the better of me, and that nothing was worse for a nervous patient 
than to give way to such fancies.

He said that after the wallpaper was changed it would be the heavy bed­
stead, and then the barred windows, and then that gate at the head of the 
stairs, and so on.

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

“Then do let us go downstairs,” I said. “There are such pretty rooms 
there.”

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

But he is right enough about the beds and windows and things.
It is as airy and comfortable a room as anyone need wish, and, of course, I 

would not be so silly as to make him uncomfortable just for a whim.
I’m really getting quite fond of the big room, all but that horrid paper.
Out of one window I can see the garden—those mysterious deep- 

shaded arbors, the riotous old-fashioned flowers, and bushes and gnarly 
trees.

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

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

But I find I get pretty tired when I try.
It is so discouraging not to have any advice and companionship about my 

work. When I get really well, John says we will ask Cousin Henry and Julia 
down for a long visit; but he says he would as soon put fireworks in my pillow­
case as to let me have those stimulating people about now.

I wish I could get well faster.
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But I must not think about that. This paper looks to me as if it knew what 
a vicious influence it had!

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

I get positively angry with the impertinence of it and the everlastingness. 
Up and down and sideways they crawl, and those absurd unblinking eyes are 
everywhere. There is one place where two breadths didn’t match, and the eyes 
go all up and down the line, one a little higher than the other.

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

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

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

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

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

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

But I don’t mind it a bit—only the paper.
There comes John’s sister. Such a dear girl as she is, and so careful of me! I 

must not let her find me writing.
She is a perfect and enthusiastic housekeeper, and hopes for no better pro­

fession. I verily believe she thinks it is the writing which made me sick!
But I can write when she is out, and see her a long way off from these 

windows.
There is one that commands the road, a lovely shaded winding road, and 

one that just looks off over the country. A lovely country, too, full of great 
elms and velvet meadows.

This wallpaper has a kind of subpattern in a different shade, a particularly 
irritating one, for you can only see it in certain lights, and not clearly then.

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

There’s sister on the stairs!

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

Of course I didn’t do a thing. Jennie sees to everything now.
But it tired me all the same.
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John says if I don’t pick up faster he shall send me to Weir Mitchell0 in 
the fall.

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

Besides, it is such an undertaking to go so far.
I don’t feel as if it was worthwhile to turn my hand over for anything, and 

I’m getting dreadfully fretful and querulous.
I cry at nothing, and cry most of the time.
Of course I don’t when John is here, or anybody else, but when I am 

alone.
And I am alone a good deal just now. John is kept in town very often by 

serious cases, and Jennie is good and lets me alone when I want her to.
So I walk a little in the garden or down that lovely lane, sit on the porch 

under the roses, and lie down up here a good deal.
I’m getting really fond of the room in spite of the wallpaper. Perhaps be­

cause of the wallpaper.
It dwells in my mind so!
I lie here on this great immovable bed—it is nailed down, I believe—and 

follow that pattern about by the hour. It is as good as gymnastics, I assure you. 
I start, we’ll say, at the bottom, down in the corner over there where it has not 
been touched, and I determine for the thousandth time that I will follow that 
pointless pattern to some sort of a conclusion.

I know a little of the principle of design, and I know this thing was not 
arranged on any laws of radiation,0 or alternation, or repetition, or symmetry, 
or anything else that I ever heard of.

It is repeated, of course, by the breadths, but not otherwise.
Looked at in one way, each breadth stands alone; the bloated curves and 

flourishes—a kind of “debased Romanesque” with delirium tremens—go wad­
dling up and down in isolated columns of fatuity.

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

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

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

There is one end of the room where it is almost intact, and there, when 
the crosslights fade and the low sun shines directly upon it, I can almost fancy 
radiation after all—the interminable grotesque seems to form around a com­
mon center and rush off in headlong plunges of equal distraction.

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

Weir Mitchell (1829-1914): famed nerve specialist who actually treated the author, Charlotte 
Perkins Gilman, for nervous prostration with his well-known “rest cure.” (The cure was not 
successful.) Also the author of Diseases of the Nervous System, Especially of Women (1881). 
laws of radiation: a principle of design in which all elements are arranged in some circular 
pattern around a center.
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I don’t know why I should write this.
I don’t want to.
I don't feel able.
And I know John would think it absurd. But I must say what I feel and 

think in some way—it is such a relief!

But the effort is getting to be greater than the relief.
Half the time now I am awfully lazy, and lie down ever so much. John says 

I mustn’t lose my strength, and has me take cod liver oil and lots of tonics and 
things, to say nothing of ale and wines and rare meat.

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

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

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

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

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

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

There’s one comfort—the baby is well and happy, and does not have to 
occupy this nursery with the horrid wallpaper.

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

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

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

There are things in the wallpaper that nobody knows about but me, or 
ever will.

Behind that outside pattern the dim shapes get clearer every day.
It is always the same shape, only very numerous.
And it is like a woman stooping down and creeping about behind that 

pattern. I don’t like it a bit. I wonder—I begin to think—I wish John would 
take me away from here!

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

But I tried it last night.
It was moonlight. The moon shines in all around just as the sun does.
I hate to see it sometimes, it creeps so slowly, and always comes in by one 

window or another.



The Yellow Wallpaper 303

John was asleep and I hared to waken him, so I kept still and watched the 
moonlight on that undulating wallpaper till I felt creepy.

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

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

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

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

“Why, darling!” said he. “Our lease will be up in three weeks, and I can’t 
see how to leave before.

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

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

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

“And you won’t go away?” I asked gloomily.
“Why, how can I, dear? It is only three weeks more and then we will take 

a nice little trip for a few days while Jennie is getting the house ready. Really, 
dear, you are better!”

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

“My darling,” said he, “I beg you, for my sake and for our child’s sake, as 
well as for your own, that you will never for one instant let that idea enter 
your mind! There is nothing so dangerous, so fascinating, to a temperament 
like yours. It is a false and foolish fancy. Can you trust me as a physician when 
I tell you so?”

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

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

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

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



304 Charlotte Perkins Gilman

The outside pattern is a florid arabesque,0 reminding one of a fungus. If 
you can imagine a toadstool in joints, an interminable string of toadstools, 
budding and sprouting in endless convolutions—why, that is something like it. 

That is, sometimes!
There is one marked peculiarity about this paper, a thing nobody seems 

to notice but myself, and that is that it changes as the light changes.
When the sun shoots in through the east window—I always watch for 

that first long, straight ray—it changes so quickly that I never can quite 
believe it.

That is why I watch it always.
By moonlight—the moon shines in all night when there is a moon—I 

wouldn’t know it was the same paper.
At night in any kind of light, in twilight, candlelight, lamplight, and 

worst of all by moonlight, it becomes bars! The outside pattern, I mean, and 
the woman behind it is as plain as can be.

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

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

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

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

It is a very bad habit, I am convinced, for you see, I don’t sleep.
And that cultivates deceit, for I don’t tell them I’m awake—oh, no!
The fact is I am getting a little afraid of John.
He seems very queer sometimes, and even Jennie has an inexplicable look.
It strikes me occasionally, just as a scientific hypothesis, that perhaps it is 

the paper!
I have watched John when he did not know I was looking, and come into 

rhe room suddenly on the most innocent excuses, and I’ve caught him several 
times looking at the paper! And Jennie too. I caught Jennie with her hand on 
it once.

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

Then she said that the paper stained everything it touched, that she had 
found yellow smooches0 on all my clothes and John’s and she wished we 
would be more careful!

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

*

arabesque: a type of ornamental style (Arabic in origin) that uses flowers, foliage, fruit, or other 
figures to create an intricate pattern of interlocking shapes and lines. smooches: smudges or 
smears.
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Life is very much more exciting now than it used to be. You see, I have 
something more to expect, to look forward to, to watch. I really do eat better, 
and am more quiet than I was.

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

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

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

I’m feeling so much better!
I don’t sleep much at night, for it is so interesting to watch developments; 

but I sleep a good deal during the daytime.
In the daytime it is tiresome and perplexing.
There are always new shoots on the fungus, and new shades of yellow all 

over it. I cannot keep count of them, though I have tried conscientiously.
It is the strangest yellow, that wallpaper! It makes me think of all the yel­

low things I ever saw—not beautiful ones like buttercups, but old, foul, bad 
yellow things.

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

It creeps all over the house.
I find it hovering in the dining-room, skulking in the parlor, hiding in the 

hall, lying in wait for me on the stairs.
It gets into my hair.
Even when I go to ride, if I turn my head suddenly and surprise it—there 

is that smell!
Such a peculiar odor, too! I have spent hours in trying to analyze it, to 

find what it smelled like.
It is not bad—at first—and very gentle, but quite the subtlest, most en­

during odor I ever met.
In this damp weather it is awful. I wake up in the night and find it hang­

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

to reach the smell.
But now I am used to it. The only thing I can think of that it is like is the 

color of the paper! A yellow smell.
There is a very funny mark on this wall, low down, near the mopboard. A 

streak that runs round the room. It goes behind every piece of furniture, except 
the bed, a long, straight, even smooch, as if it had been rubbed over and over.

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

I really have discovered something at last.
Through watching so much at night, when it changes so, I have finally 

found out.
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The front pattern does move—and no wonder! The woman behind 
shakes it!

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

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

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

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

If those heads were covered or taken off it would not be half so bad.
I think that woman gets out in the daytime!
And I’ll tell you why—privately—I’ve seen her!
I can see her out of every one of my windows!
It is the same woman, I know, for she is always creeping, and most women 

do not creep by daylight.
I see her in that long shaded lane, creeping up and down. I see her in 

those dark grape arbors, creeping all round the garden.
I see her on that long road under the trees, creeping along, and when a 

carriage comes she hides under the blackberry vines.
I don’t blame her a bit. It must be very humiliating to be caught creeping 

by daylight!
I always lock the door when I creep by daylight. I can’t do it at night, for I 

know John would suspect something at once.
And John is so queer now that I don’t want to irritate him. I wish he 

would take another room! Besides, I don’t want anybody to get that woman 
out at night but myself.

I often wonder if I could see her out of all the windows at once.
But, turn as fast as I can, I can only see out of one at one time.
And though I always see her, she may be able to creep faster than I can 

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

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

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

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

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

She said I slept a good deal in the daytime.
John knows I don’t sleep very well at night, for all I’m so quiet!
He asked me all sorts of questions too, and pretended to be very loving 

and kind.
As if J couldn’t see through him!
Still, I don’t wonder he acts so, sleeping under this paper for three 

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

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

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

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

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

A strip about as high as my head and half around the room.
And then when the sun came and that awful pattern began to laugh at 

me, I declared I would finish it today!
We go away tomorrow, and they are moving all my furniture down again 

to leave things as they were before.
Jennie looked at the wall in amazement, but I told her merrily that I did 

it out of pure spite at the vicious thing.
She laughed and said she wouldn’t mind doing it herself, but I must not 

get tired.
How she betrayed herself that time!
But I am here, and no person touches this paper but Me—not alive!
She tried to get me out of the room—it was too patent! But I said it was 

so quiet and empty and clean now that I believed I would lie down again and 
sleep all I could, and not to wake me even for dinner—I would call when I 
woke.

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

We shall sleep downstairs tonight, and take the boat home tomorrow.
I quite enjoy the room, now it is bare again.
How those children did tear about here!
This bedstead is fairly gnawed!
Bur I must get to work.
I have locked the door and thrown the key down into the front path.
I don’t want to go out, and I don’t want to have anybody come in, till 

John comes.
I want to astonish him.
I’ve got a rope up here that even Jennie did not find. If that woman does 

get out, and tries to get away, I can tie her!
But I forgot I could not reach far without anything to stand on!
This bed will not move!
I tried to lift and push it until I was lame, and then I got so angry I bit oft 

a little piece at one corner—but it hurt my teeth.
Then I peeled off all the paper I could reach standing on the floor. It 

sticks horribly and the pattern just enjoys it! All those strangled heads and bul­
bous eyes and waddling fungus growths just shriek with derision!
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I am gening angry enough to do something desperate. To jump out of the 
window would he admirable exercise, but the bars are too strong even to try.

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

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

I wonder if they all come out of that wallpaper as I did!
But I am securely fastened now by my well-hidden rope—you don’t get 

me out in the road there!
I suppose I shall have to get back behind the pattern when it comes night, 

and that is hard!
It is so pleasant to be out in this great room and creep around as I please!
I don’t want to go outside. I won’t, even if Jennie asks me to.
For outside you have to creep on the ground, and everything is green in­

stead of yellow.
But here I can creep smoothly on the floor, and my shoulder just fits in 

that long smooch around the wall, so I cannot lose my way.
Why, there’s John at the door!
It is no use, young man, you can’t open it!
How he does call and pound!
Now he’s crying to Jennie for an axe.
It would be a shame to break down that beautiful door!
“John, dear!” said I in the gentlest voice. “The key is down by the front 

steps, under a plantain leaf!”
That silenced him for a few moments.
Then he said, very quietly indeed, “Open the door, my darling!”
“I can’t,” said I. “The key is down by the front door under a plantain 

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

“What is the matter?” he cried. “For God’s sake, what are you doing!”
I kept on creeping just the same, but I looked at him over my shoulder.
“I’ve got out at last,” said I, “in spite of you and Jane. And I’ve pulled off 

most of the paper, so you can’t put me back!”
Now why should that man have fainted? But he did, and right across my 

path by the wall, so that I had to creep over him every time!
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European sense, wearing no uniform, admitting the authority of and giving 
fidelity to no man or army or flag, going to war as Malbrouck0 himself did: 
for booty—it meant nothing and less than nothing to him if it were enemy 
booty or his own.

The slow constellations wheeled on. It would be dawn and then sun-up 
after a while and he would be hungry. But that would be tomorrow and now 
he was only cold, and walking would cure that. His breathing was easier now 
and he decided to get up and go on, and then he found that he had been 
asleep because he knew it was almost dawn, the night almost over. He could 
tell that from the whippoorwills. They were everywhere now among the dark 
trees below him, constant and inflectioned and ceaseless, so that, as the instant 
for giving over to the day birds drew nearer and nearer, there was no interval 
at all between them. He got up. He was a little stiff, but walking would cure 
that too as it would the cold, and soon there would be the sun. He went on 
down the hill, toward the dark woods within which the liquid silver voices of 
the birds called unceasing—the rapid and urgent beating of the urgent and 
quiring heart of the late spring night. He did not look back.

A Rose for Emily 1930

I

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

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

Alive, Miss Emily had been a tradition, a duty, and a care; a sort of hered­
itary obligation upon the town, dating from that day in 1894 when Colonel

Malbrouck: John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough (1650—1722), English general victorious in 
the Battle of Blenheim (1704), which triumph drove the French army out of Germany. The 
French called him Malbrouck, a name they found easier to pronounce.
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Sartoris, the mayor—he who fathered the edict that no Negro woman should 
appear on the streets without an apron—remitted her taxes, the dispensation 
dating from the death of her father on into perpetuity. Not that Miss Emily 
would have accepted charity. Colonel Sartoris invented an involved tale to the 
effect that Miss Emily’s father had loaned money to the town, which the town, 
as a matter of business, preferred this way of repaying. Only a man of Colonel 
Sartoris’ generation and thought could have invented it, and only a woman 
could have believed it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But there is nothing on the books to show that, you see. We must go by 
the—”
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“See Colonel Sartoris. I have no taxes in Jefferson.”
“But, Miss Emily—”
“See Colonel Sartoris.” (Colonel Sartoris had been dead almost ten years.) 

“I have no taxes in Jefferson. Tobe!” The Negro appeared. “Show these gentle­
men out.”

II
So she vanquished them, horse and foot, just as she had vanquished their 

fathers thirty years before about the smell. That was two years after her father’s 
death and a short time after her sweetheart—the one we believed would marry 
her—had deserted her. After her father’s death she went out very little; after 
her sweetheart went away, people hardly saw her at all. A few of the ladies had 
the temerity to call, but were not received, and the only sign of life about the 
place was the Negro man—a young man then—going in and out with a mar­
ket basket.

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

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

“But what will you have me do about it, madam?” he said.
“Why, send her word to stop it,” the woman said. “Isn’t there a law?”
“I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” Judge Stevens said. “It’s probably just a 

snake or a rat that nigger of hers killed in the yard. I’ll speak to him about it.”
The next day he received two more complaints, one from a man who 

came in diffident deprecation. “We really must do something about it, Judge. 
I’d be the last one in the world to bother Miss Emily, but we’ve got to do 
something.” That night the Board of Aidermen met—three graybeards and 
one younger man, a member of the rising generation.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

III
She was sick for a long time. When we saw her again, her hair was cut 

short, making her look like a girl, with a vague resemblance to those angels in 
colored church windows—sort of tragic and serene.

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

At first we were glad that Miss Emily would have an interest, because the 
ladies all said, “Of course a Grierson would not think seriously of a Northerner, 
a day laborer.” But there were still others, older people, who said that even grief 
could not cause a real lady to forget noblesse oblige0—without calling it noblesse 
oblige. They just said, “Poor Emily. Her kinsfolk should come to her.” She had 
some kin in Alabama; but years ago her father had fallen out with them over the 
estate of old lady Wyatt, the crazy woman, and there was no communication 
between the two families. They had not even been represented at the funeral.

noblesse oblige: the obligation of a member of the nobility to behave with honor and dignity.
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And as soon as the old people said, “Poor Emily,” the whispering began. 
“Do you suppose it’s really so?” they said to one another. “Of course it is. 
What else could ...” This behind their hands; rustling of craned silk and satin 
behind jalousies closed upon the sun of Sunday afternoon as the thin, swift 
clop-clop-clop of the matched team passed: “Poor Emily.”

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

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

“Yes, Miss Emily. What kind? For rats and such? I’d recom—”
“I want the best you have. I don’t care what kind.”
The druggist named several. “They’ll kill anything up to an elephant. But 

what you want is—”
“Arsenic,” Miss Emily said. “Is that a good one?”
“Is . . . arsenic? Yes, ma’am. But what you want—”
“I want arsenic.”
The druggist looked down at her. She looked back at him, erect, her face 

like a strained flag. “Why, of course,” the druggist said. “If that’s what you 
want. But the law requires you to tell what you are going to use it for.”

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

IV
So the next day we all said, “She will kill herself”; and we said it would be 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And so she died. Fell ill in the house filled with dust and shadows, with 
only a doddering Negro man to wait on her. We did not even know she was 
sick; we had long since given up trying to get any information from the 
Negro. He talked to no one, probably not even to her, for his voice had grown 
harsh and rusty, as if from disuse.

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

V
The Negro met the first of the ladies at the front door and let them in, 

with their hushed, sibilant voices and their quick, curious glances, and then 
he disappeared. He walked right through the house and out the back and was 
not seen again.

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

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

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

The man himself lay in the bed.
For a long while we just stood there, looking down at the profound and 

fleshless grin. The body had apparently once lain in the attitude of an em­
brace, but now the long sleep that outlasts love, that conquers even the gri­
mace of love, had cuckolded him. What was left of him, rotted beneath what 
was left of the nightshirt, had become inextricable from the bed in which he 
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lay; and upon him and upon the pillow beside him lay that even coating of 
the patient and hiding dust.

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

■ Author’s Perspective

William Faulkner
The Human Heart in Conflict with Itself 1950
Our tragedy today is a general and universal physical fear so long sus­

tained by now that we can even bear it. There are no longer problems of the 
spirit. There is only the question: When will I be blown up? Because of this, 
the young man or woman writing today has forgotten the problems of the 
human heart in conflict with itself which alone can make good writing be­
cause only that is worth writing about, worth the agony and the sweat.

He must learn them again. He must teach himself that the basest of all 
things is to be afraid; and, teaching himself that, forget it forever, leaving no 
room in his workshop for anything but the verities and truths of the heart, the 
old universal truths lacking which any story is ephemeral and doomed—love 
and honor and pity and pride and compassion and sacrifice. Until he does so, 
he labors under a curse. He writes not of love but of lust, of defeats in which 
nobody loses anything of value, of victories without hope and, worst of all, 
without pity or compassion. His griefs grieve on no universal bones, leaving 
no scars. He writes not of the heart but of the glands.

Until he relearns these things, he will write as though he stood among and 
watched the end of man. I decline to accept the end of man. It is easy enough 
to say that man is immortal simply because he will endure; that when the last 
ding-dong of doom has clanged and faded from the last worthless rock hanging 
tideless in the last red and dying evening, that even then there will still be one 
more sound: that of his puny inexhaustible voice, still talking. I refuse to accept 
this. I believe that man will not merely endure: he will prevail. He is immortal, 
not because he alone among creatures has an inexhaustible voice, but because 
he has a soul, a spirit capable of compassion and sacrifice and endurance. The 
poet’s, the writer’s, duty is to write about these things. It is his privilege to help 
man endure by lifting his heart, by reminding him of the courage and honor 
and hope and pride and compassion and pity and sacrifice which have been the 
glory of his past. The poet’s voice need not merely be the record of man, it can 
be one of the props, the pillars to help him endure and prevail.

Acceptance speech upon receiving the Nobel Prize for Literature
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Sonny’s Blues [1957] 1965

I read about it in the paper, in the subway, on my way to work. I read it, and 
I couldn't believe it, and I read it again. Then perhaps I just stared at it, at the 
newsprint spelling out his name, spelling out the story. I stared at it in the 
swinging lights of the subway car, and in the faces and bodies of the people, 
and in my own face, trapped in the darkness which roared outside.

It was not to be believed and I kept telling myself that, as I walked from 
the subway station to the high school. And at the same time I couldn't doubt 
it. I was scared, scared for Sonny. He became real to me again. A great block 
of ice got settled in my belly and kept melting there slowly all day long, while 
I taught my classes algebra. It was a special kind of ice. It kept melting, send­
ing trickles of ice water all up and down my veins, but it never got less. Some­
times it hardened and seemed to expand until I felt my guts were going to 
come spilling out or that I was going to choke or scream. This would always 
be at a moment when I was remembering some specific thing Sonny had once 
said or done.

When he was about as old as the boys in my classes his face had been 
bright and open, there was a lot of copper in it; and he’d had wonderfully di­
rect brown eyes, and great gentleness and privacy. I wondered what he looked 
like now. He had been picked up, the evening before, in a raid on an apart­
ment downtown, for peddling and using heroin.

I couldn’t believe it: but what I mean by that is that I couldn’t find any 
room for it anywhere inside me. I had kept it outside me for a long time. I 
hadn’t wanted to know. I had had suspicions, but I didn’t name them, I kept 
putting them away. I told myself that Sonny was wild, but he wasn’t crazy. And 
he’d always been a good boy, he hadn’t ever turned hard or evil or disrespectful, 
the way kids can, so quick, so quick, especially in Harlem. I didn’t want to be­
lieve that I’d ever see my brother going down, coming to nothing, all that light 
in his face gone out, in the condition I’d already seen so many others. Yet it had 
happened and here I was, talking about algebra to a lot of boys who might, 
every one of them for all I knew, be popping off needles every time they went 
to the head. Maybe it did more for them than algebra could.

I was sure that the first time Sonny had ever had horse,0 he couldn’t have 
been much older than these boys were now. These boys, now, were living as 
we’d been living then, they were growing up with a rush and their heads 
bumped abruptly against the low ceiling of their actual possibilities. They 
were filled with rage. All they really knew were two darknesses, the darkness 
of their lives, which was now closing in on them, and the darkness of the 
movies, which had blinded them to that other darkness, and in which they 
now, vindictively, dreamed, at once more together than they were at any other 
time, and more alone.

When the last bell rang, the last class ended, I let our my breath. It seemed 
I’d been holding it for all that time. My clothes were wet—I may have looked

horse: heroin. 
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as though I’d been sitting in a steam bath, all dressed up, all afternoon. I sat 
alone in the classroom a long time. I listened to the boys outside, downstairs, 
shouting and cursing and laughing. Their laughter struck me for perhaps the 
first time. It was not the joyous laughter which—God knows why—one asso­
ciates with children. It was mocking and insular, its intent to denigrate. It was 
disenchanted, and in this, also, lay the authority of their curses. Perhaps I was 
listening to them because I was thinking about my brother and in them I 
heard my brother. And myself.

One boy was whistling a tune, at once very complicated and very simple, 
it seemed to be pouring out of him as though he were a bird, and it sounded 
very cool and moving through all that harsh, bright air, only just holding its 
own through all those other sounds.

I stood up and walked over to the window and looked down into the 
courtyard. It was the beginning of the spring and the sap was rising in the 
boys. A teacher passed through them every now and again, quickly, as though 
he or she couldn’t wait to get out of that courtyard, to get those boys out of 
their sight and off their minds. I started collecting my stuff. I thought I’d bet­
ter get home and talk to Isabel.

The courtyard was almost deserted by the time I got downstairs. I saw this 
boy standing in the shadow of a doorway, looking just like Sonny. I almost 
called his name. Then I saw that it wasn’t Sonny, but somebody we used to 
know, a boy from around our block. He’d been Sonny’s friend. He’d never 
been mine, having been too young for me, and, anyway, I’d never liked him. 
And now, even though he was a grown-up man, he still hung around that 
block, still spent hours on the street corners, was always high and raggy. I used 
to run into him from time to time and he’d often work around to asking me 
for a quarter or fifty cents. He always had some real good excuse, too, and I 
always gave it to him, I don’t know why.

But now, abruptly, I hated him. I couldn’t stand the way he looked at me, 
partly like a dog, partly like a cunning child. I wanted to ask him what the hell 
he was doing in the school courtyard.

He sort of shuffled over to me, and he said, “I see you got the papers. So 
you already know about it.”

“You mean about Sonny? Yes, I already know about it. How come they 
didn’t get you?”

He grinned. It made him repulsive and it also brought to mind what he’d 
looked like as a kid. “I wasn’t there. I stay away from them people.”

“Good for you.” I offered him a cigarette and I watched him through the 
smoke. “You come all the way down here just to tell me about Sonny?”

“That’s right.” He was sort of shaking his head and his eyes looked 
strange, as though they were about to cross. The bright sun deadened his 
damp dark brown skin and it made his eyes look yellow and showed up the 
dirt in his kinked hair. He smelled funky. I moved a little away from him and 
I said, “Well, thanks. But I already know about it and I got to get home.”

“I’ll walk you a little ways,” he said. We started walking. There were a 
couple of kids still loitering in the courtyard and one of them said goodnight 
to me and looked strangely at rhe boy beside me.
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“What’re you going to do?” he asked me. “I mean, about Sonny?”
“Look. I haven’t seen Sonny for over a year. I'm nor sure I’m going to do 

anything. Anyway, what the hell can I do?
“That's right,” he said quickly, “ain't nothing you can do. Can’t much help 

old Sonny no more, I guess.”
It was what I was thinking and so it seemed to me he had no right to say it.
“I’m surprised at Sonny, though,” he went on—he had a funny way of 

talking, he looked straight ahead as though he were talking to himself—“I 
thought Sonny was a smart boy, I thought he was too smart to get hung.”

“I guess he thought so too,” I said sharply, “and that’s how he got hung. 
And how about you? You’re pretty goddamn smart, I bet.”

Then he looked directly at me, just for a minute. “I ain't smart,” he said. 
“If I was smart, I’d have reached for a pistol a long time ago."

“Look. Don’t tell me your sad story, if it was up to me, I’d give you one.” 
Then I felt guilty—guilty, probably, for never having supposed that rhe poor 
bastard had a story of his own, much less a sad one, and I asked, quickly, 
“What’s going to happen to him now?”

He didn’t answer this. He was off by himself some place. “Funny thing,” 
he said, and from his tone we might have been discussing the quickest way to 
get to Brooklyn, “when I saw the papers this morning, the first thing I asked 
myself was if I had anything to do with it. I felt sort of responsible.”

I began to listen more carefully. The subway station was on the corner, 
just before us, and I stopped. He stopped, too. We were in front of a bar and 
he ducked slightly, peering in, but whoever he was looking for didn’t seem to 
be there. The juke box was blasting away with something black and bouncy 
and I half watched the barmaid as she danced her way from the juke box to 
her place behind the bar. And I watched her face as she laughingly responded 
to something someone said to her, still keeping time to the music. When she 
smiled one saw the little girl, one sensed the doomed, still-struggling woman 
beneath the battered face of the semiwhore.

“I never give Sonny nothing,” the boy said finally, “but a long time ago I 
come to school high and Sonny asked me how it felt.” He paused, I couldn’t 
bear to watch him, I watched the barmaid, and I listened to the music which 
seemed to be causing the pavement to shake. “I told him it felt great.” The 
music stopped, the barmaid paused and watched the juke box until the music 
began again. “It did.”

All this was carrying me some place I didn’t want to go. I certainly didn’t 
want to know how it felt. It filled everything, the people, the houses, the music, 
the dark, quicksilver barmaid, with menace; and this menace was their reality.

“What’s going to happen to him now?” I asked again.
They’ll send him away some place and they’ll try to cure him.” He shook 

his head. Maybe he’ll even think he’s kicked the habit. Then they’ll let him 
loose —he gestured, throwing his cigarette into the gutter. “That’s all.”

“What do you mean, that’s all?"
But I knew what he meant.

I mean, that's all. He turned his head and looked at me, pulling down 
the corners of his mouth. Don't you know what I mean?” he asked, softly.
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“How the hell would I know what you mean?” I almost whispered it, I 
don't know why.

“ That’s right,” he said to the air, “how would be know what I mean?” 
He turned toward me again, patient and calm, and yet I somehow felt him 
shaking, shaking as though he were going to fall apart. I felt that ice in my 
guts again, the dread I’d felt all afternoon; and again I watched the barmaid, 
moving about the bar, washing glasses, and singing. “Listen. They’ll let him 
out and then it’ll just start all over again. That’s what I mean.”

“You mean—they’ll let him out. And then he’ll just start working his 
way back in again. You mean he'll never kick the habit. Is that what you 
mean?”

“That’s right,” he said, cheerfully. “You see what I mean.”
“Tell me,” I said at last, “why does he want to die? He must want to die, 

he’s killing himself, why does he want to die?”
He looked at me in surprise. He licked his lips. “He don’t want to die. He 

wants to live. Don’t nobody want to die, ever.”
Then I wanted to ask him—too many things. He could not have an­

swered, or if he had, I could not have borne the answers. I started walking. 
“Well, I guess it’s none of my business.”

“It’s going to be rough on old Sonny,” he said. We reached the subway sta­
tion. “This is your station?” he asked. I nodded. I took one step down. 
“Damn!” he said, suddenly. I looked up at him. He grinned again. “Damn it 
if I didn’t leave all my money home. You ain’t got a dollar on you, have you? 
Just for a couple of days, is all.”

All at once something inside gave and threatened to come pouring out of 
me. I didn’t hate him any more. I felt that in another moment I’d start crying 
like a child.

“Sure,” I said. “Don’t sweat.” I looked in my wallet and didn’t have a dol­
lar, I only had a five. “Here,” I said. “That hold you?”

He didn’t look at it—he didn’t want to look at it. A terrible closed look 
came over his face, as though he were keeping the number on the bill a secret 
from him and me. “Thanks,” he said, and now he was dying to see me go. 
“Don't worry about Sonny. Maybe I’ll write him or something.”

“Sure,” I said. “You do that. So long.”
“Be seeing you,” he said. I went on down the steps.

And I didn’t write Sonny or send him anything tor a long time. When I 
finally did, it was just after my little girl died, he wrote me back a letter which 
made me feel like a bastard.

Here’s what he said:

Dear brother,

You don’t know how much I needed to hear from you. I wanted 
to write you many a time but I dug how much I must have hurt you 
and so I didn’t write. But now I feel like a man who’s been trying to 
climb up out of some deep, real deep and funky hole and just saw 
the sun up there, outside. I got to get outside.
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I can’t tell you much about how I got here. I mean I don’t know 
how to tell you. I guess I was afraid of something or I was trying to 
escape from something and you know I have never been very strong 
in the head (smile). I'm glad Mama and Daddy arc dead and can’t see 
what’s happened to their son and I swear if I’d known what I was 
doing I would never have hurt you so, you and a lot of other fine 
people who were nice to me and who believed in me.

I don't want you to think it had anything to do with me being a 
musician. It’s more than that. Or maybe less than that. I can't get 
anything straight in my head down here and I try not to think about 
what’s going to happen to me when I get outside again. Sometime I 
think I'm going to flip and never get outside and sometime I think 
I’ll come straight back. I tell you one thing, though, I’d rather blow 
my brains out than go through this again. But that’s what they all 
say, so they tell me. If I tell you when I’m coming to New York and 
if you could meet me, I sure would appreciate it. Give my love to 
Isabel and the kids and I was sure sorry to hear about little Gracie. I 
wish I could be like Mama and say the Lord’s will be done, but I 
don’t know it seems to me that trouble is the one thing that never 
does get stopped and I don’t know what good it does to blame it on 
the Lord. But maybe it does some good if you believe it.

Your brother, 
Sonny

Then I kept in constant touch with him and I sent him whatever I could 
and I went to meet him when he came back to New York. When I saw him 
many things I thought I had forgotten came flooding back to me. This was 
because I had begun, finally, to wonder about Sonny, about the life that Sonny 
lived inside. This life, whatever it was, had made him older and thinner and it 
had deepened the distant stillness in which he had always moved. He looked 
very unlike my baby brother. Yet, when he smiled, when we shook hands, the 
baby brother I’d never known looked out from the depths of his private life, 
like an animal waiting to be coaxed into the light.

“How you been keeping?” he asked me.
“All right. And you?”
“Just fine.” He was smiling all over his face. “It’s good to see you again.” 
“It’s good to see you.”
The seven years’ difference in our ages lay between us like a chasm: I won­

dered if these years would ever operate between us as a bridge. I was remem­
bering, and it made it hard to catch my breath, that I had been there when he 
was born; and I had heard the first words he had ever spoken. When he started 
to walk, he walked from our mother straight to me. I caught him just before 
he fell when he took the first steps he ever took in this world.

“How’s Isabel?”
“Just fine. She’s dying to see you.” 
“And the boys?”
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“They’re fine, too. They're anxious to see their uncle.”
“Oh, come on. You know they don’t remember me.”
“Are you kidding? Of course they remember you.”
He grinned again. We got into a taxi. We had a lot to say to each other, 

far too much to know how to begin.
As the taxi began to move, I asked, “You still want to go to India?”
He laughed. “You still remember that. Hell, no. This place is Indian 

enough for me.”
“It used to belong to them,” I said.
And he laughed again. “They damn sure knew what they were doing 

when they got rid of it.”
Years ago, when he was around fourteen, he’d been all hipped on the idea 

of going to India. He read books about people sitting on rocks, naked, in all 
kinds of weather, but mostly bad, naturally, and walking barefoot through hot 
coals and arriving at wisdom. I used to say that it sounded to me as though 
they were getting away from wisdom as fast as they could. I think he sort of 
looked down on me for that.

“Do you mind,” he asked, “if we have the driver drive alongside the park? 
On the west side—I haven’t seen the city in so long.”

“Of course not,” I said. I was afraid that I might sound as though I were 
humoring him, but I hoped he wouldn’t take it that way.

So we drove along, between the green of the park and the stony, lifeless el­
egance of hotels and apartment buildings, toward the vivid, killing streets of 
our childhood. These streets hadn’t changed, though housing projects jutted 
up out of them now like rocks in the middle of a boiling sea. Most of the 
houses in which we had grown up had vanished, as had the stores from which 
we had stolen, the basements in which we had first tried sex, the rooftops from 
which we had hurled tin cans and bricks. But houses exactly like the houses of 
our past yet dominated the landscape, boys exactly like the boys we once had 
been found themselves smothering in these houses, came down into the streets 
for light and air and found themselves encircled by disaster. Some escaped the 
trap, most didn’t. Those who got out always left something of themselves be­
hind, as some animals amputate a leg and leave it in the trap. It might be said, 
perhaps, that I had escaped, after all, I was a school teacher; or that Sonny 
had, he hadn’t lived in Harlem for years. Yet, as the cab moved uptown 
through streets which seemed, with a rush, to darken with dark people, and as 
I covertly studied Sonny’s face, it came to me that what we both were seeking 
through our separate cab windows was that part of ourselves which had been 
left behind. It’s always at the hour of trouble and confrontation that the miss­
ing member aches.

We hit 110th Street and started rolling up Lenox Avenue. And I’d known 
this avenue all my life, but it seemed to me again, as it had seemed on the day 
I'd first heard about Sonny’s trouble, filled with a hidden menace which was 
its very breath of life.

“We almost there,” said Sonny.
“Almost.” We were both too nervous to say anything more.
We live in a housing project. It hasn’t been up long. A few days after it was 

up it seemed uninhabitably new, now, of course, it’s already rundown. It looks
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like a parody of the good, clean, faceless life—God knows the people who live 
in it do their best to make it a parody. The beat-looking grass lying around 
isn’t enough to make their lives green, the hedges will never hold out the 
streets, and they know it. The big windows fool no one, they aren’t big enough 
to make space out of no space. They don’t bother with the windows, they 
watch the TV screen instead. The playground is most popular with the chil­
dren who don't play at jacks, or skip rope, or roller skate, or swing, and they 
can be found in it after dark. We moved in partly because it’s not too far from 
where I teach, and partly for the kids; but it’s really just like the houses in 
which Sonny and I grew up. The same things happen, they'll have the same 
things to remember. The moment Sonny and I started into the house I had 
the feeling that I was simply bringing him back into the danger he had almost 
died trying to escape.

Sonny has never been talkative. So I don’t know why I was sure he’d be 
dying to talk to me when supper was over the first night. Everything went 
fine, the oldest boy remembered him, and the youngest boy liked him, and 
Sonny had remembered to bring something for each of them; and Isabel, who 
is really much nicer than I am, more open and giving, had gone to a lot of 
trouble about dinner and was genuinely glad to see him. And she’s always been 
able to tease Sonny in a way that I haven’t. It was nice to see her face so vivid 
again and to hear her laugh and watch her make Sonny laugh. She wasn’t, or, 
anyway, she didn’t seem to be, at all uneasy or embarrassed. She chatted as 
though there were no subject which had to be avoided and she got Sonny past 
his first, faint stiffness. And thank God she was there, for I was filled with that 
icy dread again. Everything I did seemed awkward to me, and everything I 
said sounded freighted with hidden meaning. I was trying to remember every­
thing I’d heard about dope addiction and I couldn’t help watching Sonny for 
signs. I wasn’t doing it out of malice. I was trying to find out something about 
my brother. I was dying to hear him tell me he was safe.

“Safe!” my father grunted, whenever Mama suggested trying to move to a 
neighborhood which might be safer for children. “Safe, hell! Ain’t no place safe 
for kids, nor nobody.”

He always went on like this, but he wasn’t, ever, really as bad as he 
sounded, not even on weekends, when he got drunk. As a matter of fact, he 
was always on the lookout for “something a little better,” but he died before 
he found it. He died suddenly, during a drunken weekend in the middle of 
the war, when Sonny was fifteen. He and Sonny hadn’t ever got on too well. 
And this was partly because Sonny was the apple of his father’s eye. It was be­
cause he loved Sonny so much and was frightened for him, that he was always 
fighting with him. It doesn’t do any good to fight with Sonny. Sonny just 
moves back, inside himself, where he can’t be reached. But the principal rea­
son that they never hit it off is that they were so much alike. Daddy was big 
and rough and loud-talking, just the opposite of Sonny, but they both had— 
that same privacy.

Mama tried to tell me something about this, just after Daddy died. I was 
home on leave from the army.

This was the last time I ever saw my mother alive. Just the same, this pic­
ture gets all mixed up in my mind with pictures I had of her when she was 
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younger. The way I always see her is the way she used to be on a Sunday after­
noon, say, when the old folks were talking after the big Sunday dinner. I al­
ways see her wearing pale blue. She’d be sitting on the sofa. And my father 
would be sitting in the easy chair, not far from her. And the living room would 
be full of church folks and relatives. There they sit, in chairs all around the liv­
ing room, and the night is creeping up outside, but nobody knows it yet. You 
can see the darkness growing against the windowpanes and you hear the street 
noises every now and again, or maybe the jangling beat of a tambourine from 
one of the churches close by, but it’s real quiet in the room. For a moment no­
body’s talking, but every face looks darkening, like the sky outside. And my 
mother rocks a little from the waist, and my father’s eyes are closed. Everyone 
is looking at something a child can’t see. For a minute they’ve forgotten the 
children. Maybe a kid is lying on the rug, half asleep. Maybe somebody’s got a 
kid in his lap and is absent-mindedly stroking the kid’s head. Maybe there’s a 
kid, quiet and big-eyed, curled up in a big chair in the corner. The silence, the 
darkness coming, and the darkness in the faces frightens the child obscurely. 
He hopes that the hand which strokes his forehead will never stop—will never 
die. He hopes that there will never come a time when the old folks won’t be 
sitting around the living room, talking about where they’ve come from, and 
what they’ve seen, and what’s happened to them and their kinfolk.

But something deep and watchful in the child knows that this is bound to 
end, is already ending. In a moment someone will get up and turn on the light. 
Then the old folks will remember the children and they won’t talk any more 
that day. And when light fills the room, the child is filled with darkness. He 
knows that everytime this happens he’s moved just a little closer to that dark­
ness outside. The darkness outside is what the old folks have been talking 
about. It’s what they’ve come from. It’s what they endure. The child knows that 
they won’t talk any more because if he knows too much about what’s happened 
to them, he’ll know too much too soon, about what’s going to happen to him.

The last time I talked to my mother, I remember I was restless. I wanted 
to get out and see Isabel. We weren’t married then and we had a lot to 
straighten out between us.

There Mama sat, in black, by the window. She was humming an old 
church song, Lord, you brought me from a long ways off. Sonny was out some­
where. Mama kept watching the streets.

“I don’t know,” she said, “if I’ll ever see you again, after you go off from 
here. But I hope you’ll remember the things I tried to teach you.”

“Don’t talk like that,” I said, and smiled. “You’ll be here a long time yet.”
She smiled, too, but she said nothing. She was quiet for a long time. And 

I said, “Mama, don’t you worry about nothing. I’ll be writing all rhe time, and 
you be getting the checks. ...”

“I want to talk to you about your brother,” she said, suddenly. “If any­
thing happens to me he ain’t going to have nobody to look out for him.”

“Mama,” I said, “ain’t nothing going to happen to you Sonny. Sonny’s 
all right. He’s a good boy and he’s got good sense.”

“It ain’t a question of his being a good boy,” Mama said, “nor of his hav­
ing good sense. It ain’t only the bad ones, nor yet the dumb ones that gets 
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sucked under." She stopped, looking at me. Your Daddy once had a brother,” 
she said, and she smiled in a way that made me feel she was in pain. “You 
didn’t never know that, did you?"

“No," I said, “I never knew that,” and I watched her face.
“Oh. yes," she said, “your Daddy had a brother.” She looked out of the 

window again. “I know you never saw your Daddy cry. But I did—many a 
rime, through all these years.”

I asked her, “What happened to his brother? How come nobody’s ever 
talked about him?”

This was the first time I ever saw my mother look old.
“His brother got killed,” she said, “when he was just a little younger than 

you are now. I knew him. He was a fine boy. He was maybe a little full of the 
devil, but he didn’t mean nobody no harm.”

Then she stopped and the room was silent, exactly as it had sometimes 
been on those Sunday afternoons. Mama kept looking out into the streets.

“He used to have a job in the mill,” she said, “and, like all young folks, he 
just liked to perform on Saturday nights. Saturday nights, him and your father 
would drift around to different places, go to dances and things like that, or just 
sit around with people they knew, and your father’s brother would sing, he had 
a fine voice, and play along with himself on his guitar. Well, this particular Sat­
urday night, him and your father was coming home from some place, and they 
were both a little drunk and there was a moon that night, it was bright like day. 
Your father’s brother was feeling kind of good, and he was whistling to himself, 
and he had his guitar slung over his shoulder. They was coming down a hill and 
beneath them was a road that turned off from the highway. Well, your father’s 
brother, being always kind of frisky, decided to run down this hill, and he did, 
with that guitar banging and clanging behind him, and he ran across the road, 
and he was making water behind a tree. And your father was sort of amused at 
him and he was still coming down the hill, kind of slow. Then he heard a car 
motor and that same minute his brother stepped from behind the tree, into the 
road, in the moonlight. And he started to cross the road. And your father 
started to run down the hill, he says he don’t know why. This car was full of 
white men. They was all drunk, and when they seen your father’s brother they 
let out a great whoop and holler and they aimed the car straight at him. They 
was having fun, they just wanted to scare him, the way they do sometimes, you 
know. But they was drunk. And I guess the boy, being drunk, too, and scared, 
kind of lost his head. By the time he jumped it was too late. Your father says he 
heard his brother scream when the car rolled over him, and he heard the wood 
of that guitar when it give, and he heard them strings go flying, and he heard 
them white men shouting, and the car kept on a-going and it ain’t stopped till 
this day. And, time your father got down the hill, his brother weren’t nothing 
but blood and pulp.”

Tears were gleaming on my mother’s face. There wasn’t anything I could say.
He never mentioned it,” she said, “because I never let him mention it be­

fore you children. Your Daddy was like a crazy man that night and for many a 
night thereafter. He says he never in his life seen anything as dark as that road 
after the lights of that car had gone away. Weren’t nothing, weren’t nobody on 
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that road, just your Daddy and his brother and that busted guitar. Oh, yes. 
Your Daddy never did really get right again. Till the day he died he weren’t sure 
but that every white man he saw was the man that killed his brother.”

She stopped and took out her handkerchief and dried her eyes and looked 
at me.

“I ain’t telling you all this,” she said, “to make you scared or bitter or to 
make you hate nobody. I'm telling you this because you got a brother. And rhe 
world ain't changed.”

I guess I didn’t want to believe this. I guess she saw this in my face. She 
turned away from me, toward the window again, searching those streets.

“But I praise my Redeemer,” she said at last, “that He called your Daddy 
home before me. I ain't saying it to throw no flowers at myself, but, I declare, 
it keeps me from feeling too cast down to know I helped your father get safely 
through this world. Your father always acted like he was the roughest, 
strongest man on earth. And everybody took him to be like that. But if he 
hadn't had me there—to see his tears!”

She was crying again. Still, I couldn’t move. I said, “Lord, Lord, Mama, I 
didn’t know it was like that.”

“Oh, honey,” she said, “there’s a lot that you don’t know. But you are 
going to find it out.” She stood up from the window and came over to me. 
“You got to hold on to your brother,” she said, “and don’t let him fall, no mat­
ter what it looks like is happening to him and no matter how evil you gets 
with him. You going to be evil with him many a time. But don’t you forget 
what I told you, you hear?”

“I won’t forget,” I said. “Don’t you worry, I won’t forget. I won’t let noth­
ing happen to Sonny.”

My mother smiled as though she were amused at something she saw in 
my face. Then, “You may not be able to stop nothing from happening. But 
you got to let him know you’s there.”

Two days later I was married, and then I was gone. And I had a lot of 
things on my mind and I pretty well forgot my promise to Mama until I got 
shipped home on a special furlough for her funeral.

And, after the funeral, with just Sonny and me alone in the empty 
kitchen, I tried to find out something about him.

“What do you want to do?” I asked him.
“I’m going to be a musician,” he said.
For he had graduated, in the time I had been away, from dancing to the 

juke box to finding out who was playing what, and what they were doing with 
it, and he had bought himself a set of drums.

“You mean, you want to be a drummer?” I somehow had the feeling that 
being a drummer might be all right for other people but not for my brother 
Sonny.

“I don’t think,” he said, looking ar me very gravely, “that I'll ever be a 
good drummer. But I think I can play a piano.”

I frowned. I'd never played the role of the older brother quite so seriously 
before, had scarcely ever, in fact, asked Sonny a damn thing. I sensed myself in 
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the presence of something I didn’t really know how to handle, didn’t under­
stand. So I made my frown a little deeper as I asked: “What kind of musician 
do you want to be?”

He grinned. “How many kinds do you think there are?”
“Be serious,"" I said.
He laughed, throwing his head back, and then looked at me. “I am serious.”
“Well, then, for Christ’s sake, stop kidding around and answer a serious 

question. I mean, do you want to be a concert pianist, you want to play classi­
cal music and all that, or—or what?” Long before I finished he was laughing 
again. “For Christ’s sake, Sonny!”

He sobered, but with difficulty. “I’m sorry. But you sound so—scared!" 
and he was off again.

“Well, you may think it’s funny now, baby, but it’s not going to be so 
funny when you have to make your living at it, let me tell you that." I was fu­
rious because I knew he was laughing at me and I didn’t know why.

“No,” he said, very sober now, and afraid, perhaps, that he’d hurt me, “I 
don’t want to be a classical pianist. That isn’t what interests me. I mean”—he 
paused, looking hard at me, as though his eyes would help me to understand, 
and then gestured helplessly, as though perhaps his hand would help— 
“I mean, I’ll have a lot of studying to do, and I’ll have to study everything, but, 
I mean, I want to play with—jazz musicians.” He stopped. “I want to play 
jazz,” he said.

Well, the word had never before sounded as heavy, as real, as it sounded 
that afternoon in Sonny’s mouth. I just looked at him and I was probably 
frowning a real frown by this time. I simply couldn’t see why on earth he’d 
want to spend his time hanging around nightclubs, clowning around on band­
stands, while people pushed each other around a dance floor. It seemed— 
beneath him, somehow. I had never thought about it before, had never been 
forced to, but I suppose I had always put jazz musicians in a class with what 
Daddy called “good-time people.”

“Are you serious?"
“Hell, yes, I’m serious.”
He looked more helpless than ever, and annoyed, and deeply hurt.
I suggested, helpfully: “You mean—like Louis Armstrong?”0
His face closed as though I’d struck him. “No. I’m not talking about none 

of that old-time, down home crap.”
“Well, look, Sonny, I’m sorry, don’t get mad. I just don’t altogether get it, 

that’s all. Name somebody—you know, a jazz musician you admire.”
“Bird.”
“Who?”
“Bird! Charlie Parker!0 Don’t they teach you nothing in the goddamn 

army?

Louis Armstrong: jazz trumpeter and vocalist (1900-1971) born in New Orleans. In the 1950s 
his music would have been considered conservative by progressive jazz fans. Charlie Parker: a 
jazz saxophonist (1920—1955) who helped create the progressive jazz style called bebop. Parker 
was a heroin addict who died at an early age.



38 James Baldwin

I lit a cigarette. I was surprised and then a little amused to discover that I 
was trembling. “I’ve been out of touch,” I said. “You’ll have to be patient with 
me. Now. Who’s this Parker character?”

“He’s just one of the greatest jazz musicians alive,” said Sonny, sullenly, 
his hands in his pockets, his back to me. “Maybe the greatest,” he added, bit­
terly, “that’s probably why you never heard of him.”

“All right,” I said, “I’m ignorant. I’m sorry. I’ll go out and buy all the cat’s 
records right away, all right?”

“It don’t,” said Sonny, with dignity, “make any difference to me. I don’t 
care what you listen to. Don’t do me no favors.”

I was beginning to realize that I’d never seen him so upset before. With 
another part of my mind I was thinking that this would probably turn out to 
be one of those things kids go through and that I shouldn’t make it seem im­
portant by pushing it too hard. Still, I didn’t think it would do any harm to 
ask: “Doesn’t all this take a lot of time? Can you make a living at it?”

He turned back to me and half leaned, half sat, on the kitchen table. 
“Everything takes time,” he said, “and—well, yes, sure, I can make a living at 
it. But what I don’t seem to be able to make you understand is that it’s the 
only thing I want to do.”

“Well, Sonny,” I said, gently, “you know people can’t always do exactly 
what they want to do—”

“No, I don’t know that,” said Sonny, surprising me. “I think people ought 
to do what they want to do, what else are they alive for?”

“You getting to be a big boy,” I said desperately, “it’s time you started 
thinking about your future.”

“I’m thinking about my future,” said Sonny, grimly. “I think about it all 
the time.”

I gave up. I decided, if he didn’t change his mind, that we could always 
talk about it later. “In rhe meantime,” I said, “you got to finish school.” We 
had already decided that he’d have to move in with Isabel and her folks. I 
knew this wasn’t the ideal arrangement because Isabel’s folks are inclined to be 
dicty° and they hadn’t especially wanted Isabel to marry me. But I didn’t know 
what else to do. “And we have to get you fixed up at Isabel’s.”

There was a long silence. He moved from the kitchen table to the win­
dow. “That’s a terrible idea. You know it yourself.”

“Do you have a better idea?”
He just walked up and down the kitchen for a minute. He was as tall as I 

was. He had started to shave. I suddenly had the feeling that I didn’t know 
him at all.

He stopped at the kitchen table and picked up my cigarettes. Looking at 
me with a kind of mocking, amused defiance, he put one between his lips. 
“You mind?”

“You smoking already?”
He lit the cigarette and nodded, watching me through the smoke. “I just 

wanted to see if I’d have the courage to smoke in front of you. He grinned

dicty: slang for dictatorial. 
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and blew a great cloud of smoke to the ceiling. “It was easy.” He looked at my 
face. “Come on, now. I bet you was smoking at my age, tell the truth.”

I didn't say anything but the truth was on my face, and he laughed. But 
now there was something very strained in his laugh. “Sure. And I bet that ain’t 
all you was doing."

He was frightening me a little. “Cut the crap,” I said. “We already decided 
that you was going to go and live at Isabel’s. Now what’s got into you all of a 
sudden?”

"You decided it,” he pointed out. “I didn't decide nothing. He stopped 
in front of me, leaning against the stove, arms loosely folded. “Look, brother. 
I don't want to stay in Harlem no more, I really don’t.” He was very earnest. 
He looked at me, then over toward the kitchen window. There was something 
in his eyes I’d never seen before, some thoughtfulness, some worry all his own. 
He rubbed the muscle of one arm. “It’s time I was getting out of here.”

“Where do you want to go, Sonny?”
“I want to join the army. Or the navy, I don’t care. If I say I’m old enough, 

they’ll believe me.”
Then I got mad. It was because I was so scared. “You must be crazy. You 

goddamn fool, what the hell do you want to go and join the army for?”
“I just told you. To get out of Harlem.”
“Sonny, you haven’t even finished school. And if you really want to be a 

musician, how do you expect to study if you’re in the army?”
He looked at me, trapped, and in anguish. “There’s ways. I might be able 

to work out some kind of deal. Anyway, I'll have the G.I. Bill when I come
55 out.
“If you come out.” We stared at each other. “Sonny, please. Be reasonable. 

I know the setup is far from perfect. But we got to do the best we can.”
“I ain’t learning nothing in school,” he said. “Even when I go.” He 

turned away from me and opened the window and threw his cigarette out 
into the narrow alley. I watched his back. “At least, I ain’t learning nothing 
you’d want me to learn.” He slammed the window so hard I thought the glass 
would fly out, and turned back to me. “And I’m sick of the stink of these 
garbage cans!”

“Sonny,” I said, “I know how you feel. But if you don’t finish school now, 
you’re going to be sorry later that you didn’t.” I grabbed him by the shoulders. 
“And you only got another year. It ain’t so bad. And I’ll come back and I swear 
I’ll help you do whatever you want to do. Just try to put up with it till I come 
back. Will you please do that? For me?”

He didn’t answer and he wouldn’t look at me.
“Sonny. You hear me?”
He pulled away. “I hear you. But you never hear anything / say.”
I didn’t know what to say to that. He looked out of the window and then 

back at me. “OK,” he said, and sighed. “I'll try.”
I hen I said, trying to cheer him up a little, “They got a piano at Isabel's. 

You can practice on it.”
And as a matter of fact, it did cheer him up for a minute. “Thar’s right, 

he said to himself. “I forgot that.” His face relaxed a little. But the worry, the 
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thoughtfulness, played on it still, the way shadows play on a face which is star­
ing into the fire.

But I thought I’d never hear the end of that piano. At first, Isabel would 
write me, saying how nice it was that Sonny was so serious about his music 
and how, as soon as he came in from school, or wherever he had been when 
he was supposed to be at school, he went straight to that piano and stayed 
there until suppertime. And, after supper, he went back to that piano and 
stayed there until everybody went to bed. He was at the piano all day Satur­
day and all day Sunday. Then he bought a record player and started playing 
records. He’d play one record over and over again, all day long sometimes, and 
he’d improvise along with it on the piano. Or he’d play one section of the 
record, one chord, one change, one progression, then he’d do it on the piano. 
Then back to the record. Then back to the piano.

Well, I really don’t know how they stood it. Isabel finally confessed that it 
wasn’t like living with a person at all, it was like living with sound. And the 
sound didn’t make any sense to her, didn’t make any sense to any of them— 
naturally. They began, in a way, to be afflicted by this presence that was living 
in their home. It was as though Sonny were some sort of god, or monster. He 
moved in an atmosphere which wasn’t like theirs at all. They fed him and he 
ate, he washed himself, he walked in and out of their door; he certainly wasn’t 
nasty or unpleasant or rude, Sonny isn’t any of those things; but it was as 
though he were all wrapped up in some cloud, some fire, some vision all his 
own; and there wasn’t any way to reach him.

At the same time, he wasn’t really a man yet, he was still a child, and they 
had to watch out for him in all kinds of ways. They certainly couldn’t throw 
him out. Neither did they dare to make a great scene about that piano because 
even they dimly sensed, as I sensed, from so many thousands of miles away, 
that Sonny was at that piano playing for his life.

But he hadn’t been going to school. One day a letter came from the school 
board and Isabel’s mother got it—there had, apparently, been other letters but 
Sonny had torn them up. This day, when Sonny came in, Isabel’s mother 
showed him the letter and asked where he’d been spending his time. And she 
finally got it out of him that he’d been down in Greenwich Village, with mu­
sicians and other characters, in a white girl’s apartment. And this scared her 
and she started to scream at him and what came up, once she began—though 
she denies it to this day—was what sacrifices they were making to give Sonny 
a decent home and how little he appreciated it.

Sonny didn’t play the piano that day. By evening, Isabel’s mother had 
calmed down but then there was the old man to deal with, and Isabel herself. 
Isabel says she did her best to be calm but she broke down and started crying. 
She says she just watched Sonny’s face. She could tell, by watching him, what 
was happening with him. And what was happening was that they penetrated 
his cloud, they had reached him. Even if their fingers had been a thousand 
times more gentle than human fingers ever are, he could hardly help feeling 
that they had stripped him naked and were spitting on that nakedness. For he 
also had to see that his presence, that music, which was life or death to him, 



had been torture for them and that they had endured it, not ar all for his sake, 
but only for mine. And Sonny couldn’t take that. He can take it a little better 
today than he could then but he's still not very good at it and, frankly, I don’t 
know anybody who is.

The silence of rhe next few days must have been louder than the sound of 
all the music ever played since time began. One morning, before she went to 
work, Isabel was in his room for something and she suddenly realized that all 
of his records were gone. And she knew for certain that he was gone. And he 
was. He went as far as the navy would carry him. He finally sent me a post­
card from some place in Greece and that was the first I knew that Sonny was 
still alive. I didn't see him any more until we were both back in New York and 
the war had long been over.

He was a man by then, of course, but I wasn’t willing to see it. He came 
by the house from time to time, but we fought almost every time we met. I 
didn’t like the way he carried himself, loose and dreamlike all the time, and I 
didn’t like his friends, and his music seemed to be merely an excuse for the life 
he led. It sounded just that weird and disordered.

Then we had a fight, a pretty awful fight, and I didn’t see him for months. 
By and by I looked him up, where he was living, in a furnished room in the Vil­
lage, and I tried to make it up. But there were lots of people in the room and 
Sonny just lay on his bed, and he wouldn’t come downstairs with me, and he 
treated these other people as though they were his family and I weren’t. So I got 
mad and then he got mad, and then I told him that he might just as well be 
dead as live the way he was living. Then he stood up and he told me not to 
worry about him any more in life, that he was dead as far as I was concerned. 
Then he pushed me to the door and the other people looked on as though 
nothing were happening, and he slammed the door behind me. I stood in the 
hallway, staring at the door. I heard somebody laugh in the room and then the 
tears came to my eyes. I started down the steps, whistling to keep from crying, I 
kept whistling to myself, You going to need me, baby, one of these cold, rainy days.

I read about Sonny’s trouble in the spring. Little Grace died in the fall. 
She was a beautiful little girl. But she only lived a little over two years. She 
died of polio and she suffered. She had a slight fever for a couple of days, but 
it didn’t seem like anything and we just kept her in bed. And we would cer­
tainly have called the doctor, but the fever dropped, she seemed to be all right. 
So we thought it had just been a cold. Then, one day, she was up, playing, Is­
abel was in the kitchen fixing lunch for the two boys when they’d come in 
from school, and she heard Grace fall down in the living room. When you 
have a lot of children you don’t always start running when one of them falls, 
unless they start screaming or something. And, this time, Grace was quiet. Yet, 
Isabel says that when she heard that thump and then that silence, something 
happened in her to make her afraid. And she ran to the living room and there 
was little Grace on the floor, all twisted up, and the reason she hadn’t screamed 
was that she couldn’t get her breath. And when she did scream, it was rhe 
worst sound, Isabel says, that she’d ever heard in all her life, and she still hears 
it sometimes in her dreams. Isabel will sometimes wake me up with a low, 
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moaning, strangled sound and I have co be quick to awaken her and hold her 
to me and where Isabel is weeping against me seems a mortal wound.

I think I may have written Sonny the very day that little Grace was 
buried. I was sitting in the living room in the dark, by myself, and I suddenly 
thought of Sonny. My trouble made his real.

One Saturday afternoon, when Sonny had been living with us, or, any­
way, been in our house, for nearly two weeks, I found myself wandering aim­
lessly about the living room, drinking from a can of beer, and trying to work 
up the courage to search Sonny’s room. He was out, he was usually out when­
ever I was home, and Isabel had taken the children to see their grandparents. 
Suddenly I was standing still in front of the living room window, watching 
Seventh Avenue. The idea of searching Sonny’s room made me still. I scarcely 
dared to admit to myself what I’d be searching for. I didn’t know what I’d do if 
I found it. Or if I didn’t.

On the sidewalk across from me, near the entrance to a barbecue joint, 
some people were holding an old-fashioned revival meeting. The barbecue 
cook, wearing a dirty white apron, his conked hair reddish and metallic in the 
pale sun, and a cigarette between his lips, stood in the doorway, watching them. 
Kids and older people paused in their errands and stood there, along with some 
older men and a couple of very tough-looking women who watched everything 
that happened on the avenue, as though they owned it, or were maybe owned 
by it. Well, they were watching this, too. The revival was being carried on by 
three sisters in black, and a brother. All they had were their voices and their 
Bibles and a tambourine. The brother was testifying and while he testified two 
of the sisters stood together, seeming to say, amen, and the third sister walked 
around with the tambourine outstretched and a couple of people dropped 
coins into it. Then the brother’s testimony ended and the sister who had been 
taking up the collection dumped the coins into her palm and transferred them 
to the pocket of her long black robe. Then she raised both hands, striking the 
tambourine against the air, and then against one hand, and she started to sing. 
And the two other sisters and the brother joined in.

It was strange, suddenly, to watch, though I had been seeing these street 
meetings all my life. So, of course, had everybody else down there. Yet, they 
paused and watched and listened and I stood still at the window. “Tis the old 
ship of Zion,” they sang, and the sister with the tambourine kept a steady, jan­
gling beat, has rescued many a thousand!” Not a soul under the sound of 
their voices was hearing this song for the first time, not one of them had been 
rescued. Nor had they seen much in the way of rescue work being done 
around them. Neither did they especially believe in the holiness of the three 
sisters and the brother, they knew too much about them, knew where they 
lived, and how. The woman with the tambourine, whose voice dominated the 
air, whose face was bright with joy, was divided by very little from the woman 
who stood watching her, a cigarette between her heavy, chapped lips, her hair 
a cuckoo’s nest, her face scarred and swollen from many beatings, and her 
black eyes glittering like coal. Perhaps they both knew this, which was why, 
when, as rarely, they addressed each other, they addressed each other as Sister. 
As the singing filled the air the watching, listening faces underwent a change, 
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the eyes focusing on something within; the music seemed to soothe a poison 
out of them; and time seemed, nearly, to fall away from the sullen, belligerent, 
battered faces, as though they were fleeing back to their first condition, while 
dreaming of their last. The barbecue cook half shook his head and smiled, and 
dropped his cigarette and disappeared into his joint. A man fumbled in his 
pockets for change and stood holding it in his hand impatiently, as though he 
had just remembered a pressing appointment further up the avenue. He 
looked furious. Then I saw Sonny, standing on the edge of the crowd. He was 
carrying a wide, flat notebook with a green cover, and it made him look, from 
where I was standing, almost like a schoolboy. The coppery sun brought out 
the copper in his skin, he was very faintly smiling, standing very still. Then 
the singing stopped, the tambourine turned into a collection plate again. The 
furious man dropped in his coins and vanished, so did a couple of rhe women, 
and Sonny dropped some change in the plate, looking directly at the woman 
with a little smile. He started across the avenue, toward the house. He has a 
slow, loping walk, something like the way Harlem hipsters walk, only he’s im­
posed on this his own half-beat. I had never really noticed it before.

I stayed at the window, both relieved and apprehensive. As Sonny disap­
peared from my sight, they began singing again. And they were still singing 
when his key turned in the lock.

“Hey,” he said.
“Hey, yourself. You want some beer?”
“No. Well, maybe.” But he came up to the window and stood beside me, 

looking out. “What a warm voice,” he said.
They were singing If I could only hear my mother pray again!
“Yes,” I said, “and she can sure beat that tambourine.”
“But what a terrible song,” he said, and laughed. He dropped his note­

book on the sofa and disappeared into the kitchen. “Where’s Isabel and the 
kids?”

“I think they went to see their grandparents. You hungry?”
“No.” He came back into the living room with his can of beer. “You want 

to come some place with me tonight?”
I sensed, I don’t know how, that I couldn’t possibly say no. “Sure. Where?” 
He sat down on the sofa and picked up his notebook and started leafing 

through it. “I’m going to sit in with some fellows in a joint in the Village.”
“You mean, you’re going to play, tonight?”
“That’s right.” He took a swallow of his beer and moved back to the win­

dow. He gave me a sidelong look. “If you can stand it.”
“I’ll try,” I said.
He smiled to himself and we both watched as the meeting across the way 

broke up. The three sisters and the brother, heads bowed, were singing God be 
with you till we meet again. The faces around them were very quiet. Then the 
song ended. The small crowd dispersed. We watched the three women and the 
lone man walk slowly up the avenue.

“When she was singing before,” said Sonny, abruptly, “her voice reminded 
me for a minute of what heroin feels like sometimes—when its in your veins. It 
makes you feel sort of warm and cool ar the same time. And distant. And—and 
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sure.” He sipped his beer, very deliberately not looking at me. I watched his 
face. “It makes you feel—in control. Sometimes you’ve got to have that feeling.”

“Do you?” I sat down slowly in the easy chair.
“Sometimes.” He went to the sofa and picked up his notebook again. 

“Some people do.”
“In order,” I asked, “to play?” And my voice was very ugly, full of con­

tempt and anger.
“Well”—he looked at me with great, troubled eyes, as though, in fact, he 

hoped his eyes would tell me things he could never otherwise say—“they 
think so. And if they think so—!”

“And what do you think?” I asked.
He sat on the sofa and put his can of beer on the floor. “I don’t know,” he 

said, and I couldn’t be sure if he were answering my question or pursuing his 
thoughts. His face didn’t tell me. “It’s not so much to play. It’s to stand it, to 
be able to make it at all. On any level.” He frowned and smiled: “In order 
to keep from shaking to pieces.”

“But these friends of yours,” I said, “they seem to shake themselves to 
pieces pretty goddamn fast.”

“Maybe.” He played with the notebook. And something told me that I 
should curb my tongue, that Sonny was doing his best to talk, that I should 
listen. “But of course you only know the ones that’ve gone to pieces. Some 
don’t—or at least they haven’t yet and that’s just about all any of us can say.” 
He paused. “And then there are some who just live, really, in hell, and they 
know it and they see what’s happening and they go right on. I don’t know.” 
He sighed, dropped the notebook, folded his arms. “Some guys, you can tell 
from the way they play, they on something all the time. And you can see that, 
well, it makes something real for them. But of course,” he picked up his beer 
from the floor and sipped it and put the can down again, “they want to, too, 
you’ve got to see that. Even some of them that say they don’t—some, not all.”

“And what about you?” I asked—I couldn’t help it. “What about you? Do 
you want to?”

He stood up and walked to the window and remained silent for a long 
rime. Then he sighed. “Me,” he said. Then: “While I was downstairs before, 
on my way here, listening to that woman sing, it struck me all of a sudden 
how much suffering she must have had to go through—to sing like that. It’s 
repulsive to think you have to suffer that much.”

I said: “But there’s no way not to suffer—is there, Sonny?”
“I believe not,” he said and smiled, “but that’s never stopped anyone from 

trying.” He looked at me. “Has it?” I realized, with this mocking look, that 
there stood between us, forever, beyond the power of time or forgiveness, the 
fact that I had held silence—so long!—when he had needed human speech to 
help him. He turned back to the window. “No, there’s no way not to suffer. 
But you try all kinds of ways to keep from drowning in it, to keep on top of 
it, and to make it seem—well, like you. Like you did something, all right, and 
now you’re suffering for it. You know?” I said nothing. “Well you know,” he 
said, impatiently, “why do people suffer? Maybe it’s better to do something to 
give it a reason, any reason.”
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“But we just agreed,” I said “that there’s no way not to suffer. Isn’t it bet­
ter, then, just to—take it?"

“But nobody just takes it.” Sonny cried, “that's what I’m telling you! 
Everybody tries not to. You’re just hung up on the way some people try—-it’s 
not your way!

The hair on my face began to itch, my face felt wet. “That’s not true,” I 
said, “that’s not true. I don’t give a damn what other people do, I don’t even 
care how they suffer. I just care how you suffer.” And he looked at me. “Please 
believe me,” I said, “I don't want to see you—die—trying not to suffer.”

“I won't,” he said, flatly, “die trying not to suffer. At least, not any faster 
than anybody else.”

“But there’s no need,” I said, trying to laugh, “is there? in killing yourself.”
I wanted to say more, but I couldn’t. I wanted to talk about willpower and 

how life could be—well, beautiful. I wanted to say that it was all within; but 
was it? or, rather, wasn’t that exactly the trouble? And I wanted to promise that 
I would never fail him again. But it would all have sounded—empty words 
and lies.

So I made the promise to myself and prayed that I would keep it.
“It’s terrible sometimes, inside,” he said, “that’s what’s the trouble. You 

walk these streets, black and funky and cold, and there’s not really a living ass 
to talk to, and there’s nothing shaking, and there’s no way of getting it out— 
that storm inside. You can’t talk it and you can’t make love with it, and when 
you finally try to get with it and play it, you realize nobody’s listening. So you've 
got to listen. You got to find a way to listen.”

And then he walked away from the window and sat on the sofa again, as 
though all the wind had suddenly been knocked out of him. “Sometimes 
you’ll do anything to play, even cut your mother’s throat.” He laughed and 
looked at me. “Or your brother’s.” Then he sobered. “Or your own.” Then: 
“Don’t worry. I’m all right now and I think I’ll be all right. But I can’t forget— 
where I’ve been. I don’t mean just the physical place I’ve been, I mean where 
I’ve been. And what I’ve been.”

“What have you been, Sonny?” I asked.
He smiled—but sat sideways on the sofa, his elbow resting on the back, 

his fingers playing with his mouth and chin, not looking at me. “I’ve been 
something I didn’t recognize, didn’t know I could be. Didn’t know anybody 
could be.” He stopped, looking inward, looking helplessly young, looking old. 
“I’m not talking about it now because I feel guilty or anything like that— 
maybe it would be better if I did, I don’t know. Anyway, I can’t really talk 
about it. Not to you, not to anybody,” and now he turned and faced me. 
“Sometimes, you know, and it was actually when I was most out of the world, 
I felt that I was in it, that I was with it, really, and I could play or I didn’t 
really have to play, it just came out of me, it was there. And I don’t know how 
I played, thinking about it now, but I know I did awful things, those times, 
sometimes, to people. Or it wasn’t that I did anything to them—it was that 
they weren’t real.” He picked up the beer can; it was empty; he rolled it be­
tween his palms: “And other times—well, I needed a fix, I needed to find a 
place to lean, I needed to clear a space to listen—and I couldn’t find it, and 



46 James Baldwin

I—went crazy, I did terrible things to me, I was terrible for me.” He began 
pressing the beer can between his hands, I watched the metal begin to give. It 
glittered, as he played with it, like a knife, and I was afraid he would cut him­
self, but I said nothing. “Oh well. I can never tell you. I was all by myself at 
the bottom of something, stinking and sweating and crying and shaking, and 
I smelled it, you know? my stink, and I thought I’d die if I couldn’t get away 
from it and yet, all the same, I knew that everything I was doing was just lock­
ing me in with it. And I didn’t know,” he paused, still flattening the beer can, 
“I didn’t know, I still don’t know, something kept telling me that maybe it was 
good to smell your own stink, but I didn’t think that that was what I’d been 
trying to do—and—who can stand it?” and he abruptly dropped the ruined 
beer can, looking at me with a small, still smile, and then rose, walking to the 
window as though it were the lodestone rock. I watched his face, he watched 
the avenue. “I couldn’t tell you when Mama died—but the reason I wanted to 
leave Harlem so bad was to get away from drugs. And then, when I ran away, 
that’s what I was running from—really. When I came back, nothing had 
changed, I hadn’t changed, I was just—older.” And he stopped, drumming 
with his fingers on the windowpane. The sun had vanished, soon darkness 
would fall. I watched his face. “It can come again,” he said, almost as though 
speaking to himself. Then he turned to me. “It can come again,” he repeated. 
“I just want you to know that.”

“All right,” I said, at last. “So it can come again. All right.”
He smiled, but the smile was sorrowful. “I had to try to tell you,” he said. 
“Yes,” I said. “I understand that.”
“You’re my brother,” he said, looking straight at me, and not smiling at all. 
“Yes,” I repeated, “yes. I understand that.”
He turned back to the window, looking out. “All that hatred down there,” 

he said, “all that hatred and misery and love. It’s a wonder it doesn’t blow the 
avenue apart.”

We went to the only nightclub on a short, dark street, downtown. We 
squeezed through the narrow, chattering, jam-packed bar to the entrance of 
the big room, where the bandstand was. And we stood there for a moment, 
for the lights were very dim in this room and we couldn’t see. Then, “Hello, 
boy,” said a voice and an enormous black man, much older than Sonny or my­
self, erupted out of all that atmospheric lighting and put an arm around 
Sonny’s shoulder. “I been sitting right here,” he said, “waiting for you.”

He had a big voice, too, and heads in the darkness turned toward us.
Sonny grinned and pulled a little away, and said, “Creole, this is my 

brother. I told you about him.”
Creole shook my hand. “I’m glad to meet you, son,” he said, and it was 

clear that he was glad to meet me there, for Sonny’s sake. And he smiled, “You 
got a real musician in your family,” and he took his arm from Sonny’s shoul­
der and slapped him, lightly, affectionately, with the back of his hand.

“Well. Now I’ve heard it all,” said a voice behind us. This was another mu­
sician, and a friend of Sonny’s, a coal-black, cheerful-looking man, built close 
to the ground. He immediately began confiding to me, at the top of his lungs, 
the most terrible things about Sonny, his teeth gleaming like a lighthouse and 
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his laugh coming up out of him like the beginning of an earthquake. And it 
turned our that everyone at the bar knew Sonny, or almost everyone; some 
were musicians, working there, or nearby, or not working, some were simply 
hangers-on, and some were there to hear Sonny play. I was introduced to all of 
them and they were all very polite to me. Yet, it was clear that, for them, I was 
only Sonny's brother. Here, I was in Sonny’s world. Or, rather: his kingdom. 
Here, it was not even a question that his veins bore royal blood.

They were going to play soon and Creole installed me, by myself, at a 
table in a dark corner. Then I watched them, Creole, and the little black man, 
and Sonny, and the others, while they horsed around, standing just below the 
bandstand. The light from the bandstand spilled just a little short of them 
and, watching them laughing and gesturing and moving about, I had the feel­
ing that they, nevertheless, were being most careful not to step into that circle 
of light too suddenly: that if they moved into the light too suddenly, without 
thinking, they would perish in flame. Then, while I watched, one of them, the 
small, black man, moved into the light and crossed the bandstand and started 
fooling around with his drums. Then—being funny and being, also, ex­
tremely ceremonious—Creole took Sonny by the arm and led him to the 
piano. A woman’s voice called Sonny’s name and a few hands started clapping. 
And Sonny, also being funny and being ceremonious, and so touched, I think, 
that he could have cried, but neither hiding it nor showing it, riding it like a 
man, grinned, and put both hands to his heart and bowed from the waist.

Creole then went to the bass fiddle and a lean, very bright-skinned brown 
man jumped up on the bandstand and picked up his horn. So there they were, 
and the atmosphere on the bandstand and in the room began to change and 
tighten. Someone stepped up to the microphone and announced them. Then 
there were all kinds of murmurs. Some people at the bar shushed others. The 
waitress ran around, frantically getting in the last orders, guys and chicks got 
closer to each other, and the lights on the bandstand, on the quartet, turned to 
a kind of indigo. Then they all looked different there. Creole looked about him 
for the last time, as though he were making certain that all his chickens were in 
the coop, and then he—jumped and struck the fiddle. And there they were.

All I know about music is that not many people ever really hear it. And 
even then, on the rare occasions when something opens within, and the music 
enters, what we mainly hear, or hear corroborated, are personal, private, van­
ishing evocations. But the man who creates the music is hearing something 
else, is dealing with the roar rising from the void and imposing order on it as 
it hits the air. What is evoked in him, then, is of another order, more terrible 
because it has no words, and triumphant, too, for that same reason. And his 
triumph, when he triumphs, is ours. I just watched Sonny’s face. His face was 
troubled, he was working hard, but he wasn’t with it. And I had the feeling 
that, in a way, everyone on the bandstand was waiting for him, both waiting 
for him and pushing him along. But as I began to watch Creole, I realized that 
it was Creole who held them all back. He had them on a short rein. Up there, 
keeping the beat with his whole body, wailing on rhe fiddle, with his eyes half 
closed, he was listening to everything, but he was listening to Sonny. He was 
having a dialogue with Sonny. He wanted Sonny to leave the shoreline and 
strike out for the deep water. He was Sonny’s witness that deep water and 
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drowning were not the same thing—he had been there, and he knew. And he 
wanted Sonny to know. He was waiting for Sonny to do the things on the keys 
which would let Creole know that Sonny was in the water.

And, while Creole listened, Sonny moved, deep within, exactly like some­
one in torment. I had never before thought of how awful the relationship 
must be between the musician and his instrument. He has to fill it, this in­
strument, with the breath of life, his own. He has to make it do what he wants 
it to do. And a piano is just a piano. It’s made out of so much wood and wires 
and little hammers and big ones, and ivory. While there’s only so much you 
can do with it, the only way to find this out is to try; to try and make it do 
everything.

And Sonny hadn’t been near a piano for over a year. And he wasn’t on 
much better terms with his life, not the life that stretched before him now. He 
and the piano stammered, started one way, got scared, stopped; started an­
other way, panicked, marked time, started again; then seemed to have found a 
direction, panicked again, got stuck. And the face I saw on Sonny I’d never 
seen before. Everything had been burned out of it, and, at the same time, 
things usually hidden were being burned in, by the fire and fury of the battle 
which was occurring in him up there.

Yet, watching Creole’s face as they neared the end of the first set, I had the 
feeling that something had happened, something I hadn’t heard. Then they 
finished, there was scattered applause, and then, without an instant’s warning, 
Creole started into something else, it was almost sardonic, it was Am I Blue. 
And, as though he commanded, Sonny began to play. Something began to 
happen. And Creole let out the reins. The dry, low, black man said something 
awful on the drums, Creole answered, and the drums talked back. Then the 
horn insisted, sweet and high, slightly detached perhaps, and Creole listened, 
commenting now and then, dry, and driving, beautiful and calm and old. 
Then they all came together again, and Sonny was part of the family again. I 
could tell this from his face. He seemed to have found, right there beneath his 
fingers, a damn brand-new piano. It seemed that he couldn’t get over it. Then, 
for awhile, just being happy with Sonny, they seemed to be agreeing with him 
that brand-new pianos certainly were a gas.

Then Creole stepped forward to remind them that what they were play­
ing was the blues. He hit something in all of them, he hit something in me, 
myself, and the music tightened and deepened, apprehension began to beat 
the air. Creole began to tell us what the blues were all about. They were not 
about anything very new. He and his boys up there were keeping it new, at the 
risk of ruin, destruction, madness, and death, in order to find new ways to 
make us listen. For, while the tale of how we suffer, and how we are delighted, 
and how we may triumph is never new, it always must be heard. There isn’t 
any other tale to tell, it’s the only light we’ve got in all this darkness.

And this tale, according to that face, that body, those strong hands on 
those strings, has another aspect in every country, and a new depth in every 
generation. Listen, Creole seemed to be saying, listen. Now these are Sonny’s 
blues. He made the little black man on the drums know it, and the bright, 
brown man on the horn. Creole wasn’t trying any longer to get Sonny in the 
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water. He was wishing him Godspeed.o Then he stepped hack, very slowly, 
filling the air with the immense suggestion that Sonny speak for himself.

Then they all gathered around Sonny and Sonny played. Every now and 
again one of them seemed to say, amen. Sonny’s fingers filled the air with life, 
his life. But that life contained so many others. And Sonny went all the way 
back, he really began with the spare, flat statement of the opening phrase of 
the song. Then he began to make it his. It was very beautiful because it wasn’t 
hurried and it was no longer a lament. I seemed to hear with what burning he 
had made it his, with what burning we had yet to make it ours, how we could 
cease lamenting. Freedom lurked around us and I understood, at last, that he 
could help us to be free if we would listen, that he would never be free until 
we did. Yet, there was no battle in his face now. I heard what he had gone 
through, and would continue to go through until he came to rest in earth. He 
had made it his: that long line, of which we knew only Mama and Daddy. 
And he was giving it back, as everything must be given back, so that, passing 
through death, it can live forever. I saw my mother’s face again, and felt, for 
the first time, how the stones of the road she had walked on must have bruised 
her feet. I saw the moon-lit road where my father’s brother died. And it 
brought something else back to me, and carried me past it. I saw my little girl 
again and felt Isabel’s tears again, and I felt my own tears begin to rise. And I 
was yet aware that this was only a moment, that the world waited outside, as 
hungry as a tiger, and that trouble stretched above us, longer than the sky.

Then it was over. Creole and Sonny let out their breath, both soaking wet, 
and grinning. There was a lot of applause and some of it was real. In the dark, 
the girl came by and I asked her to take drinks to the bandstand. There was a 
long pause, while they talked up there in the indigo light and after awhile I 
saw the girl put a Scotch and milk on top of the piano for Sonny. He didn’t 
seem to notice it, but just before they started playing again, he sipped from it 
and looked toward me, and nodded. Then he put it back on top of the piano. 
For me, then, as they began to play again, it glowed and shook above my 
brother’s head like the very cup of trembling.

■ Author’s Perspective

James Baldwin
Race and the African-American Writer 1955
I was born in Harlem thirty-one years ago. I began plotting novels at 

about the time I learned to read. The story of my childhood is the usual bleak 
fantasy, and we can dismiss it with the unrestrained observation that I cer­
tainly would not consider living it again. In those days my mother was given 
to the exasperating and mysterious habit of having babies. As they were born, 
I took them over with one hand and held a book with the other. The children 
probably suffered, though they have since been kind enough to deny it, and 

wishing him Godspeed: to wish success. 
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presaged much of Lessings Liter work. In the 1970s she began to publish science fic­
tion, much of it collected in the series Canopus in Argus (1979), which continued 
to convey her interest in postapocalyptic possibilities. Lessings fascination with disas­
ter and its potential as an agent of social change is perhaps most evident in her phan­
tasmagoric novel, The Memoirs of a Survivor (1974), in which a woman watches 
through a window as the city around her falls into chaos and ruin. Lessing has also 
written drama, poetry, and nonfiction, as well as novels under a pseudonym. In 
1983, with The Diary- of a Good Neighbour, she began to publish occasional 
works under the name "Jane Somers, "a trick that Lessing says allowed her to enlarge 
her range of authorial tone and approach. She also experimented with a graphic 
novel, a narrative told in comic book form, Playing the Game (1993).

Although Lessing is best known for her novels, her most enduring achievement 
may ultimately prove to be her short stories. Her commitment to the form has been 
serious and long-term. She has published more than a dozen collections of short fic­
tion—ranging from the early African stories to recent work. Compact, incisive, and 
original, they show her mastery of the realist mode—creating credible individuals in 
complex and convincing social situations. “A Woman on a Roof " takes a simple situ­
ation and presents the various ways it affects a diverse group of characters. Lessing’s 
particular genius is to capture the psychological immediacy and intellectual impact of 
a narrative situation without simplifying it into some preexisting ideology. Deeply 
feminist, she allows her stories to embody feminist insights without ever becoming 
limited by them.

A Woman on a Roof 1963

It was during the week of hot sun, that June.

Three men were at work on the roof, where the leads got so hot they had 
the idea of throwing water on to cool them. But the water steamed, then siz­
zled; and they made jokes about getting an egg from some woman in the flats 
under them, to poach it for their dinner. By two it was not possible to touch 
the guttering they were replacing, and they speculated about what workmen 
did in regularly hot countries. Perhaps they should borrow kitchen gloves with 
the egg? They were all a bit dizzy, not used to the heat; and they shed their 
coats and stood side by side squeezing themselves into a foot-wide patch of 
shade against a chimney, careful to keep their feet in the thick socks and boots 
out of the sun. There was a fine view across several acres of roofs. Not far off a 
man sat in a deck chair reading the newspapers. Then they saw her, between 
chimneys, about fifty yards away. She lay face down on a brown blanket. They 
could see the top part of her: black hair, a flushed solid back, arms spread out.

“She’s stark naked,” said Stanley, sounding annoyed.
Harry, the oldest, a man of about forty-five, said: “Looks like it. ’
Young Tom, seventeen, said nothing, but he was excited and grinning. 
Stanley said: “Someone’ll report her if she doesn’t watch out.
“She chinks no one can see,” said Tom, craning his head all ways to see more.
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Ar this point the woman, still lying prone, brought her two hands up be­
hind her shoulders with the ends of a scarf in them, tied it behind her back, and 
sat up. She wore a red scarf tied around her breasts and brief red bikini pants. 
This being the first day of the sun she was white, flushing red. She sat smoking, 
and did not look up when Stanley let out a wolf whistle. Harry said: “Small 
things amuse small minds,” leading the way back to their part of the roof, but it 
was scorching. Harry said: “Wait, I'm going to rig up some shade,” and disap­
peared down the skylight into the building. Now that he’d gone, Stanley and 
Tom went to the farthest point they could to peer at the woman. She had 
moved, and all they could see were two pink legs stretched on the blanket. They 
whistled and shouted but the legs did not move. Harry came back with a blan­
ket and shouted: “Come on, then.” He sounded irritated with them. They 
clambered back to him and he said to Stanley: “What about your missus?” Stan­
ley was newly married, about three months. Stanley said, jeering: “What about 
my missus?”—preserving his independence. Tom said nothing, but his mind 
was full of the nearly naked woman. Harry slung the blanket, which he had 
borrowed from a friendly woman downstairs, from the stem of a television aer­
ial to a row of chimney-pots.0 This shade fell across the piece of gutter they had 
to replace. But the shade kept moving, they had to adjust the blanket, and not 
much progress was made. At last some of the heat left the roof, and they worked 
fast, making up for lost time. First Stanley, then Tom, made a trip to the end of 
the roof to see the woman. “She’s on her back,” Stanley said, adding a jest which 
made Tom snicker, and the older man smile tolerantly. Tom’s report was that 
she hadn’t moved, but it was a lie. He wanted to keep what he had seen to him­
self: he had caught her in the act of rolling down the little red pants over her 
hips, till they were no more than a small triangle. She was on her back, fully vis­
ible, glistening with oil.

Next morning, as soon as they came up, they went to look. She was al­
ready there, face down, arms spread out, naked except for the little red pants. 
She had turned brown in the night. Yesterday she was a scarlet-and-white 
woman, today she was a brown woman. Stanley let out a whistle. She lifted 
her head, startled, as if she’d been asleep, and looked straight over at him. The 
sun was in her eyes, she blinked and stared, then she dropped her head again. 
At this gesture of indifference, they all three, Stanley, Tom and old Harry, let 
out whistles and yells. Harry was doing it in parody of the younger men, mak­
ing fun of them, but he was also angry. They were all angry because of her 
utter indifference to the three men watching her.

“Bitch,” said Stanley.
“She should ask us over,” said Tom, snickering.
Harry recovered himself and reminded Stanley: “If she’s married, her old 

man wouldn’t like that.”
“Christ,” said Stanley virtuously, “if my wife lay about like that, for every­

one to see, I’d soon stop her.”
Harry said, smiling: “How do you know, perhaps she’s sunning herself at 

this very moment?”
“Not a chance, not on our roof.” The safety of his wife put Stanley into a

chimney-pots: the pipe, usually of earthenware or metal, fitted on a roof to the top of a chimney. 
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good humor, and they went to work. But today it was hotter than yesterday; 
and several times one or the other suggested they should tell Matthew, the fore­
man, and ask to leave the roof until the heat wave was over. But they didn’t. 
There was work to be done in the basement of the big block of flats, but up here 
they felt free, on a different level from ordinary humanity shut in the streets or 
the buildings. A lot more people came out on to the roofs that day, for an hour 
at midday. Some married couples sat side by side in deck chairs, the women’s 
legs stockingless and scarlet, the men in vests with reddening shoulders.

The woman stayed on her blanket, turning herself over and over. She ig­
nored them, no matter what they did. When Harry went off to fetch more 
screws, Stanley said: “Come on.” Her roof belonged to a different system of 
roofs, separated from theirs at one point by about twenty feet. It meant a 
scrambling climb from one level to another, edging along parapets,0 clinging 
to chimneys, while their big boots slipped and slithered, but at last they stood 
on a small square projecting roof looking straight down at her, close. She sat 
smoking, reading a book. Tom thought she looked like a poster, or a magazine 
cover, with the blue sky behind her and her legs stretched out. Behind her a 
great crane at work on a new building in Oxford Street0 swung its black arm 
across roofs in a great arc. Tom imagined himself at work on the crane, adjust­
ing the arm to swing over and pick her up and swing her back across the sky 
to drop her near him.

They whistled. She looked up at them, cool and remote, then went on 
reading. Again, they were furious. Or, rather, Stanley was. His sun-heated face 
was screwed into a rage as he whistled again and again, trying to make her look 
up. Young Tom stopped whistling. He stood beside Stanley, excited, grinning; 
but he felt as if he were saying to the woman: Don’t associate me with him, for 
his grin was apologetic. Last night he had thought of the unknown woman be­
fore he slept, and she had been tender with him. This tenderness he was re­
membering as he shifted his feet by the jeering, whistling Stanley, and watched 
the indifferent, healthy brown woman a few feet off, with the gap that plunged 
ro the street between them. Tom thought it was romantic, it was like being high 
on two hilltops. But there was a shout from Harry, and they clambered back. 
Stanley’s face was hard, really angry. The boy kept looking at him and won­
dered why he hated the woman so much, for by now he loved her.

They played their little games with the blanket, trying to trap shade to 
work under; but again it was not until nearly four that they could work seri­
ously, and they were exhausted, all three of them. They were grumbling about 
the weather by now. Stanley was in a thoroughly bad humor. When they made 
their routine trip to see the woman before they packed up for rhe day, she was 
apparently asleep, face down, her back all naked save for rhe scarlet triangle 
on her buttocks. “I’ve got a good mind to report her to the police,” said Stan­
ley, and Harry said: “What’s eating you? What harm’s she doing?"

“I tell you, if she was my wife!”

parapets: generally a rampart, in this case, the low railing around the edge of a roof. Oxford 
Street: busy shopping street in central London.
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“But she isn’t, is she?’’ Tom knew that Harry, like himself, was uneasy at 
Stanley’s reaction. He was normally a sharp young man, quick at his work, 
making a lot of jokes, good company.

“Perhaps it will be cooler tomorrow,” said Harry.
But it wasn’t; it was hotter, if anything, and the weather forecast said the 

good weather would last. As soon as they were on the roof, Harry went over 
to see if the woman was there, and Tom knew it was to prevent Stanley going, 
to put off his bad humor. Harry had grownup children, a boy the same age as 
Tom, and the youth trusted and looked up to him.

Harry came back and said: “She’s not there.”
“I bet her old man has put his foot down,” said Stanley, and Harry and 

Tom caught each other’s eyes and smiled behind the young married man’s back.
Harry suggested they should get permission to work in the basement, and 

they did, that day. But before packing up Stanley said: “Let’s have a breath of 
fresh air.” Again Harry and Tom smiled at each other as they followed Stanley 
up to the roof, Tom in the devout conviction that he was there to protect the 
woman from Stanley. It was about five-thirty, and a calm, full sunlight lay over 
the roofs. The great crane still swung its black arm from Oxford Street to above 
their heads. She was not there. Then there was a flutter of white from behind a 
parapet, and she stood up, in a belted, white dressing gown. She had been there 
all day, probably, but on a different patch of roof, to hide from them. Stanley 
did not whistle; he said nothing, but watched the woman bend to collect pa­
pers, books, cigarettes, then fold the blanket over her arm. Tom was thinking: 
If they weren’t here, I’d go over and say . . . what? But he knew from his nightly 
dreams of her that she was kind and friendly. Perhaps she would ask him down 
to her flat? Perhaps . . . He stood watching her disappear down the skylight. As 
she went, Stanley let out a shrill derisive yell; she started, and it seemed as if she 
nearly fell. She clutched to save herself, they could hear things falling. She 
looked straight at them, angry. Harry said, facetiously: “Better be careful on 
those slippery ladders, love.” Tom knew he said it to save her from Stanley, but 
she could not know it. She vanished, frowning. Tom was full of a secret delight, 
because he knew her anger was for the others, not for him.

“Roll on some rain,” said Stanley, bitter, looking at the blue evening sky.
Next day was cloudless, and they decided to finish the work in the base­

ment. They felt excluded, shut in the gray cement basement fitting pipes, 
from the holiday atmosphere in London in a heat wave. At lunchtime they 
came up for some air, but while the married couples, and the men in shirt­
sleeves or vests, were there, she was not there, either on her usual patch of roof 
or where she had been yesterday. They all, even Harry, clambered about, be­
tween chimney-pots, over parapets, the hot leads stinging their fingers. There 
was not a sign of her. They took off their shirts and vests and exposed their 
chests, feeling their feet sweaty and hot. They did not mention the woman. 
But Tom felt alone again. Last night she had him into her flat: it was big and 
had fitted white carpets and a bed with a padded white leather headboard. She 
wore a black filmy negligee and her kindness to Tom thickened his throat as 
he remembered it. He felt she had betrayed him by not being there.
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And again after work they climbed up, bur still there was nothing to be 
seen of her. Stanley kept repeating that if it was as hot as this tomorrow he 
wasn’t going to work and that’s all there was to it. But they were all there next 
day. By ten the temperature was in the middle seventies, and it was eighty long 
before noon. Harry went to the foreman to say it was impossible to work on 
the leads in that heat; but rhe foreman said there was nothing else he could 
put them on, and they’d have to. At midday they stood, silent, watching the 
skylight on her roof open, and then she slowly emerged in her white gown, 
holding a bundle of blanket. She looked at them, gravely, then went to the 
part of the roof where she was hidden from them. Tom was pleased. He felt 
she was more his when the other men couldn’t see her. They had taken off 
their shirts and vests, but now they put them back again, for they felt the sun 
bruising their flesh. “She must have the hide of a rhino,’’ said Stanley, tugging 
at guttering and swearing. They stopped work, and sat in the shade, moving 
around behind chimney stacks. A woman came to water a yellow window box 
opposite them. She was middle-aged, wearing a flowered summer dress. Stan­
ley said to her: “We need a drink more than them.” She smiled and said: “Bet­
ter drop down to the pub quick, it’ll be closing in a minute.” They exchanged 
pleasantries, and she left them with a smile and a wave.

“Not like Lady Godiva,”0 said Stanley. “She can give us a bit of a chat and 
a smile.”

“You didn’t whistle at her” said Tom, reproving.
“Listen to him,” said Stanley, “you didn't whistle, then?”
But the boy felt as if he hadn’t whistled, as if only Harry and Stanley had. 

He was making plans, when it was time to knock off work, to get left behind 
and somehow make his way over to the woman. The weather report said the 
hot spell was due to break, so he had to move quickly. But there was no chance 
of being left.

I he other two decided to knock off work at four, because they were ex­
hausted. As they went down, Tom quickly climbed a parapet and hoisted him­
self higher by pulling his weight up a chimney. He caught a glimpse of her 
lying on her back, her knees up, eyes closed, a brown woman lolling in the 
sun. He slipped and clattered down, as Stanley looked for information: “She’s 
gone down,” he said. He felt as if he had protected her from Stanley, and that 
she must be grateful to him. He could feel the bond between the woman and 
himself.

Next day, they stood around on the landing below the roof, reluctant to 
climb up into the heat. The woman who had lent Harry the blanket came out 
and offered them a cup of tea. They accepted gratefully, and sat around Mrs. 
Pritchett’s kitchen an hour or so, chatting. She was married to an airline pilot. 
A smart blonde, of about thirty, she had an eye for rhe handsome sharp-eyed 
Stanley; and the two teased each other while Harry sat in a corner, watching,

Lady Godiva: the eleventh-century noblewoman who rode naked through the streets of Coven­
try, England, to save the common people from crippling taxes. Our of respect the townspeople 
did not look at her, except for one young man named Tom, who legend claims was struck 
blind. Posterity remembers him as “Peeping Tom."
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indulgent, though his expression reminded Stanley that he was married. And 
young Tom felt envious of Stanleys ease in badinage;0 felt, too, that Stanley’s 
getting off with Mrs. Pritchett left his romance with the woman on the roof 
safe and intact.

“I thought they said the heat waved break,’’ said Stanley, sullen, as the 
time approached when they really would have to climb up into the sunlight.

“You don’t like it, then?” asked Mrs. Pritchett.
“All right for some,” said Stanley. “Nothing to do but lie about as if it was 

a beach up there. Do you ever go up?”
“Went up once,” said Mrs. Pritchett. “But it’s a dirty place up there, and 

it’s too hot.”
“Quite right too,” said Stanley.
Then they went up, leaving the cool neat little flat and the friendly Mrs. 

Pritchett.
As soon as they were up they saw her. The three men looked at her, resent­

ful at her ease in this punishing sun. Then Harry said, because of the expres­
sion on Stanley’s face: “Come on, we’ve got to pretend to work, at least.”

They had to wrench another length of guttering that ran beside a parapet 
out of its bed, so that they could replace it. Stanley took it in his two hands, 
tugged, swore, stood up. “Fuck it,” he said, and sat down under a chimney. 
He lit a cigarette. “Fuck them,” he said. “What do they think we are, lizards? 
I’ve got blisters all over my hands.” Then he jumped up and climbed over the 
roofs and stood with his back to them. He put his fingers either side of his 
mouth and let out a shrill whistle. Tom and Harry squatted, not looking at 
each other, watching him. They could just see the woman’s head, the begin­
nings of her brown shoulders. Stanley whistled again. Then he began stamp­
ing with his feet, and whistled and yelled and screamed at the woman, his face 
getting scarlet. He seemed quite mad, as he stamped and whistled, while the 
woman did not move, she did not move a muscle.

“Barmy,” said Tom.
“Yes,” said Harry, disapproving.
Suddenly the older man came to a decision. It was, Tom knew, to save 

some sort of scandal or real trouble over the woman. Harry stood up and 
began packing tools into a length of oily cloth. “Stanley,” he said, command­
ing. At first Stanley took no notice, but Harry said: “Stanley, we’re packing it 
in, I’ll tell Matthew.”

Stanley came back, cheeks mottled, eyes glaring.
“Can’t go on like this,” said Harry. “It’ll break in a day or so. I'm going to 

tell Matthew we’ve got sunstroke, and if he doesn’t like it, it’s too bad.” Even 
Harry sounded aggrieved, Tom noted. The small, competent man, the family 
man with his gray hair, who was never at a loss, sounded really off balance. 
“Come on,” he said, angry. He fitted himself into the open square in the roof, 
and went down, watching his feet on the ladder. Then Stanley went, with not 
a glance at the woman. Then Tom, who, his throat beating with excitement, 
silently promised her on a backward glance: Wait for me, wait, I’m coming.

badinage: (French) teasing, playful conversation.
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On the pavement Stanley said: “I’m going home.” He looked white now, 
so perhaps he really did have sunstroke. Harry went off to find the foreman 
who was at work on the plumbing of some flats down the street. Tom slipped 
back, not into the building they had been working on, but the building on 
whose roof the woman lay. He went straight up, no one stopping him. The sky­
light stood open, with an iron ladder leading up. He emerged on to the roof a 
couple of yards from her. She sat up, pushing back her black hair with both 
hands. The scarf across her breasts bound them tight, and brown flesh bulged 
around it. Her legs were brown and smooth. She stared at him in silence. The 
boy stood grinning, foolish, claiming the tenderness he expected from her.

“What do you want?” she asked.
“I ... I came to . . . make your acquaintance,” he stammered, grinning, 

pleading with her.
They looked at each other, the slight, scarlet-faced excited boy, and the se­

rious, nearly naked woman. Then, without a word, she lay down on her 
brown blanket, ignoring him.

“You like the sun, do you?” he enquired of her glistening back.
Not a word. He felt panic, thinking of how she had held him in her arms, 

stroked his hair, brought him where he sat, lordly, in her bed, a glass of some 
exhilarating liquor he had never tasted in life. He felt that if he knelt down, 
stroked her shoulders, her hair, she would turn and clasp him in her arms.

He said: “The sun’s all right for you, isn’t it?”
She raised her head, set her chin on two small fists: “Go away,” she said. 

He did not move. “Listen,” she said, in a slow reasonable voice, where anger 
was kept in check, though with difficulty; looking at him, her face weary with 
anger, “if you get a kick out of seeing women in bikinis, why don’t you take a 
sixpenny bus ride to the Lido?° You’d see dozens of them, without all this 
mountaineering.”

She hadn’t understood him. He felt her unfairness pale him. He stam­
mered: “But I like you, I’ve been watching you and ...”

“Thanks,” she said, and dropped her face again, turned away from him.
She lay there. He stood there. She said nothing. She had simply shut him 

out. He stood, saying nothing at all, for some minutes. He thought: She’ll 
have to say something if I stay. But the minutes went past, with no sign of 
them in her, except in the tension of her back, her thighs, her arms—the ten­
sion of waiting for him to go.

He looked up at the sky, where the sun seemed to spin in heat; and over 
the roofs where he and his mates had been earlier. He could see the heat quiv­
ering where they had worked. And they expect us to work in these conditions! 
he thought, filled with righteous indignation. The woman hadn’t moved. A 
bit of hot wind blew her black hair softly; it shone, and was iridescent. He re­
membered how he had stroked it last night.

Resentment of her at last moved him off and away down the ladder, 
through the building, into the street. He got drunk then, in hatred of her.

Lido: an outdoor swimming spot with sunbathing facilities in London’s Hyde Park.



Edgar Allan Poe

1809—1849, American

Edgar Allan Poe is the great American innovator 
of the short story, and his observations on the psy­
chology of the reader, the need for artistic compres­
sion, and the logic of the creative process have 
made indelible marks on the generations of writers 
who have followed him. But in the popular 
mind—and unlike most of  his contemporaries, Poe 
remains a writer of broad general appeal—he has 

become a captive of his own legend; his name still summons up visions of a haunted, 
erratic genius who has little in common with the meticulous craftsman of criticism, 
fiction, and poetry, whose brief career is perhaps without equal in the intensity of its 
artistic triumphs and the depths of its personal frustrations.

Born in Boston, Poe was the child of actors and orphaned at two; he neverthe­
less lived a privileged childhood that included travel and education in England as 
the ward of John Allan, a wealthy Richmond merchant from whom Poe took his 
middle name. After a profligate year at the University of Virginia, successful mili­
tary service (under the name of “Edgar A. Perry”), and an abortive stay at West 
Point, Poe suffered the loss of his adoring  foster mother, Elizabeth Allan, and broke 
permanently with his foster father. In 1836 he married his thirteen-year-old cousin, 
Virginia, and set about a literary career, succeeding as contributor and editor of sev­
eral prominent magazines. The publication of his poem “The Raven” in 1845 
made him famous across the English-speaking world; however, his irregular habits, 
demanding standards, unpredictable temper, and excessive drinking—a problem 
that grew more severe following the death of his wife in 1847—led to unemploy­
ment, poverty, and despair. He died at forty under mysterious circumstances, after 
having been found ill and incoherent on a Baltimore street. After his death, the 
slanderous misrepresentations of Poes literary executor Rufus Wilmot Griswold 
helped to create the sensational notoriety that still clings to his name.

Poe's poetry and short fiction have influenced writers as diverse as Charles 
Baudelaire and Stephen King. He should first be credited for his early contributions 
to such genres as science fiction, the horror tale, and, most importantly, the detective 
story, which he is generally credited with having invented. Arthur Conan Doyle 
probably could not have created Sherlock Holmes without the prior example of Poes 
Parisian sleuth, C. Auguste Dupin. Poes most enduring contribution to the develop­
ment of the short story, however, can be found in his criticism. In a famous review 
of Nathaniel Hawthornes Twice-Told Tales, he first formulated his “philosophy of 
composition, ” in which all of the writer’s energies must be channeled toward pro­
ducing a single, intense response in the reader. Though Poe had little interest in the 
realism and social concerns of his literary descendants, his call for an essential “unity
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of impression" established the key criterion by which the success or failure of a short 
story has historically been gauged. Still, to think of Poe as only a mechanic of words 
or manipulator of rhythms and refrains is as great an error as dwelling on the or­
nate Gothic surfaces of his tales. As D. H. Lawrence, no uncritical admirer of Poe, 
said, “He was an adventurer into vaults and cellars and horrible underground pas­
sages of the human soul. He sounded the horror and the warning of his own doom.'

The Fall of the House of Usher 1845

Son coeur est un luth suspendu; 
Sitot qu’on le touche il resonne.0

—De Beranger 
During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the 

year, when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I had been pass­
ing alone, on horseback, through a singularly dreary tract of country; and at 
length found myself, as the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the 
melancholy House of Usher. I know not how it was—but, with the first 
glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit. I say 
insufferable; for the feeling was unrelieved by any of that half-pleasurable, be­
cause poetic, sentiment, with which the mind usually receives even the sternest 
natural images of the desolate or terrible. I looked upon the scene before me— 
upon the mere house, and the simple landscape features of the domain—upon 
the bleak walls—upon the vacant eyelike windows—upon a few rank sedges— 
and upon a few white trunks of decayed trees—with an utter depression of 
soul which I can compare to no earthly sensation more properly than to the 
after-dream of the reveller upon opium—the bitter lapse into every-day life— 
the hideous dropping off of the veil. There was an iciness, a sinking, a sicken­
ing of the heart—an unredeemed dreariness of thought which no goading of 
the imagination could torture into aught of the sublime. What was it—I 
paused to think—what was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of 
the House of Usher? It was a mystery all insoluble; nor could I grapple with 
the shadowy fancies that crowded upon me as I pondered. I was forced to fall 
back upon the unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, there are 
combinations of very simple natural objects which have the power of thus af­
fecting us, still the analysis of this power lies among considerations beyond our 
depth. It was possible, I reflected, that a mere different arrangement of the par­
ticulars of the scene, of the details of the picture, would be sufficient to mod-

Son . . . resonne: Poe has adapted two famous lines from rhe French poet Pierre-Jean de Beranger 
(1780-1857). They translate as “His heart is a lightly strung lute; / As soon as one touches it, it 
resounds.” Beranger’s original reads “My heart. . . .”



Franz Kafka

1883-1924, Austro-Hungarian

Franz Kafka was born into a German-speaking 
Jewish family in Prague (then part of the Austro- 
Hungarian empire). He was the only surviving 
son of a domineering, successful father. After 
earning a law degree, Kafka worked as a claims 
investigator for the state accident insurance com­
pany. At night he worked on his stories, especially 
during his frequent bouts of insomnia. He never 

married and lived mostly with his parents. Kafka was such a careful and self- 
conscious writer that he found it difficult to finish his work and send it out for publi­
cation. During his lifetime he published only a few thin volumes of short fiction, 
most notably The Metamorphosis (1915) and In the Penal Colony (1919). He 
never completed any of his three novels to his own satisfaction. All were published 
posthumously—The Trial (1925), The Castle (1926), and Amerika (1927). As 
Kafka was dying of tuberculosis, he begged his friend and literary executor, Max 
Brod, to burn his uncompleted manuscripts. Brod pondered the request but de­
clined to obey.

Kafkas two major novels, The Trial and The Castle, both depict vast, remote, 
and incompetent bureaucracies in whose power the individual  feels helpless and 
blind. Kafka’s works appear startlingly prophetic to readers looking back on them 
by the later light of Stalinism, World War II, and the Holocaust. His haunting vi­
sion of an alienated modern world led the poet W. H. Auden to remark at mid­
century “Had one to name the author who comes nearest to bearing the same kind 
of relation to our age as Dante, Shakespeare, and Goethe bore to theirs, Kafka is 
the first one would think of.” His novella, The Metamorphosis, which arguably 
has the most famous opening sentence in twentieth-century literature, shows 
Kafka’s dreamlike fiction at its most brilliant and most disturbing. His distinctive 
style presents extreme or absurd situations in a deliberately understated manner. 
Kafka also revitalized the parable as a modernist literary form, using it to explore 
the existential enigmas and absurdities of contemporary life. His work has had im­
measurable impact on late twentieth-century fiction. A short list of writers who 
cite Kafka as a formative influence would include Albert Camus, Samuel Beckett, 
Jorge Luis Borges, Eugene Ionesco, Gabriel Garcia. Marquez, Milan Kundera, 
and Italo Calvino.
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Ernest Hemingway

1899—1961, American

Ernest Miller Hemingway was born in Oak Park, 
Illinois, an affluent suburb of Chicago, the son of 
a doctor who introduced his son to the outdoors. 
(Hunting and fishing remained passionate inter­
ests of Hemingway throughout his life and figure 
in many of his stories and novels.) Hemingway 
wrote a weekly column for his high school paper 
and contributed poems to the school magazine.

Instead of attending college, he took a junior reporter job at the Kansas City Star. 
This early experience in daily journalism, which demanded compression, objectiv­
ity, and immediacy, influenced his mature literary style. Before America entered 
World War I, the still teen-aged Hemingway wanted to see the action first-hand. 
Repeatedly rejected for Allied military service because of a defective eye, he volun­
teered as a Red Cross ambulance driver. He served in Italy, and in 1918 the 
nineteen-year-old was seriously wounded by shrapnel in both legs while delivering 
supplies to front-line troops. After convalescence in Milan, an experience he drew 
on in later fiction, Hemingway returned home but found readjustment to his pre­
war life difficult.

Hemingway now began writing fiction seriously but was compelled to work 
in journalism to support himself After his first marriage in 1921, the young cou­
ple moved to Paris, where Hemingway served as a correspondent for the Toronto 
Star. These early years in Paris proved decisive. Influenced both by his intensely 
attentive readings of classic authors like Chekhov and Tolstoy and by the more im­
mediate presence in Paris of his fellow American emigre Modernists like Gertrude 
Stein and Ezra Pound, Hemingway slowly perfected the terse, direct, and under­
stated style that would change the direction of modern American fiction. Heming­
ways celebrated prose style embodies Pound’s definition of the “Imagist” method 
that demands “direct treatment of the ‘thing” and “the use of absolutely no word 
that does not contribute to the total design. ” (Hemingway commented about 
Pound, “He's teaching me to write, and I'm teaching him to box. ”) Hemingways 
creative work was first published in Three Stories and Ten Poems (1923) and 
In Our Time (1925). Encouraged by the success of his short stories, Hemingway 
gave up newspaper work and undertook his first serious novel, The Sun Also 
Rises (1926), a vivid depiction of the “lost generation” of aimless young ex­
patriates in France and Spain. More stories and novels followed; A Farewell 
to Arms (1929) was a success with readers and brought Hemingway his first 
widespread celebrity.

Following divorce in 1927 and immediate remarriage, Hemingway moved 
from Paris to Key West, Florida with his second wife, and adopted the persona of
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'‘Papa Hemingway, ” a vigorous sportsman and brawling drinker. To the delight of 
journalists and the detriment of his health, Hemingway would play this overtly 
robust role for the remainder of his life. Returning to Spain, he wrote Death in the 
Afternoon (1932), a nonfiction study of bullfighting. Traveling on safari across the 
Serengeti Plains of Tanzania led to several major stories and to Green Hills of 
Africa (1935), a semifictionalized account of a hunting expedition. He revisited 
Spain in 1937 to cover the Spanish Civil War, and this experience resulted in For 
Whom the Bell Tolls (1940), the best-selling novel of his career.

In 1939 Hemingway moved to Cuba, where he lived on an estate outside Ha­
vana, indulging his love of deep-sea fishing. He also married for a third time to 
Martha Gellhorn, a journalist. During World War II, Hemingway again served as 
a war correspondent. He flew missions with the Royal Air Force, and on D-Day he 
crossed the English Channel with American troops. (Later, when the Allied troops 
liberated Paris from the German occupation, newsman Hemingway personally “lib­
erated” the Hotel Ritz bar.) In 1944 he divorced and remarried once again while 
writing Across the River and into the Trees (1950), a novel about a former U.S. 
Army officer, which was a critical failure. The quality of his work declined seriously 
in the 1950s, though he did score a significant triumph with The Old Man and 
the Sea (1952), a novella that was published in its entirety in Life magazine and 
later became a best-seller. This heroic work not only won Hemingway his only 
Pulitzer Prize, but it was reportedly the book most responsible for his 1954 Nobel 
Prize. (He could not accept the prize in person because he had suffered serious in­
juries in a plane crash while on safari in Africa.)

In his last years Hemingways mental and physical health began to decline. The 
loss of his Cuban home during Fidel Castro’s revolution deepened the depression 
that had plagued him intermittently for years. He moved to Ketchum, Idaho, where 
he completed a memoir of his Paris years, A Moveable Feast (published posthu­
mously in 1964), which ranks as one of his finest works. “There is no lonelier 
man, ” he wrote in a discarded draft of his Nobel acceptance speech, “than the writer 
when he is writing—except the suicide. ” After undergoing debilitating electric shock 
therapy for depression at the Mayo Clinic, the sixty-one-year-old author committed 
suicide at home in 1961.

Hemingway so completely embodied the public image of the successful Ameri­
can male writer that even today—four decades after his death—it is difficult to sep­
arate the macho celebrity from the serious artist, or differentiate the carousing 
sportsman from the innovative stylist. The complexity of his life and personality still 
fascinates biographers, even though a dozen major studies have already appeared. 
Hemingways impact continues to be felt on modern fiction. His greatest contribu­
tion may lie in the terse, stripped-down quality of his early stories, which renders 
contemporary alienation with stark concrete details and with dialogue that accu­
rately captures the speech of hobos, waiters, bookies, and boxers. Even though his 
style has often been parodied, few subsequent fiction writers have been able to escape 
its influence. Yet it would be a mistake to look at Hemingway merely as a technical 
innovator. His style succeeds because it is so inextricably wedded to the tragic vision



Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman

1860-1935, American

Charlotte Perkins Gilman was born in Hartford, 
Connecticut. Her father was the writer Frederick 
Beecher Perkins (a nephew of reformer-novelist 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author of Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, and abolitionist minister Henry Ward 
Beecher), but he abandoned the family shortly 
after his daughter’s birth. Raised in meager sur­

roundings, the young Gilman adopted her intellectual Beecher aunts as role models. 
As her mother moved from one relation to another, Gilmans early education was 
neglected. At fifteen she had had only four years of schooling. In 1878 she studied 
commercial art at the Rhode Island School of Design. In 1884 she married Charles 
Walter Stetson, an artist. After the birth of her one daughter, she experienced severe 
depression. The rest cure her doctor prescribed became the basis of her most famous
story, “The Yellow Wallpaper.”

Gilmans first marriage ended in an amicable divorce. A celebrated essayist and 
public speaker, Gilman became an important early figure in American feminism. 
Her study Women and Economics (1898) stressed the importance of both sexes 
having a place in the working world. Her feminist-Utopian novel, Herland 
(1915), described a thriving nation of women without men. In 1900 Gilman mar­
ried a second time—more happily—to her cousin George Houghton Gilman. After 
his sudden death in 1934, Gilman discovered she had inoperable breast cancer. 
After finishing her autobiography, she killed herself with chloroform in Pasadena,
California.

Although Gilmans work had been praised by influential critics (like William 
Dean Howells), her fiction had already fallen into obscurity by the time of her 
death. By midcentury, her critical reputation was so marginal that her name did 
not even appear in most literary reference works. In 1973, however, a new edition 
of “The Yellow Wallpaper” appeared with an afterword by Elaine Hedges that 
claimed Gilmans tale was a small feminist masterpiece—an assertion subsequent 
critics have endorsed.

“The Yellow Wallpaper” combines standard elements of Gothic fiction (the iso­
lated country mansion, the brooding atmosphere of the room, the aloof but domi­
nating husband) with the fresh clarity of Gilmans feminist perspective. The origi­
nality of Gilmans prose style is also worth noting. Nervous, disjunctive, and 
deliberately awkward, it communicates the mental anxiety and instability of the 
narrator. Although borrowed in equal parts from the simple prose of popular maga­
zine fiction and the unreliable narrators of Edgar Allan Poe, Gilman’s style remains 
distinctively her own.
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■ Author’s Perspective

Kate Chopin
My Writing Method 1899
Eight or nine years ago I began to write stories—short stories which ap­

peared in the magazines, and I forthwith began to suspect I had the writing 
habit. The public shared this impression, and called me an author. Since then, 
though I have written many short stories and a novel or two, I am forced to 
admit that I have not the writing habit. But it is hard to make people with the 
questioning habit believe this.

“How, where, when, why, what do you write?” are some of the questions that 
I remember. How do I write? On a lapboard with a block of paper, a stub pen, 
and a bottle of ink bought at the corner grocery, which keeps the best in town.

Where do I write? In a Morris chair beside the window, where I can see a 
few trees and a patch of sky, more or less blue.

When do I write? I am greatly tempted here to use slang and reply “any old 
time,” but that would lend a tone of levity to this bit of confidence, whose seri­
ousness I want to keep intact if possible. So I shall say I write in the morning, 
when not too strongly drawn to struggle with the intricacies of a pattern, and 
in the afternoon, if the temptation to try a new furniture polish on an old table 
leg is not too powerful to be denied; sometimes at night, though as I grow older 
I am more and more inclined to believe that night was made for sleep.

“Why do I write?” is a question which I have often asked myself and never 
very satisfactorily answered. Story-writing—at least with me—is the sponta­
neous expression of impressions gathered goodness knows where. To seek the 
source, the impulse of a story is like tearing a flower to pieces for wantonness.

What do I write? Well, not everything that comes into my head, but 
much of what I have written lies between the covers of my books.

There are stories that seem to write themselves, and others which posi­
tively refuse to be written—which no amount of coaxing can bring to any­
thing. I do not believe any writer has ever made a “portrait” in fiction. A trick, 
a mannerism, a physical trait or mental characteristic go a very short way to­
wards portraying the complete individual in real life who suggests the individ­
ual in the writer’s imagination. The “material” of a writer is to the last degree 
uncertain, and I fear not marketable. I have been told stories which were 
looked upon as veritable gold mines by the generous narrators who placed 
them at my disposal. I have been taken to spots supposed to be alive with local 
color. I have been introduced to excruciating characters with frank permission 
to use them as I liked, but never, in any single instance, has such material been 
of the slightest service. I am completely at the mercy of unconscious selection. 
To such an extent is this true, that what is called the polishing up process has 
always proved disastrous to my work, and I avoid it, preferring the integrity of 
crudities to artificialities.

St. Louis Post Dispatch 
November 26, 1899



Doris Lessing

b. 1919, Rhodesian, Naturalized British

Doris Lessing was born Doris Taylor in Persia 
(now Iran) in 1919. When she was five years old, 
her father, who had been a captain in the British 
army and later a bank manager in Persia, moved 
the family to an isolated farm in the British colony 
of Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). As a teenager Less­
ing rebelled against her mother's plans to educate 
her as a British gentlewoman. At fifteen, she ran 

away and supported herself by working secretarial jobs in Rhodesia's capital, Salis­
bury. She married twice and had three children. In 1949, however, Lessing and her 
youngest child left Africa and her second husband to live in London. From that 
time she earned her living as a writer. She was briefly a member and organizer for 
the British Communist party, which she credits with teaching her “a great deal, 
chiefly about the nature of political power, how groups of people operate. "She some­
times turns that knowledge to comic purposes as in “The Day Stalin Died, "a satire 
in which politics prove mostly personal.

Lessing's experience in Africa haunts her work. As she depicts Rhodesia in her 
first two books—the novel, The Grass Is Singing (1950), and the short-story col­
lection, This Was the Old Chief’s Country (1951)—relations between Rhode­
sians were polarized. The English colonial minority, like her family, depended on 
native Africans for every kind of work, but they established dehumanizing racial 
barriers between the black and white populations. Lessing condemns the racism but 
ultimately sees it as “Only one aspect of the atrophy of the imagination which pre­
vents us from seeing ourselves in every creature that breathes under the sun. " Indeed, 
she describes relations between white husbands and wives as similarly divided. The 
conventions of planter society and the stress of living in an alien environment 
merely made more extreme, Lessing maintains, the already deep estrangement be­
tween British men and women. In her African fiction, Lessing depicts various at­
tempts to change these habits of thought and behavior, particularly on the part of 
the young, as tragically counterbalanced by apathy and fatalism.

In 1962, Lessing published what was to become her best-known work, The 
Golden Notebook. This innovative novel alternates conventional narrative with ex­
cerpts from the diary of its heroine, Anna Wulf, a writer struggling to redefine herself 
in relation to men and to her work. The novel was lauded for its frank portrayal of 
women's need to change their political and domestic roles, and it soon became a 
touchstone for feminist intellectuals. Lessing's Children of Violence (1952—1969), a 
quintet of novels with a quasi-autobiographical protagonist named Martha Quest, 
reflected the author's experiences in Africa and as a newcomer to London. The final 
book in the series, The Four-Gated City (1969), ended on an apocalyptic note that 
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presaged much of Lessings Liter work. In the 1970s she began to publish science fic­
tion, much of it collected in the series Canopus in Argus (1979), which continued 
to convey her interest in postapocalyptic possibilities. Lessings fascination with disas­
ter and its potential as an agent of social change is perhaps most evident in her phan­
tasmagoric novel, The Memoirs of a Survivor (1974), in which a woman watches 
through a window as the city around her falls into chaos and ruin. Lessing has also 
written drama, poetry, and nonfiction, as well as novels under a pseudonym. In 
1983, with The Diary- of a Good Neighbour, she began to publish occasional 
works under the name "Jane Somers, "a trick that Lessing says allowed her to enlarge 
her range of authorial tone and approach. She also experimented with a graphic 
novel, a narrative told in comic book form, Playing the Game (1993).

Although Lessing is best known for her novels, her most enduring achievement 
may ultimately prove to be her short stories. Her commitment to the form has been 
serious and long-term. She has published more than a dozen collections of short fic­
tion—ranging from the early African stories to recent work. Compact, incisive, and 
original, they show her mastery of the realist mode—creating credible individuals in 
complex and convincing social situations. “A Woman on a Roof " takes a simple situ­
ation and presents the various ways it affects a diverse group of characters. Lessing’s 
particular genius is to capture the psychological immediacy and intellectual impact of 
a narrative situation without simplifying it into some preexisting ideology. Deeply 
feminist, she allows her stories to embody feminist insights without ever becoming 
limited by them.

A Woman on a Roof 1963

It was during the week of hot sun, that June.

Three men were at work on the roof, where the leads got so hot they had 
the idea of throwing water on to cool them. But the water steamed, then siz­
zled; and they made jokes about getting an egg from some woman in the flats 
under them, to poach it for their dinner. By two it was not possible to touch 
the guttering they were replacing, and they speculated about what workmen 
did in regularly hot countries. Perhaps they should borrow kitchen gloves with 
the egg? They were all a bit dizzy, not used to the heat; and they shed their 
coats and stood side by side squeezing themselves into a foot-wide patch of 
shade against a chimney, careful to keep their feet in the thick socks and boots 
out of the sun. There was a fine view across several acres of roofs. Not far off a 
man sat in a deck chair reading the newspapers. Then they saw her, between 
chimneys, about fifty yards away. She lay face down on a brown blanket. They 
could see the top part of her: black hair, a flushed solid back, arms spread out.

“She’s stark naked,” said Stanley, sounding annoyed.
Harry, the oldest, a man of about forty-five, said: “Looks like it. ’
Young Tom, seventeen, said nothing, but he was excited and grinning. 
Stanley said: “Someone’ll report her if she doesn’t watch out.
“She chinks no one can see,” said Tom, craning his head all ways to see more.



William Faulkner

1897—1962, American

William Cuthbert Faulkner (his name was origi­
nally spelled “Falkner” but a misprint in an early 
book led him to change it) was born in New Al-
bany, Mississippi, near the college town of Oxford, 
where he briefly attended the University of Missis­
sippi. Oxford later became the Jefferson of his fic­
tional Yoknapatawpha County, which was to pro­
vide the setting  for many of his works. In 1918 

Faulkner enlisted in the British Royal Air Force and trained in Canada, but the war 
ended before he saw service. He returned to Mississippi, affecting a limp from a 
nonexistent war wound, worked for a few months in a New York bookstore, and then 
came back to Oxford, serving so ineptly as postmaster that his fellow townspeople (to 
whom he was known as “Count No-Account”) forced his resignation. A local attorney 
with literary interests, Phil Stone, assisted Faulkner in the publication of his first 
book, a poetic sequence called The Marble Faun (1924). During 1925 Faulkner 
turned his attention to fiction and traveled to New Orleans and Europe. Soldiers’ 
Pay, his first novel, was published the next year, and These Thirteen, a collection of 
short stories that included “Red Leaves” and “A Rose for Emily, ” appeared in 1931.

In his early career Faulkner was rarely successful in finding wide readership. As 
late as the mid 1940s he was earning money by writing formula stories for slick 
magazines. As he wryly observed after winning a prize in a contest sponsored by 
Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, “In France I am the father of a literary move­
ment. In Europe I am considered the best modern American and among the first of
all writers. In America I eke out a hack's motion picture wages by winning second 
prize in a manufactured mystery story contest. ” Only Sanctuary (1931), a scan­
dalous comic novel, brought him some public recognition, a notoriety that led to the 
first of many stays in Hollywood where he found employment as a screenwriter in­
termittently for twenty years, often working without screen-credit. His two most cel­
ebrated screenplays were those he cowrote for director Howard Hawks’s To Have 
and Have Not (1945) and The Big Sleep (1946) based on novels by Ernest Hem­
ingway and Raymond Chandler. Eventually Faulkner's most important novels— 
The Sound and the Fury (1929), As I Lay Dying (1930), Light in August 
(1932), and Absalom, Absalom! (1936)—gained him the belated respect of critics 
and fellow writers. He was also praised for pioneering a new genre: novels composed 
of interrelated short stories, in books like The Unvanquished (1938), The Wild 
Palms (1939), and, most prominently, Go Down, Moses (1942), which originally 
bore the subtitle “and Other Stories. ”

When Malcolm Cowleys retrospective collection The Portable Faulkner ap­
peared in 1946, many of Faulkner’s works were out of print, but he had already
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attained a considerable international reputation and assumed the role of writer-in- 
residence at the University of Virginia. In 1950 Faulkner became the fifth Ameri­
can to win the Nobel Prize in literature. If the fiction he published in the remain­
der of his life did not significantly advance his critical reputation, it did find a 
popular audience. During Faulkner's later years, many of his novels and short sto­
ries were made into motion pictures, and his posthumously published novel The 
Reivers (1962) was a best-seller.

With Thomas Wolfe and others, Faulkner was responsible for the flowering of 
Southern fiction that took place in the early decades of the twentieth century. But 
Faulkner, despite his fondness for Mississippi materials, transcended the regional 
label with which many of his Southern contemporaries were content. A sophisti­
cated reader who absorbed and transformed many of the modernist experiments, 
Faulkner employed many unusual narrative techniques in his fiction, including 
stream of consciousness, multiple points of view, disjointed chronology, and unreli­
able narration. R. W. B. Lewis observes, “The difficulty of most of Faulkners stories 
lies in the order of their telling. He has always provided us with lots of action; and 
if his unconventional arrangement of the incidents sometimes resembles a random 
shuffle through a fateful crazy-house, it at least avoids another extreme of modern 
fiction. It never evaporates into atmosphere or aesthetic self-indulgence. ” For his fic­
tional world of Yoknapatawpha, Faulkner created complex genealogies and a 
mythic history that reached back to the primitive Native American inhabitants of 
the region, the world of slaves and the large plantations, and the dissolving society 
of the antebellum aristocracy in the aftermath of the Civil War. Critic Alfred Kazin 
noted shortly before Faulkner’s death that no living American novelist inhabited a 
realm rivaling “the power and breadth of  Faulkners imaginative world. Faulkner 
has an abiding sense that the whole human race can be fitted into his own native 
spot of Mississippi earth, no larger ‘than a postage stamp. ’”

Barn Burning 1939

The store in which the Justice of the Peace’s court was sitting smelled of 
cheese. The boy, crouched on his nail keg at the back of the crowded room, 
knew he smelled cheese, and more: from where he sat he could see the ranked 
shelves close-packed with the solid, squat, dynamic shapes of tin cans whose 
labels his stomach read, not from the lettering which meant nothing to his 
mind but from the scarlet devils and the silver curve of fish—this, the cheese 
which he knew he smelled and the hermetic meat which his intestines believed 
he smelled coming in intermittent gusts momentary and brief between the 
other constant one, the smell and sense just a little of fear because mostly of 
despair and grief, the old fierce pull of blood. He could not see the table where 
the Justice sat and before which his father and his father’s enemy {our enemy 
he thought in that despair: ourn! mine and hisn both! He’s my father!) stood, 



James Baldwin

1924-1987, American

James Arthur Baldwin was born in Harlem, the 
adopted son of a fundamentalist minister. As a 
child, Baldwin planned to be a clergyman and de­
livered sermons in a storefront church, but eventu­
ally he abandoned both preaching and Christianity. 
He was encouraged in his early attempts at writing 

by one of his high-school teachers, the poet Countee Cullen, and later by fellow 
African-American writer Richard Wright. At seventeen Baldwin left home to live in 
Greenwich Village where he worked menial jobs. Within a year, he began publishing. 
His work appeared in the New Leader, Commentary, and the Nation. He traveled 
extensively in Europe, settling in France, where he resided for most of his adult life. 
Baldwins first novel, Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953), describes a single day in 
the lives of the members of a Harlem church and draws extensively on his difficult re­
lationship with his father. This novel, the short stories gathered in Going to Meet 
the Man (1965), and collections of essays like Notes of a Native Son (1955) estab­
lished him as one of the leading black voices of the 1950s and 1960s.

Despite his close identification with racial questions, Baldwin resisted being pi­
geonholed. His second novel, the Paris-based Giovanni’s Room (1956), dealt with 
a homosexual relationship between a white American expatriate and a charismatic, 
doomed young Italian. Giovanni’s Room was criticized by other African-American 
writers as self-indulgent at a time when black writers felt under considerable pres­
sure to speak out for social and political reform. While a subsequent novel, Another 
Country (1962), again explored sexual themes, Baldwin returned to racial ques­
tions in Nobody Knows My Name (1961), The Fire Next Time (1963), No 
Name in the Street (1972), and The Evidence of Things Not Seen (1985), an 
investigation of the serial murders of black youth in Atlanta in the early 1980s. 
Baldwin died in St. Paul de Vence in 1987. He is buried in Ardsley, New York. Al­
though he spent more than half his life in France, Baldwin did not consider himself 
an expatriate, explaining that the label applied only to white American writers-in- 
exile. His childhood home, Harlem, remained the source of his most intense creative 
impulses, and a vivid presence in his writing throughout his career.
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