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Concerning What You  
Are About to Read 

 
ON New Year’s Day, 1892, Guy de Maupassant’s mother fell on her knees 
and begged the 42 year old writer not to leave her home – to stay with her 
and rest. She was horrified by his shaggy appearance, and her premonitions 
proved cringingly accurate. Refusing her pleas, he fled into the night. His 
mind reeling from the syphilis boiling in his brain, the artist arrived at his 
home in Cannes where his manservant valiantly attempted to rally his 
spirits. In the morning he rose and drove a paper knife into his throat. It 
was the climax of his mental devolution, and while he survived the wound, 
he was committed to an asylum from which he was never released. His 
mind hemorrhaged impulses. He rushed around his cell, licking the walls, 
howling like a wolf, and gushing paranoid accusations. He begged to be 
straight-jacketed when he sensed the fits coming on – which they did with 
frequency. In June, ’93, he collapsed into a seizure, and lapsed into a coma. 
He never awoke. His heart stopped beating on July 6.  
   One of the greatest contributors to the short story genre, de Maupassant 
stands alongside Hawthorne, Hemingway, Irving, Poe, Kipling, James, 
Tolstoy, Turgenev, Balzac, Kafka, and Hoffmann as a major artist in the 
genre. While we will look exclusively at his macabre writing, it would be 
remiss to proceed much further without recommending his literary fiction. 
“The Necklace,” “Ball of Fat,” “Two Friends,” “Mother Savage,” and Bel-Ami 
enjoy an international reputation, and in France his work continues to be 
treasured alongside Flaubert, Balzac, Voltaire, and Dumas – his principle 
French influences. Often pessimistic, always cynical, de Maupassant’s 
writing resembles that of American writers such as Ambrose Bierce, Mark 
Twain, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Edgar Allan Poe, and Herman Melville. His 
horror is similarly caustic, and it is often difficult to discern what in his 
oeuvre should be considered horror versus literary. Indeed, there is often 
crossover, and few members of this anthology are distinctly horrific, much 
like the broodingly macabre writings of Poe, Hawthorne, and Hoffmann: 
rather than splashing loudly, they bubble and percolate on a low, droning 
simmer.  
   Born in 1850, Henri René Albert Guy de Maupassant (pronounced ghee 
deh maw-pah-sawñ) wrote professionally for a paltry eleven years before 
succumbing to syphilitic psychosis. His works, however, exceeded three-
hundred in number. Among those, it has been estimated that nearly twenty 
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percent could be defined as weird, horror, or macabre. In this anthology I 
have assembled those which come closest to falling under the umbrella 
term of speculative fiction. Some are simply strange or dark (“The Dead 
Girl,” “The Grave,” “The Inn,” “On the River”), many involve gauging the 
borderlands between sanity and madness (“Am I Insane?,” “He?,” “The 
White Wolf”), but several (“The Apparition,” “The Horla,” “Who Knows?,” 
“The Hand”)are baldly supernatural.  
   De Maupassant’s writing circles around several themes, the most 
pervasive of which is the decadence, perversity, and infidelity of 
humankind. Like Bierce, Lovecraft, Poe, Hawthorne, and O’Brien, de 
Maupassant was a fierce cynic, hateful of society, underwhelmed by human 
fidelity, virtue, and intelligence, convinced of the depravity of the human 
spirit, and certain of the species’ unimportance and vulnerability in the 
enormity of the cosmos. His writing, much like Hawthorne and Melville’s, 
centered largely around examples of human depravity and moral weakness. 
Horror often rides side-car to satire, but the two are excellent travel 
companions, enhancing one another’s power. Stories such as “The Dead 
Girl,” “Am I Insane?,” “The Inn,” “He?,” “Magnetism,” and “Diary of a 
Madman” showcase human frailty and hypocrisy, sometimes in gruesome 
manners. “Diary of a Madman” famously begins with the grand funeral of a 
respected and beloved judge, only for his private journal to be unearthed, 
its contents exposing the deranged thoughts and psychopathic 
preoccupations of a sadistic serial killer. In “The Dead Girl,” a man mourns 
the loss of his beloved, only to learn (through a macabre nightmare) that 
she caught her fatal cold while cheating on him. “Am I Insane?” offers us 
another couple tangled in a psychologically sadomasochistic relationship, 
wherein the submissive man becomes engorged with jealousy at the 
thought that his haughty lover might be having an affair – with her horse.  
   More standard tales of horror and terror and the weird certainly make an 
appearance. “The Hand” and “The Flayed Hand” were both inspired by an 
incident in his youth when the British poet Algernon Swinburne showed 
him a mummified hand. Both may claim instrumental in inspiring a 
number of severed-limb revenge tales such as W. W. Jacob’s “The Monkey’s 
Paw,” A. Conan Doyle’s “The Brown Hand,” and Jerome K. Jerome’s “Marble 
Hands” and “The Skeleton.” “On the River” is a ghoulish, atmospheric work 
that invests the sparkling waters of daylight with an ominous malignance 
in the dusk. Algernon Blackwood’s “The Willows” and Irvin F. Cobb’s “Fish-
head” find inspiration here. “The Apparition” is a rare French ghost story 
written in the English model of Henry James, Charles Dickens, and Edith 
Wharton. But it is “The Horla” – a story about an invisible, “modern” 
vampire who thrives on subjugating humankind – that claims the most 
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honor. A likely reworking of Fitz-James O’Brien’s “What Was It?,” “The 
Horla” attracted attention from Bierce, Blackwood, and Lovecraft, whose 
respective masterpieces “The Damned Thing,” “The Willows,” and “The 
Call of Cthulhu” each feature an invasive, invisible (or unseen) 
supernatural force that stalks men’s thoughts.  
   Like O’Brien, whose racism and religious chauvinism are difficult to 
digest, de Maupassant’s writings rage with misogyny and misanthropy 
which often interrupt and stain pleasurable reading. His mother, a free-
thinking woman who separated from her husband and took her children 
with her, was a strong and pervasive figure in his life who directed his 
education and saw to his intellectual growth. Nonetheless, de Maupassant 
was a prolific philanderer, contracting syphilis in 1874 in the midst of a 
storied career of affairs, one night stands, and whoring. His stories 
“Magnetism,” “He?,” “The Dead Girl,” and “Am I Insane?” showcase his 
distrust of and objectification of women quite adequately, though a quick 
perusal through his literary fiction will reveal a vast stockpile of sexism. We 
may wonder if his mother’s anachronistic decision to liberate herself from 
her husband shook her son’s confidence in the constancy of women – a 
topic which he fondly addresses and readdresses. And yet, his work is not 
without its compassion towards females. Tender and graceful, “The 
Apparition” is startlingly critical of emotional abuse towards women, and 
“The Grave” – a predecessor to his tremendously distrustful “The Dead 
Girl” – examines the touching heartbreak of young love lost (though not 
without the aid of her bloated corpse oozing dead, congealed blood). 
   De Maupassant is a rarity to Oldstyle Tales Press in that he was not 
published in the English language. For a variety of reasons, we have 
attempted to limit our publications to those which do not require a 
translator. Primarily this is meant to limit our scope, and narrow our focus. 
It is noteworthy that many of the great supernatural works are the product 
of the English-speaking world – the writers of Canada, Scotland, England, 
Wales, Ireland, the United States, and Australia. This is not, of course, the 
only source of great supernatural fiction. Germany (Hoffmann, Goethe, 
Friedrich H. Karl, Meinhold, Ewers, Gotthelf), France (Hugo, Balzac, 
Gautier, Flaubert, Baudelaire, Merimée, Huysmans) Eastern Europe 
(Meyrink, Ansky, Grabinski, Dashkov, ), Russia (Turgenev, Zhelikhovsky, 
Dostoevsky, Amfiteatrov, Grin, Gogol), and Japan (Akinari, Kidō, Rohan, 
Kōtarō) – among other nations and language groups – have provided 
superb practitioners of the art. De Maupassant may be the first of a longer 
line of international writers whom we publish (Hoffmann is certainly on 
the short list), but translated fiction brings benefits along with concerns. 
We are pleased to be able to introduce de Maupassant to non-
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Francophones, but acknowledge that the sheer elegance of his prose is 
diluted – lost, if you will – in translation. For this we apologize, however we 
leave you in the capable hands of the translators. De Maupassant’s stories 
are infamous for their myriad of titles in English (“Lui?” has been titled 
“He?” “Him?” and “The Terror”), so we have included all of the known titles 
in the table of contents to assist with reading.  
   As you enter into de Maupassant’s world, note that in spite of the disease 
which ravaged his mind, his work is stellar, evocative, crisp, and literary. 
During the decade that he produced work, his stories truly began to show 
signs of his sickness – thematically, not stylistically. Insanity and loss of 
perspective haunt his tales. While his specters are rarely entirely 
supernatural, they are nearly always quite chilling, even more so when one 
considers the source – the transposition of insanity to the written word.  
 
M. Grant Kellermeyer 
Madison, Indiana, November 2013   
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IT is perhaps fitting that we commence a survey of de Maupassant’s macabre 
fiction with a story that deftly interweaves his chief thematic concerns: the 
infidelity of mankind, bipolarity of human character, and the instability of 
reason and sanity. “Was It a Dream?” is an excellent example of de 
Maupassant’s cynical fixation with mistrust and deceit – particularly (as we 
shall see) in the character of females. Women are depicted as fickle, 
malicious, inconstant, and diabolical throughout his oeuvre. His story “The 
Unknown” studies the case of a woman who enchants a man with a magical 
talisman, seemingly for the sheer pleasure of possessing his attention. As we 
will find out, the examples of de Maupassant’s bitter misogyny are not rare, 
nor are they limited to the female of the species – if any writer carried the 
title of misanthropist, it was Guy de Maupassant.  

        
 
 

Was it a Dream? 
{1890} 

 
“I had loved her madly! Why does one love? Why does one love? How 
queer it is to see only one being in the world, to have only one thought in 
one’s mind, only one desire in the heart, and only one name on the lips; a 
name which comes up continually, which rises like the water in a spring, 
from the depths of the soul, which rises to the lips, and which one repeats 
over and over again which one whispers ceaselessly, everywhere, like a 
prayer. 
   “I am going to tell you our story, for love only has one, which is always 
the same. I met her and loved her; that is all. And for a whole year I have 
lived on her tenderness, on her caresses, in her arms, in her dresses, on her 
words, so completely wrapped up, bound, imprisoned in everything which 
came from her, that I no longer knew whether it was day or night, if I was 
dead or alive, on this old earth of ours, or elsewhere. 
    “And then she died. How? I do not know. I no longer know; but one 
evening she came home wet, for it was raining heavily, and the next day 
she coughed, and she coughed for about a week, and took to her bed. What 
happened I do not remember now, but doctors came, wrote and went 
away. Medicines were brought, and some women made her drink them. 
Her hands were hot, her forehead was burning, and her eyes bright and 
sad. When I spoke to her, she answered me, but I do not remember what 
we said. I have forgotten everything, everything, everything! She died, and I 
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very well remember her slight, feeble sigh. The nurse said: ‘Ah! and I 
understood, I understood!’ 
    “I knew nothing more, nothing. I saw a priest, who said: ‘Your mistress?’ 
and it seemed to me as if he were insulting her. As she was dead, nobody 
had the right to know that any longer, and I turned him out. Another came 
who was very kind and tender, and I shed tears when he spoke to me about 
her. 
    “They consulted me about the funeral, but I do not remember anything 
that they said, though I recollected the coffin, and the sound of the 
hammer when they nailed her down in it. Oh! God, God! 
    “She was buried! Buried! She! In that hole! Some people came — female 
friends. I made my escape, and ran away; I ran, and then I walked through 
the streets, and went home, and the next day I started on a journey.” 
    “Yesterday I returned to Paris, and when I saw my room again — our 
room, our bed, our furniture, everything that remains of the life of a 
human being after death, I was seized by such a violent attack of fresh 
grief, that I was very near opening the window and throwing myself out 
into the street. As I could not remain any longer among these things, 
between these walls which had enclosed and sheltered her, and which 
retained a thousand atoms of her, of her skin and of her breath in their 
imperceptible crevices, I took up my hat to make my escape, and just as I 
reached the door, I passed the large glass in the hall, which she had put 
there so that she might be able to look at herself every day from head to 
foot as she went out, to see if her toilet looked well, and was correct and 
pretty, from her little boots to her bonnet. 
    “And I stopped short in front of that looking-glass in which she had so 
often been reflected. So often, so often, that it also must have retained her 
reflection. I was standing there, trembling, with my eyes fixed on the glass 
— on that flat, profound, empty glass — which had contained her entirely, 
and had possessed her as much as I had, as my passionate looks had. I felt 
as if I loved that glass. I touched it, it was cold. Oh! the recollection! 
sorrowful mirror, burning mirror, horrible mirror, which makes us suffer 
such torments! Happy are the men whose hearts forget everything that it 
has contained, everything that has passed before it, everything that has 
looked at itself in it, that has been reflected in its affection, in its love! How 
I suffer! 
    “I went on without knowing it, without wishing it; I went towards the 
cemetery. I found her simple grave, a white marble cross, with these few 
words: 
    “‘She loved, was loved, and died.’ 
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    “She is there, below, decayed! How horrible! I sobbed with my forehead 
on the ground, and I stopped there for a long time, a long time. Then I saw 
that it was getting dark, and a strange, a mad wish, the wish of a despairing 
lover seized me. I wished to pass the night, the last night in weeping on her 
grave. But I should be seen and driven out. How was I to manage? I was 
cunning, and got up, and began to roam about in that city of the dead. I 
walked and walked. How small this city is, in comparison with the other, 
the city in which we live: And yet, how much more numerous the dead are 
than the living. We want high houses, wide streets, and much room for the 
four generations who see the daylight at the same time, drink water from 
the spring, and wine from the vines, and eat the bread from the plains. 
    “And for all the generations of the dead, for all that ladder of humanity 
that has descended down to us, there is scarcely anything afield, scarcely 
anything! The earth takes them back, oblivion effaces them. Adieu! 
    “At the end of the abandoned cemetery, I suddenly perceived that the 
one where those who have been dead a long time finish mingling with the 
soil, where the crosses themselves decay, where the last comers will be put 
tomorrow. It is full of untended roses, of strong and dark cypress trees, a 
sad and beautiful garden, nourished on human flesh.   
 “I was alone, perfectly alone, and so I crouched in a green tree, and hid 
myself there completely among the thick and somber branches, and I 
waited, clinging to the stem, like a shipwrecked man does to a plank. 
    “When it was quite dark, I left my refuge and began to walk softly, 
slowly, inaudibly, through that ground full of dead people, and I wandered 
about for a long time, but could not find her again. I went on with 
extended arms, knocking against the tombs with my hands, my feet, my 
knees, my chest, even with my head, without being able to find her. I 
touched and felt about like a blind man groping his way, I felt the stones, 
the crosses, the iron railings, the metal wreaths, and the wreaths of faded 
flowers! I read the names with my fingers, by passing them over the letters. 
What a night! What a night! I could not find her again! 
    “There was no moon. What a night! I am frightened, horribly frightened 
in these narrow paths, between two rows of graves. Graves! graves! graves! 
nothing but graves! On my right, on my left, in front of me, around me, 
everywhere there were graves! I sat down on one of them, for I could not 
walk any longer, my knees were so weak. I could hear my heart beat! And I 
could hear something else as well. What? A confused, nameless noise. Was 
the noise in my head in the impenetrable night, or beneath the mysterious 
earth, the earth sown with human corpses? I looked all around me, but I  
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cannot say how long I remained there; I was paralyzed with terror, drunk 
with fright, ready to shout out, ready to die. 
  “Suddenly, it seemed to me as if the slab of marble on which I was sitting, 
was moving. Certainly, it was moving, as if it were being raised. With a 
bound, I sprang on to the neighboring tomb, and I saw, yes, I distinctly saw 
the stone which I had just quitted, rise upright, and the dead person 
appeared, a naked skeleton, which was pushing the stone back with its 
bent back. I saw it quite clearly, although the night was so dark. On the 
cross I could read: 
    “‘Here lies Jacques Olivant, who died at the age of fifty-one. He loved his 
family, was kind and honorable, and died in the grace of the Lord.’ 
    “The dead man also read what was inscribed on his tombstone; then he 
picked up a stone off the path, a little, pointed stone, and began to scrape 
the letters carefully. He slowly effaced them altogether, and with the 
hollows of his eyes he looked at the places where they had been engraved, 
and, with the tip of the bone, that had been his forefinger, he wrote in 
luminous letters, like those lines which one traces on walls with the tip of a 
lucifer match: 
    “‘Here reposes Jacques Olivant, who died at the age of fifty-one. He 
hastened his father’s death by his unkindness, as he wished to inherit his 
fortune, he tortured his wife, tormented his children, deceived his neighbors, 
robbed everyone he could, and died wretched.’ 
    “When he had finished writing, the dead man stood motionless, looking 
at his work, and on turning round I saw that all the graves were open, that 
all the dead bodies had emerged from them, and that all had effaced the 
lies inscribed on the gravestones by their relations, and had substituted the 
truth instead. And I saw that all had been tormentors of their neighbors — 
malicious, dishonest, hypocrites, liars, rogues, calumniators, envious; that 
they had stolen, deceived, performed every disgraceful, every abominable 
action, these good fathers, these faithful wives, these devoted sons, these 
chaste daughters, these honest tradesmen, these men and women who 
were called irreproachable, and they were called irreproachable, and they 
were all writing at the same time, on the threshold of their eternal abode, 
the truth, the terrible and the holy truth which everybody is ignorant of, or 
pretends to be ignorant of, while the others are alive. 
    “I thought that she also must have written something on her tombstone, 
and now, running without any fear among the half-open coffins, among the 
corpses and skeletons, I went towards her, sure that I should find her 
immediately. I recognized her at once, without seeing her face, which was 
covered by the winding-sheet, and on the marble cross, where shortly 
before I had read: ‘She loved, was loved, and died,’ I now saw: ‘Having gone 
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out one day, in order to deceive her lover, she caught cold in the rain and 
died.’” 
    “It appears that they found me at daybreak, lying on the grave 
unconscious.” 

        
 

“DECIEVED” is a Victorian era euphemism for “cheated on.” The French word 
“tromper” used here has the additional meaning of to delude, fool, cheat, 
mislead, and deceive. This term pairs splendidly with de Maupassant’s life 
philosophy (one of bitter mistrust and resentment) which saw humanity as 
innately stupid, self-absorbed, fickle, and deceitful. His caustic pessimism 
could rival Twain, Poe, Lovecraft, and Bierce, and his morbid writings would 
strongly influence the latter two. In “Was It a Dream?” (published as “La 
Mort,” or “The Dead Girl”), de Maupassant opens the floodgates of 
symbolism to make a very grim statement: the human heart – the source of 
love and tenderness – is little more than a putrid grave stinking with the 
secrets that sleep there, and the epithets we assign the departed are mere 
deceptions – delusions, “tromperie” – as distinct from the truth of the human 
heart as a puffy corpse is from its living past. 
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IF Fitz-James O’Brien earned the distinction, the Celtic Poe, then de 
Maupassant is surely the Gallic Poe. “He?” is a manic marriage of elements 
between Poe’s doppelgänger epic, “William Wilson” and O’Brien’s “What 
Was It?” The French were tremendously influenced by Poe – his writings were 
cherished by Baudelaire, whose translations of the American spawned a 
ravenous following by French bohemians and cynics. As H. P. Lovecraft 
noted, O’Brien – Poe’s Irish disciple – was notably influential to de 
Maupassant. In “He?,” the Frenchman explores themes developed in his 
predecessors’ fiction. While “What Was It?” involves the existence of an 
invisible roommate and the cosmic paranoia that he inspires, “William 
Wilson” brings its protagonist to bear against a double who haunts him in 
times of moral crisis. To Poe, the double was representative of decadence and 
ethical duplicity, but for de Maupassant the haunter represents a more 
elemental danger: the threat of insanity, the failure of reason, and the decline 
of perception. 

        

 
He? 

{1883} 
 

MY dear friend, you cannot understand it by any possible means, you say, 
and I perfectly believe you. You think I am going mad? It may be so, but 
not for the reasons which you suppose. 
   Yes, I am going to get married, and I will give you what has led me to take 
that step. 
   My ideas and my convictions have not changed at all. I look upon all 
legalized cohabitation as utterly stupid, for I am certain that nine husbands 
out of ten are cuckolds; and they get no more than their deserts for having 
been idiotic enough to fetter their lives, and renounce their freedom in 
love, the only happy and good thing in the world, and for having clipped 
the wings of fancy, which continually drives us on towards all women, &c., 
&c., &c. You know what I mean. More than ever I feel that I am incapable 
of loving one woman alone, because I shall always adore all the others too 
much. I should like to have a thousand arms, a thousand mouths, and a 
thousand — temperaments, to be able to strain an army of these charming 
creatures in my embrace at the same moment. 
   And yet I am going to get married! 
   I may add that I know very little of the girl who is going to become my 
wife tomorrow; I have only seen her four or five times. I know that there is 
nothing unpleasing about her, and that is enough for my purpose. She is 
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small, fair, and stout; so of course the day after tomorrow I shall ardently 
wish for a tall, dark, thin woman. 
   She is not rich, and belongs to the middle-classes. She is a girl such as 
you may find by the gross, well adapted for matrimony, without any 
apparent faults, and with no particularly striking qualities. People say of 
her: 
    “Mlle. Lajolle is a very nice girl,” and tomorrow they will say: “What a 
very nice woman Madame Raymon is.” She belongs, in a word, to that 
immense number of girls whom one is glad to have for one’s wife till the 
moment comes, when one discovers that one happens to prefer all the 
other women to that particular woman whom one has married. 
    “Well,” you will say to me, “what on earth did you get married for?” 
   I hardly like to tell you the strange and seemingly improbable reason that 
urged me on to this senseless act; the fact, however, is that I am frightened 
of being alone! 
   I don’t know how to tell you or to make you understand me, but my state 
of mind is so wretched that you will pity me and despise me. 
   I do not want to be alone any longer at night; I want to feel that there is 
someone close to me, touching me, a being who can speak and say 
something, no matter what it be. 
   I wish to be able to awaken somebody by my side, so that I may be able to 
ask some sudden question, a stupid question even if I feel inclined, so that I 
may hear a human voice, and feel that there is some waking soul close to 
me, someone whose reason is at work; so that when I hastily light the 
candle I may see some human face by my side — because — because — I 
am ashamed to confess it — because I am afraid of being alone. 
   Oh! you don’t understand me yet. 
   I am not afraid of any danger; if a man were to come into the room I 
should kill him without trembling. I am not afraid of ghosts, nor do I 
believe in the supernatural. I am not afraid of dead people, for I believe in 
the total annihilation of every being that disappears from the face of this 
earth. 
   Well, — yes, well, it must be told; I am afraid of myself, afraid of that 
horrible sensation of incomprehensible fear. 
   You may laugh, if you like. It is terrible, and I cannot get over it. I am 
afraid of the walls, of the furniture, of the familiar objects, which are 
animated, as far as I am concerned, by a kind of animal life. Above all, I am 
afraid of my own dreadful thoughts, of my reason, which seems as if it were 
about to leave me, driven away by a mysterious and invisible agony. 
   At first I feel a vague uneasiness in my mind which causes a cold shiver to 
run all over me. I look round, and of course nothing is to be seen, and I 
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wish there were something there, no matter what, as long as it were 
something tangible: I am frightened, merely because I cannot understand 
my own terror. 
   If I speak, I am afraid of my own voice. If I walk, I am afraid of I know not 
what, behind the door, behind the curtains, in the cupboard, or under my 
bed, and yet all the time I know there is nothing anywhere, and I turn 
round suddenly because I am afraid of what is behind me, although there is 
nothing there, and I know it. 
   I get agitated; I feel that my fear increases, and so I shut myself up in my 
own room, get into bed, and hide under the clothes, and there, cowering 
down rolled into a ball, I close my eyes in despair, and remain thus for an 
indefinite time, remembering that my candle is alight on the table by my 
bedside, and that I ought to put it out, and yet — I dare not do it! 
   It is very terrible, is it not, to be like that? 
   Formerly I felt nothing of all that; I came home quite comfortably, and 
went up and down in my rooms without anything disturbing my calmness 
of mind. Had anyone told me that I should be attacked by a malady — for I 
can call it nothing else — of most improbable fear, such a stupid and 
terrible malady as it is, I should have laughed outright. I was certainly 
never afraid of opening the door in the dark; I went to bed slowly without 
locking it, and never got up in the middle of the night to make sure that 
everything was firmly closed. 
   It began last year in a very strange manner, on a damp autumn evening. 
When my servant had left the room, after I had dined, I asked myself what 
I was going to do. I walked up and down my room for some time, feeling 
tired without any reason for it, unable to work, and even without energy to 
read. A fine rain was falling, and I felt unhappy, a prey to one of those fits 
of despondency, without any apparent cause which makes us feel inclined 
to cry, or to talk, no matter to whom, so as to shake off our depressing 
thoughts. 
   I felt that I was alone, and my rooms seemed to me to be more empty 
than they had ever done before, while I was surrounded by a sensation of 
infinite and overwhelming solitude. What was I to do? I sat down, but then 
a kind of nervous impatience agitated my legs, so I got up and began to 
walk about again. I was rather feverish, for my hands, which I had clasped 
behind me, as one often does when walking slowly, almost seemed to burn 
one another. Then suddenly a cold shiver ran down my back, and I thought 
the damp air might have penetrated into my room, so I lit the fire for the 
first time that year, and sat down again and looked at the flames. But soon 
I felt that I could not possibly remain quiet, and so I got up again and 
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determined to go out, to pull myself together, and to find a friend to bear 
me company. 
   I could not find anyone, so I went on to the boulevards to try and meet 
some acquaintance or other there. 
   It was wretched everywhere, and the wet pavement glistened in the 
gaslight, while the oppressive warmth of the almost impalpable rain lay 
heavily over the streets and seemed to obscure the light from the lamps. 
   I went on slowly, saying to myself, “I shall not find a soul to talk to.” 
   I glanced into several cafés, from the Madeleine as far as the Faubourg 
Poissonière, and saw many unhappy-looking individuals sitting at the 
tables, who did not seem even to have enough energy left to finish the 
refreshments they had ordered. 
   For a long time I wandered aimlessly up and down, and about midnight I 
started off for home; I was very calm and very tired. My concierge opened 
the door at once, which was quite unusual for him, and I thought that 
another lodger had no doubt just come in. 
   When I go out I always double-lock the door of my room, and I found it 
merely closed, which surprised me; but I supposed that some letters had 
been brought up for me in the course of the evening. 
   I went in, and found my fire still burning, so that it lighted up the room a 
little, and, in the act of taking up a candle, I noticed somebody sitting in 
my armchair by the fire, warming his feet, with his back towards me.  I was 
not in the slightest degree frightened. I thought very naturally that some 
friend or other had come to see me. No doubt the porter, whom I had told 
when I went out, had lent him his own key. In a moment I remembered all 
the circumstances of my return, how the street door had been opened 
immediately, and that my own door was only latched, and not locked. 
   I could see nothing of my friend but his head, and he had evidently gone 
to sleep while waiting for me, so I went up to him to rouse him. I saw him 
quite clearly; his right arm was hanging down and his legs were crossed, 
while his head, which was somewhat inclined to the left of the armchair, 
seemed to indicate that he was asleep. “Who can it be?” I asked myself. I 
could not see clearly, as the room was rather dark, so I put out my hand to 
touch him on the shoulder, and it came in contact with the back of the 
chair. There was nobody there; the seat was empty. 
   I fairly jumped with fright. For a moment I drew back as if some terrible 
danger had suddenly appeared in my way; then I turned round again, 
impelled by some imperious desire of looking at the armchair again, and I  
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remained standing upright, panting with fear, so upset that I could not 
collect my thoughts, and ready to drop. 
 But I am a cool man, and soon recovered myself. I thought: “It is a mere 
hallucination, that is all,” and I immediately began to reflect about this 
phenomenon. Thoughts fly very quickly at such moments. 
   I had been suffering from a hallucination, that was an incontestable fact. 
My mind had been perfectly lucid and had acted regularly and logically, so 
there was nothing the matter with the brain. It was only my eyes that had 
been deceived; they had had a vision, one of those visions which lead 
simple folk to believe in miracles. It was a nervous accident to the optical 
apparatus, nothing more; the eyes were rather congested, perhaps. 
   I lit my candle, and when I stooped down to the fire in so doing, I noticed 
that I was trembling, and I raised myself up with a jump, as if somebody 
had touched me from behind. 
   I was certainly not by any means quiet. 
   I walked up and down a little, and hummed a tune or two. 
   Then I double-locked my door, and felt rather reassured; now, at any 
rate, nobody could come in. 
   I sat down again, and thought over my adventure for a long time; then I 
went to bed, and blew out my light. 
   For some minutes all went well; I lay quietly on my back, but then an 
irresistible desire seized me to look round the room, and I turned on to my 
side. 
   My fire was nearly out, and the few glowing embers threw a faint light on 
to the floor by the chair, where I fancied I saw the man sitting again. 
   I quickly struck a match, but I had been mistaken, for there was nothing 
there; I got up, however, and hid the chair behind my bed, and tried to get 
to sleep as the room was now dark, but I had not forgotten myself for more 
than five minutes when in my dream I saw all the scene which I had 
witnessed as clearly as if it were reality. I woke up with a start, and having 
lit the candle, I sat up in bed, without venturing even to try and go to sleep 
again. 
   Twice, however, sleep overcame me for a few moments in spite of myself, 
and twice I saw the same thing again, till I fancied I was going mad; when 
day broke, however, I thought that I was cured, and slept peacefully till 
noon. 
   It was all past and over. I had been feverish, had had the nightmare; I 
don’t know what. I had been ill, in a word, but yet I thought that I was a 
great fool. 
   I enjoyed myself thoroughly that evening; I went and dined at a 
restaurant; afterwards I went to the theater, and then started home. But as 
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I got near the house I was seized by a strange feeling of uneasiness once 
more; I was afraid of seeing him again. I was not afraid of him, not afraid of 
his presence, in which I did not believe; but I was afraid of being deceived 
again; I was afraid of some fresh hallucination, afraid lest fear should take 
possession of me. 
   Far more than an hour I wandered up and down the pavement; then I 
thought that I was really too foolish, and at last I returned home. I panted 
so that I could scarcely get upstairs, and I remained standing outside my 
door for more than ten minutes; then suddenly I took courage, and 
screwed myself together. I inserted my key into the lock, and went in with 
a candle in my hand. I kicked open my half-open bedroom door, and gave a 
frightened look towards the fireplace; there was nothing there. A— h! 
   What a relief and what a delight! What a deliverance! I walked up and 
down briskly and boldly, but I was not altogether reassured, and kept 
turning round with a jump; the very shadows in the corner disquieted me. 
   I slept badly, and was constantly disturbed by imaginary noises, but I did 
not see him; no, that was all over. 
   Since that time I have been afraid of being alone at night. I feel that the 
specter is there, close to me, around me; but it has not appeared to me 
again. And supposing it did, what would it matter, since I do not believe in 
it, and know that it is nothing? 
   It still worries me, however, because I am constantly thinking of it: his 
right arm hanging down and his head inclined to the left like a man who was 
asleep. . . . Enough of that, in Heaven’s name! I don’t want to think about it! 
   Why, however, am I so persistently possessed with this idea? His feet 
were close to the fire! 
   He haunts me; it is very stupid, but so it is. Who and what is HE? I know 
that he does not exist except in my cowardly imagination, in my fears, and 
in my agony! There — enough of that! . . . 
   Yes, it is all very well for me to reason with myself, to stiffen myself, so to 
say; but I cannot remain at home, because I know he is there. I know I shall 
not see him again; he will not show himself again; that is all over. But he is 
there all the same in my thoughts. He remains invisible, but that does not 
prevent his being there. He is behind the doors, in the closed cupboards, in 
the wardrobe, under the bed, in every dark corner. If I open the door or the 
cupboard, if I take the candle to look under the bed and throw a light on to 
the dark places, he is there no longer, but I feel that he is behind me. I turn 
round, certain that I shall not see him, that I shall never see him again; but 
he is, for all that, none the less behind me. 
   It is very stupid, it is dreadful; but what am I to do? I cannot help it. 
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   But if there were two of us in the place, I feel certain that he would not be 
there any longer, for he is there just because I am alone; simply and solely 
because I am alone! 
 
 

        
 

HAUNTED by his own demons, de Maupassant’s vision of the universe is 
miserable. His own epitaph – which he himself composed – read “I have 
coveted everything and taken pleasure in nothing.” Unhappy, bitter, vilely 
misogynistic, and personally caustic, he found life empty and shallow, an 
utter humbug. And yet, rather than sit back to stew in existential boredom 
like his brother literary cynics (like Bierce, Poe, and Twain), de Maupassant’s 
world was constantly under fire by the threat of madness; he found reality 
streaming through his grasping fingers, and that painful inability to trust his 
senses and perceptions made life both a dreadful hypocrisy and an envied 
experience. In “He?,” the narrator seeks the company of a wife (in spite of his 
revolting chauvinism) in order to build a rampart of security against his 
psychological inconstancy. While his doppelgänger (it bears mentioning that 
this double is psychological, not physical; there’s no sense that the two 
resemble one another) is neither violent, nor intrusive, nor even 
confrontational, the terror he inspires is existential: reality can be defined by 
social consensus – that which others can agree on – and without the 
company of other human perceptions, reality is a gossamer membrane that 
can be ruptured by the slightest pressure.    
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AS syphilis steadily gnawed his mind apart, de Maupassant’s writing 
increasingly mused on the nature of sanity, and it progressively wandered 
into bizarre, Freudian wonderlands. “Am I Insane?” can be seen as a simple 
story of bitter mistrust between a sadistic woman and her masochistic male 
“plaything,” but it can also be viewed as a study in masculine insecurity and 
frustration surrounding female autoeroticism. Regardless of one’s ultimate 
reading, the story is ultimately a highly erotic portrayal of two aggressive 
lovers and the cataclysmic effects of jealousy. 

        
 

Am I Insane? 
{1884} 

 
 
AM I insane or jealous? I know not which, but I suffer horribly. I committed 
a crime it is  true, but is not insane jealousy, betrayed love, and the terrible 
pain I endure enough to  make anyone commit a crime, without actually 
being a criminal?  
   I have loved this woman to madness —and yet, is it true? Did I love her? 
No, no! She  owned me body and soul, I was her plaything, she ruled me by 
her smile, her look, the  divine form of her body. It was all those things that 
I loved but the woman contained in  that body, I despise her; hate her. I 
always have hated her, for she is but an impure,  perfidious creature, in 
whom there was no soul; even less than that, she is but a mass of soft flesh 
in which dwells infamy!  
   The first few months of our union were deliriously strange. Her eyes were 
three different colors. No, I am not insane, I swear they were. They were 
gray at noon, shaded green at twilight, and blue at sunrise. In moments of 
love they were blue; the pupils dilated and nervous. Her lips trembled and 
often the tip of her pink tongue could be seen, as that of a reptile ready to 
hiss. When she raised her heavy lids and I saw that ardent look, I 
shuddered, not only for the unceasing desire to possess her, but for the 
desire to kill this beast. When she walked across the room each step 
resounded in my heart. When she disrobed and emerged infamous but 
radiant from the white mass of linen and lace, a sudden weakness seized 
me, my limbs gave way beneath me, and my chest heaved; I was faint, 
coward that I was!  
   Each morning when she awakened I waited for that first look, my heart 
filled with rage, hatred, and disdain for this beast whose slave I was; but 
when she fixed those limpid blue eyes on me, that languishing look 
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showing traces of lassitude, it was like a burning, unquenchable fire within 
me, inciting me to passion.  
   When she opened her eyes that day I saw a dull, indifferent look; a look 
devoid of desire, and I knew then she was tired of me. I saw it, knew it, felt 
right away that it was all over, and each hour and minute proved to me 
that I was right. When I beckoned her with my arms and lips she shrank 
from me.  
   "Leave me alone," she said. "You are horrid!"  
   Then I became suspicious, insanely jealous; but I am not insane, no 
indeed! I watched her slyly; not that she had betrayed me, but she was so 
cold that I knew another would soon take my place.  
   At times she would say:  
   "Men disgust me!" Alas! It was too true. 
   Then I became jealous of her indifference, of her thoughts, which I knew 
to be impure, and when she awakened sometimes with that same look of 
lassitude I suffocated with anger, and an irresistible desire to choke her and 
make her confess the shameful secrets of her heart took hold of me.  
   Am I insane? No.  
   One night I saw that she was happy. I felt, in fact I was convinced, that a 
new passion ruled her. As of old, her eyes shone, she was feverish and her 
whole self fluttered with love.  
   I feigned ignorance, but I watched her closely. I discovered nothing 
however. I waited a week, a month, almost a year. She was radiantly, ideally 
happy; as if soothed by some ephemeral caress.  
   At last I guessed. No, I am not insane, I swear I am not. How can I explain 
this inconceivable, horrible thing? How can I make myself understood? 
This is how I guessed.  
   She came in one night from a long ride on horseback and sank exhausted 
in a seat facing me. An unnatural flush tinted her cheeks and her eyes,—
those eyes that I knew so well,—had such a look in them. I was not 
mistaken, I had seen her look like that; she loved! But whom? What? I 
almost lost my head, and so as not to look at her I turned to the window. A 
valet was leading her horse to the stable and she stood and watched him 
disappear; then she fell asleep almost immediately. I thought and thought 
all night. My mind wandered through mysteries too deep to conceive. Who 
can fathom the perversity and strange caprices of a sensual woman?  
   Every morning she rode madly through hills and dales and each time 
came back languid; exhausted. At last I understood. It was of the horse I 
was jealous—of the wind which caressed her face, of the drooping leaves 
and of the dewdrops, of the saddle which carried her! I resolved to be  
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revenged. I became very attentive. Every time she came back from her ride 
I helped her down and the horse made a vicious rush at me.  
   She would pat him on the neck, kiss his quivering nostrils, without even 
wiping her lips. I watched my chance. One morning I got up before dawn 
and went to the path in the woods she loved so well. I carried a rope with 
me, and my pistols were hidden in my breast as if I were going to fight a 
duel. I drew the rope across the path, tying it to a tree on each side, and hid 
myself in the grass. Presently I heard her horse's hoofs, then I saw her 
coming at a furious pace; her cheeks flushed, an insane look in her eyes. 
She seemed enraptured; transported into another sphere.  
   As the animal approached the rope he struck it with his fore feet and fell. 
Before she had struck the ground I caught her in my arms and helped her 
to her feet. I then approached the horse, put my pistol close to his ear, and 
shot him—as I would a man. 
   She turned on me and dealt me two terrific blows across the face with her 
riding-whip which felled me, and as she rushed at me again, I shot her!  
   Tell me: am I insane? 
 
 

        
 

BRIEF, bizarre, and typically misogynistic, “Am I Insane?” seeks to blur the 
lines between sanity and insanity, posing the question “can jealousy occur in 
the heart of a sane person without causing a leave of the senses, and if so, are 
not we all insane?” De Maupassant situates two sexually hungry lovers – if so 
they actually be – caught in a crossfire of desire, rejection, and envy. The 
childish emotions welling up between the two, the petty resentment, and the 
threat of autoeroticism on the part of the woman lurch into what would 
otherwise, were bullets not involved, resemble a child’s act of petty revenge. 
Attachment issues, acting out, and cries for attention garble the narrator’s 
claims of affection and transform what might in a healthier relationship 
merely be the pleasurable violence of a dominatrix and her worshipful subject 
into a murderous tantrum.  
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“HORLA” is not a real word. While it has been postulated (mainly by English 
speakers) that it was a nonsensical product of de Maupassant’s deteriorating 
mind, Francophones will easily detect its etymology: hors lá – “out there.” 
More sensitive translations might have conjured titles such as “The 
Outsider,” “The Thing Out There,” or “The Thing from Beyond,” but the 
neologism has remained. “The Horla” is de Maupassant’s weird masterpiece. 
While “The Necklace” and “The Ball of Fat” are his greatest contributions to 
literary fiction, collectors of horror fiction chiefly know him for this 
reworking of Fitz-James O’Brien’s “What Was It?” H. P. Lovecraft, who 
admired the writer’s dark prose (especially “On the River,” “He?,” and “Who 
Knows?”), considered “The Horla” to be a milestone in European horror, and 
a poignant contribution to the genre as a whole. Within this epistolary tale 
lurk the principle tenets of de Maupassant’s philosophy: the slow, disquieting 
decomposition of reason, unreliable narration, escalating psychological 
paranoia, moral relativity, and the purposelessness, vulnerability, and 
susceptibility of humanity.  

        
 

 

The Horla 
OR, MODERN GHOSTS 

{1890} 
 
MAY 8. What a beautiful day! I have spent all the morning lying in the grass 
in front of my house, under the enormous plantain tree which covers it, 
and shades and shelters the whole of it. I like this part of the country and I 
am fond of living here because I am attached to it by deep roots, profound 
and delicate roots which attach a man to the soil on which his ancestors 
were born and died, which attach him to what people think and what they 
eat, to the usages as well as to the food, local expressions, the peculiar 
language of the peasants, to the smell of the soil, of the villages and of the 
atmosphere itself. 
   I love my house in which I grew up. From my windows I can see the Seine 
which flows by the side of my garden, on the other side of the road, almost 
through my grounds, the great wide Seine, which goes to Rouen and Havre, 
and which is covered with boats passing to and fro. 
   On the left, down yonder, lies Rouen, that large town with its blue roofs, 
under its pointed, Gothic towers. They are innumerable, delicate or broad, 
dominated by the spire of the cathedral, and full of bells which sound 
through the blue air on fine mornings, sending their sweet and distant iron 
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clang, to me; their metallic sound which the breeze wafts in my direction, 
now stronger and now weaker, according as the wind is stronger or lighter. 
   What a delicious morning it was! 
   About eleven o’clock, a long line of boats drawn by a steam-tug, as big as 
a fly, and which scarcely puffed while emitting its thick smoke, passed my 
gate. 
   After two English schooners, whose red flag fluttered towards the sky, 
there came a magnificent Brazilian three-master; it was perfectly white and 
wonderfully clean and shining. I saluted it, I hardly know why, except that 
the sight of the vessel gave me great pleasure. 
 
May 12. I have had a slight feverish attack for the last few days, and I feel ill, 
or rather I feel low-spirited. 
   Whence do these mysterious influences come, which change our 
happiness into discouragement, and our self-confidence into diffidence? 
One might almost say that the air, the invisible air, is full of unknowable 
Forces, whose mysterious presence we have to endure. I wake up in the 
best spirits, with an inclination to sing in my throat. Why? I go down by 
the side of the water, and suddenly, after walking a short distance, I return 
home wretched, as if some misfortune were awaiting me there. Why? Is it a 
cold shiver which, passing over my skin, has upset my nerves and given me 
low spirits? Is it the form of the clouds, or the color of the sky, or the color 
of the surrounding objects which is so changeable, which have troubled my 
thoughts as they passed before my eyes? Who can tell? Everything that 
surrounds us, everything that we see without looking at it, everything that 
we touch without knowing it, everything that we handle without feeling it, 
all that we meet without clearly distinguishing it, has a rapid, surprising 
and inexplicable effect upon us and upon our organs, and through them on 
our ideas and on our heart itself. 
   How profound that mystery of the Invisible is! We cannot fathom it with 
our miserable senses, with our eyes which are unable to perceive what is 
either too small or too great, too near to, or too far from us; neither the 
inhabitants of a star nor of a drop of water . . . with our ears that deceive 
us, for they transmit to us the vibrations of the air in sonorous notes. They 
are fairies who work the miracle of changing that movement into noise, 
and by that metamorphosis give birth to music, which makes the mute 
agitation of nature musical . . . with our sense of smell which is smaller 
than that of a dog . . . with our sense of taste which can scarcely distinguish 
the age of a wine! 
   Oh! If we only had other organs which would work other miracles in our 
favor, what a number of fresh things we might discover around us! 
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May 16. I am ill, decidedly! I was so well last month! I am feverish, horribly 
feverish, or rather I am in a state of feverish enervation, which makes my 
mind suffer as much as my body. I have without ceasing that horrible 
sensation of some danger threatening me, that apprehension of some 
coming misfortune or of approaching death, that presentiment which is, no 
doubt, an attack of some illness which is still unknown, which germinates 
in the flesh and in the blood. 
 
May 18. I have just come from consulting my medical man, for I could no 
longer get any sleep. He found that my pulse was high, my eyes dilated, my 
nerves highly strung, but no alarming symptoms. I must have a course of 
shower baths and of bromide of potassium. 
 
May 25. No change! My state is really very peculiar. As the evening comes 
on, an incomprehensible feeling of disquietude seizes me, just as if night 
concealed some terrible menace towards me. I dine quickly, and then try to 
read, but I do not understand the words, and can scarcely distinguish the 
letters. Then I walk up and down my drawing-room, oppressed by a feeling 
of confused and irresistible fear, the fear of sleep and fear of my bed. 
   About ten o’clock I go up to my room. As soon as I have got in I double 
lock, and bolt it: I am frightened . . . of what? Up till the present time I 
have been frightened of nothing . . . I open my cupboards, and look under 
my bed; I listen . . . I listen . . . to what? How strange it is that a simple 
feeling of discomfort, impeded or heightened circulation, perhaps the 
irritation of a nervous thread, a slight congestion, a small disturbance in 
the imperfect and delicate functions of our living machinery, can turn the 
most light-hearted of men into a melancholy one, and make a coward of 
the bravest? Then, I go to bed, and I wait for sleep as a man might wait for 
the executioner. I wait for its coming with dread, and my heart beats and 
my legs tremble, while my whole body shivers beneath the warmth of the 
bedclothes, until the moment when I suddenly fall asleep, as one would 
throw oneself into a pool of stagnant water in order to drown oneself. I do 
not feel as I used to do formerly, this perfidious sleep which is close to me 
and watching me, which is going to seize me by the head, to close my eyes 
and annihilate me, coming over me. 
   I sleep — a long time — two or three hours perhaps — then a dream — 
no — a nightmare lays hold on me. I feel that I am in bed and asleep . . . I  
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feel it and I know it . . . and I feel also that somebody is coming close to 
me, is looking at me, touching me, is getting on to my bed, is kneeling on 
my chest, is taking my neck between his hands and squeezing it . . . 
squeezing it with all his might in order to strangle me. 
   I struggle, bound by that terrible powerlessness which paralyzes us in our 
dreams; I try to cry out — but I cannot; I want to move — I cannot; I try, 
with the most violent efforts and out of breath, to turn over and throw off 
this being which is crushing and suffocating me — I cannot! 
   And then suddenly, I wake up, shaken and bathed in perspiration; I light 
a candle and find that I am alone, and after that crisis, which occurs every 
night, I at length fall asleep and slumber tranquilly till morning. 
 
June 2. My state has grown worse. What is the matter with me? The 
bromide does me no good, and the shower baths have no effect whatever. 
Sometimes, in order to tire myself out, though I am fatigued enough 
already, I go for a walk in the forest of Roumare. I used to think at first that 
the fresh light and soft air, impregnated with the odor of herbs and leaves, 
would instill new blood into my veins and impart fresh energy to my heart. 
I turned into a broad ride in the wood, and then I turned towards La 
Bouille, through a narrow path, between two rows of exceedingly tall trees, 
which placed a thick, green, almost black roof between the sky and me. 
   A sudden shiver ran through me, not a cold shiver, but a shiver of agony, 
and so I hastened my steps, uneasy at being alone in the wood, frightened 
stupidly and without reason, at the profound solitude. Suddenly it seemed 
to me as if I were being followed, that somebody was walking at my heels, 
close, quite close to me, near enough to touch me. 
   I turned round suddenly, but I was alone. I saw nothing behind me 
except the straight, broad ride, empty and bordered by high trees, horribly 
empty; on the other side it also extended until it was lost in the distance, 
and looked just the same, terrible. 
   I closed my eyes. Why? And then I began to turn round on one heel very 
quickly, just like a top. I nearly fell down, and opened my eyes; the trees 
were dancing round me and the earth heaved; I was obliged to sit down. 
Then, ah! I no longer remembered how I had come! What a strange idea! 
What a strange, strange idea! I did not the least know. I started off to the 
right, and got back into the avenue which had led me into the middle of 
the forest. 
 
June 3. I have had a terrible night. I shall go away for a few weeks, for no 
doubt a journey will set me up again. 
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July 2. I have come back, quite cured, and have had a most delightful trip 
into the bargain. I have been to Mount Saint–Michel, which I had not seen 
before. 
   What a sight, when one arrives as I did, at Avranches towards the end of 
the day! The town stands on a hill, and I was taken into the public garden 
at the extremity of the town. I uttered a cry of astonishment. An 
extraordinarily large bay lay extended before me, as far as my eyes could 
reach, between two hills which were lost to sight in the mist; and in the 
middle of this immense yellow bay, under a clear, golden sky, a peculiar 
hill rose up, somber and pointed in the midst of the sand. The sun had just 
disappeared, and under the still flaming sky the outline of that fantastic 
rock stood out, which bears on its summit a fantastic monument. 
   At daybreak I went to it. The tide was low as it had been the night before, 
and I saw that wonderful abbey rise up before me as I approached it. After 
several hours walking, I reached the enormous mass of rocks which 
supports the little town, dominated by the great church. Having climbed 
the steep and narrow street, I entered the most wonderful Gothic building 
that has ever been built to God on earth, as large as a town, full of low 
rooms which seem buried beneath vaulted roofs, and lofty galleries 
supported by delicate columns. 
   I entered this gigantic granite jewel which is as light as a bit of lace, 
covered with towers, with slender belfries to which spiral staircases ascend, 
and which raise their strange heads that bristle with chimeras, with devils, 
with fantastic animals, with monstrous flowers, and which are joined 
together by finely carved arches, to the blue sky by day, and to the black 
sky by night. 
   When I had reached the summit, I said to the monk who accompanied 
me: “Father, how happy you must be here!” And he replied: “It is very 
windy, Monsieur;” and so we began to talk while watching the rising tide, 
which ran over the sand and covered it with a steel cuirass. 
   And then the monk told me stories, all the old stories belonging to the 
place, legends, nothing but legends. 
   One of them struck me forcibly. The country people, those belonging to 
the Mornet, declare that at night one can hear talking going on in the sand, 
and then that one hears two goats bleat, one with a strong, the other with a 
weak voice. Incredulous people declare that it is nothing but the cry of the 
sea birds, which occasionally resembles bleatings, and occasionally human 
lamentations; but belated fishermen swear that they have met an old 
shepherd, whose head, which is covered by his cloak, they can never see, 
wandering on the downs, between two tides, round the little town placed 
so far out of the world, and who is guiding and walking before them, a he-
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goat with a man’s face, and a she-goat with a woman’s face, and both of 
them with white hair; and talking incessantly, quarreling in a strange 
language, and then suddenly ceasing to talk in order to bleat with all their 
might. 
    “Do you believe it?” I asked the monk. “I scarcely know,” he replied, and I 
continued: “If there are other beings besides ourselves on this earth, how 
comes it that we have not known it for so long a time, or why have you not 
seen them? How is it that I have not seen them?” He replied: “Do we see 
the hundred thousandth part of what exists? Look here; there is the wind, 
which is the strongest force in nature, which knocks down men, and blows 
down buildings, uproots trees, raises the sea into mountains of water, 
destroys cliffs and casts great ships onto the breakers; the wind which kills, 
which whistles, which sighs, which roars, — have you ever seen it, and can 
you see it? It exists for all that, however.” 
   I was silent before this simple reasoning. That man was a philosopher, or 
perhaps a fool; I could not say which exactly, so I held my tongue. What he 
had said, had often been in my own thoughts. 
 
July 3. I have slept badly; certainly there is some feverish influence here, for 
my coachman is suffering in the same way as I am. When I went back 
home yesterday, I noticed his singular paleness, and I asked him: “What is 
the matter with you, Jean?” “The matter is that I never get any rest, and my 
nights devour my days. Since your departure, Monsieur, there has been a 
spell over me.” 
   However, the other servants are all well, but I am very frightened of 
having another attack, myself. 
 
July 4. I am decidedly taken again; for my old nightmares have returned. 
Last night I felt somebody leaning on me who was sucking my life from 
between my lips with his mouth. Yes, he was sucking it out of my neck, like 
a leech would have done. Then he got up, satiated, and I woke up, so 
beaten, crushed and annihilated that I could not move. If this continues for 
a few days, I shall certainly go away again. 
 
July 5. Have I lost my reason? What has happened, what I saw last night is 
so strange, that my head wanders when I think of it! 
   As I do now every evening, I had locked my door, and then, being thirsty, 
I drank half a glass of water, and I accidentally noticed that the water-
bottle was full up to the cut-glass stopper. 
   Then I went to bed and fell into one of my terrible sleeps, from which I 
was aroused in about two hours by a still more terrible shock. 
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   Picture to yourself a sleeping man who is being murdered and who wakes 
up with a knife in his chest, and who is rattling in his throat, covered with 
blood, and who can no longer breathe and is going to die and does not 
understand anything at all about it — there it is. 
   Having recovered my senses, I was thirsty again, so I lit a candle and went 
to the table on which my water-bottle was. I lifted it up and tilted it over 
my glass, but nothing came out. It was empty! It was completely empty! At 
first I could not understand it at all, and then suddenly I was seized by such 
a terrible feeling that I had to sit down, or rather I fell into a chair! Then I 
sprang up with a bound to look about me, and then I sat down again, 
overcome by astonishment and fear, in front of the transparent crystal 
bottle! I looked at it with fixed eyes, trying to conjecture, and my hands 
trembled!   Somebody had drunk the water, but who? I? I without any 
doubt. It could surely only be I? In that case I was a somnambulist. I lived, 
without knowing it, that double mysterious life which makes us doubt 
whether there are not two beings in us, or whether a strange, unknowable 
and invisible being does not at such moments, when our soul is in a state of 
torpor, animate our captive body which obeys this other being, as it does 
us ourselves, and more than it does ourselves. 
   Oh! Who will understand my horrible agony? Who will understand the 
emotion of a man who is sound in mind, wide awake, full of sound sense, 
and who looks in horror at the remains of a little water that has 
disappeared while he was asleep, through the glass of a water-bottle! And I 
remained there until it was daylight, without venturing to go to bed again. 
 
July 6. I am going mad. Again all the contents of my water-bottle have been 
drunk during the night; — or rather, I have drunk it! 
   But is it I? Is it I? Who could it be? Who? Oh! God! Am I going mad? 
Who will save me? 
 
July 10. I have just been through some surprising ordeals. Decidedly I am 
mad! And yet! . . . 
   On July 6, before going to bed, I put some wine, milk, water, bread and 
strawberries on my table. Somebody drank — I drank — all the water and a 
little of the milk, but neither the wine, bread nor the strawberries were 
touched. 
   On the seventh of July I renewed the same experiment, with the same 
results, and on July 8, I left out the water and the milk and nothing was 
touched. 
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   Lastly, on July 9 I put only water and milk on my table, taking care to 
wrap up the bottles in white muslin and to tie down the stoppers. Then I 
rubbed my lips, my beard and my hands with pencil lead, and went to bed. 
   Irresistible sleep seized me, which was soon followed by a terrible 
awakening. I had not moved, and my sheets were not marked. I rushed to 
the table. The muslin round the bottles remained intact; I undid the string, 
trembling with fear. All the water had been drunk, and so had the milk! 
Ah! Great God! . . . 
   I must start for Paris immediately. 
 
July 12. Paris. I must have lost my head during the last few days! I must be 
the plaything of my enervated imagination, unless I am really a 
somnambulist, or that I have been brought under the power of one of those 
influences which have been proved to exist, but which have hitherto been 
inexplicable, which are called suggestions. In any case, my mental state 
bordered on madness, and twenty-four hours of Paris sufficed to restore 
me to my equilibrium. 
   Yesterday after doing some business and paying some visits which 
instilled fresh and invigorating mental air into me, I wound up my evening 
at the Théâtre-Français. A play by Alexandre Dumas the Younger was being 
acted, and his active and powerful mind completed my cure. Certainly 
solitude is dangerous for active minds. We require men who can think and 
can talk, around us. When we are alone for a long time, we people space 
with phantoms. 
   I returned along the boulevards to my hotel in excellent spirits. Amid the 
jostling of the crowd I thought, not without irony, of my terrors and 
surmises of the previous week, because I believed, yes, I believed, that an 
invisible being lived beneath my roof. How weak our head is, and how 
quickly it is terrified and goes astray, as soon as we are struck by a small, 
incomprehensible fact. 
   Instead of concluding with these simple words: “I do not understand 
because the cause escapes me,” we immediately imagine terrible mysteries 
and supernatural powers. 
 
July 14. Fête of the Republic. I walked through the streets, and the crackers 
and flags amused me like a child. Still it is very foolish to be merry on a 
fixed date, by a Government decree. The populace, an imbecile flock of 
sheep, now steadily patient, and now in ferocious revolt. Say to it: “Amuse 
yourself,” and it amuses itself. Say to it: “Go and fight with your neighbor,” 
and it goes and fights. Say to it: “Vote for the Emperor,” and it votes for the 
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Emperor, and then say to it: “Vote for the Republic,” and it votes for the 
Republic. 
   Those who direct it are also stupid; but instead of obeying men, they 
obey principles, which can only be stupid, sterile and false, for the very 
reason that they are principles, that is to say, ideas which are considered as 
certain and unchangeable, in this world where one is certain of nothing, 
since light is an illusion and noise is an illusion. 
 
July 16. I saw some things yesterday that troubled me very much. 
   I was dining with my cousin Madame Sablé, whose husband is colonel of 
the 76th Chasseurs at Limoges. There were two young women there, one of 
whom had married a medical man, Dr. Parent, who devotes himself a great 
deal to nervous diseases and the extraordinary manifestations to which at 
this moment experiments in hypnotism and suggestion give rise. 
   He related to us at some length the remarkable results obtained by 
English scientists and the doctors of the medical school at Nancy, and the 
facts which he adduced, appeared to me so strange, that I declared that I 
was altogether incredulous. 
    “We are,” he declared, “on the point of discovering one of the most 
important secrets of nature, I mean to say, one of its most important 
secrets on this earth, for there are certainly some which are of a different 
kind of importance up in the stars, yonder. Ever since man has thought, 
since he has been able to express and write down his thoughts, he has felt 
himself close to a mystery which is impenetrable to his coarse and 
imperfect senses, and he endeavors to supplement the want of power of his 
organs, by the efforts of his intellect. As long as that intellect still remained 
in its elementary stage, this intercourse with invisible spirits, assumed 
forms which were commonplace though terrifying. Thence sprang the 
popular belief in the supernatural, the legends of wandering spirits, of 
fairies, of gnomes, ghosts, I might even say the legend of God, for our 
conceptions of the workman-creator, from whatever religion they may 
have come down to us, are certainly the most mediocre, the stupidest and 
the most unacceptable inventions that ever sprang from the frightened 
brain of any human creatures. Nothing is truer than what Voltaire says: 
‘God made man in His own image, but man has certainly paid Him back 
again.’” 
    “But for rather more than a century, men seem to have had a 
presentiment of something new. Mesmer and some others have put us on 
an unexpected track, and especially within the last two or three years, we 
have arrived at really surprising results.” 
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   My cousin, who is also very incredulous, smiled, and Doctor Parent said 
to her: “Would you like me to try and send you to sleep, Madame?” “Yes, 
certainly.” 
   She sat down in an easy-chair, and he began to look at her fixedly, so as 
to fascinate her. I suddenly felt myself somewhat uncomfortable, with a 
beating heart and a choking feeling in my throat. I saw that Madame 
Sablé‘s eyes were growing heavy, her mouth twitched and her bosom 
heaved, and at the end of ten minutes she was asleep. 
    “Stand behind her,” the doctor said to me, and so I took a seat behind 
her. He put a visiting-card into her hands, and said to her: “This is a 
looking-glass; what do you see in it?” And she replied: “I see my cousin.” 
“What is he doing?” “He is twisting his moustache.” “And now?” “He is 
taking a photograph out of his pocket.” “Whose photograph is it?” “His 
own.” 
   That was true, and that photograph had been given me that same evening 
at the hotel. 
    “What is his attitude in this portrait?” “He is standing up with his hat in 
his hand.” 
   So she saw on that card, on that piece of white paste-board, as if she had 
seen it in a looking-glass. 
   The young women were frightened, and exclaimed: “That is quite 
enough! Quite, quite enough!” 
   But the doctor said to her authoritatively: “You will get up at eight o’clock 
tomorrow morning; then you will go and call on your cousin at his hotel 
and ask him to lend you five thousands francs which your husband 
demands of you, and which he will ask for when he sets out on his coming 
journey.” 
   Then he woke her up. 
   On returning to my hotel, I thought over this curious séance and I was 
assailed by doubts, not as to my cousin’s absolute and undoubted good 
faith, for I had known her as well as if she had been my own sister ever 
since she was a child, but as to a possible trick on the doctor’s part. Had 
not he, perhaps, kept a glass hidden in his hand, which he showed to the 
young woman in her sleep, at the same time as he did the card? 
Professional conjurors do things which are just as singular. 
   So I went home and to bed, and this morning, at about half past eight, I 
was awakened by my footman, who said to me: “Madame Sablé has asked 
to see you immediately, Monsieur,” so I dressed hastily and went to her. 
   She sat down in some agitation, with her eyes on the floor, and without 
raising her veil she said to me: “My dear cousin, I am going to ask a great 
favor of you.” “What is it, cousin?” “I do not like to tell you, and yet I must. 
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I am in absolute want of five thousand francs.” “What, you?” “Yes, I, or 
rather my husband, who has asked me to procure the money for him.” 
   I was so stupefied that I stammered out my answers. I asked myself 
whether she had not really been making fun of me with Doctor Parent, if it 
were not merely a very well-acted farce which had been got up beforehand. 
On looking at her attentively, however, my doubts disappeared. She was 
trembling with grief, so painful was this step to her, and I was sure that her 
throat was full of sobs. 
   I knew that she was very rich and so I continued: “What! Has not your 
husband five thousand francs at his disposal! Come, think. Are you sure 
that he commissioned you to ask me for them?” 
   She hesitated for a few seconds, as if she were making a great effort to 
search her memory, and then she replied: “Yes . . . yes, I am quite sure of 
it.” “He has written to you?” 
   She hesitated again and reflected, and I guessed the torture of her 
thoughts. She did not know. She only knew that she was to borrow five 
thousand francs of me for her husband. So she told a lie. “Yes, he has 
written to me.” “When pray? You did not mention it to me yesterday.” “I 
received his letter this morning.” “Can you show it me?” “No; no . . . no . . . 
it contained private matters . . . things too personal to ourselves . . . I burnt 
it.” “So your husband runs into debt?” 
   She hesitated again, and then murmured: “I do not know.” Thereupon I 
said bluntly: “I have not five thousand francs at my disposal at this 
moment, my dear cousin.” 
   She uttered a kind of a cry as if she were in pain and said: “Oh! oh I 
beseech you, I beseech you to get them for me. . . . ” 
   She got excited and clasped her hands as if she were praying to me! I 
heard her voice change its tone; she wept and stammered, harassed and 
dominated by the irresistible order that she had received. 
    “Oh! oh! I beg you to . . . if you knew what I am suffering. . . . I want 
them today.” 
   I had pity on her: “You shall have them by and by, I swear to you.” “Oh! 
thank you! thank you! How kind you are.” 
   I continued: “Do you remember what took place at your house last 
night?” “Yes.” “Do you remember that Doctor Parent sent you to sleep?” 
“Yes.” “Oh! Very well then; he ordered you to come to me this morning to 
borrow five thousand francs, and at this moment you are obeying that 
suggestion.” 
   She considered for a few moments, and then replied: “But as it is my 
husband who wants them. . . . ” 
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   For a whole hour I tried to convince her, but could not succeed, and 
when she had gone I went to the doctor. He was just going out, and he 
listened to me with a smile, and said: “Do you believe now?” “Yes, I cannot 
help it.” “Let us go to your cousin’s.” 
   She was already dozing on a couch, overcome with fatigue. The doctor 
felt her pulse, looked at her for some time with one hand raised towards 
her eyes which she closed by degrees under the irresistible power of this 
magnetic influence, and when she was asleep, he said: 
    “Your husband does not require the five thousand francs any longer! You 
must, therefore, forget that you asked your cousin to lend them to you, 
and, if he speaks to you about it, you will not understand him.” 
   Then he woke her up, and I took out a pocketbook and said: “Here is 
what you asked me for this morning, my dear cousin.” But she was so 
surprised, that I did not venture to persist; nevertheless, I tried to recall the 
circumstance to her, but she denied it vigorously, thought that I was 
making fun of her, and in the end, very nearly lost her temper. 
   There! I have just come back, and I have not been able to eat any lunch, 
for this experiment has altogether upset me. 
 
July 19. Many people to whom I have told the adventure, have laughed at 
me. I no longer know what to think. The wise man says: Perhaps? 
 
July 21. I dined at Bougival, and then I spent the evening at a boatmen’s 
ball. Decidedly everything depends on place and surroundings. It would be 
the height of folly to believe in the supernatural on Frog Island . . . but on 
the top of Mont Saint–Michel? . . . and in India? We are terribly under the 
influence of our surroundings. I shall return home next week. 
 
July 30. I came back to my own house yesterday. Everything is going on 
well. 
August 2. Nothing new. It is splendid weather, and I spent my days in 
watching the Seine flow past. 
 
August 4. Quarrels among my servants. They declare that the glasses are 
broken in the cupboards at night. The footman accuses the cook, who 
accuses the needle woman, who accuses the other two. Who is the culprit? 
A clever person, to be able to tell. 
 
August 6. This time, I am not mad. I have seen . . . I have seen . . . I have 
seen! . . . I can doubt no longer . . . I have seen it! . . . 
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   I was walking at two o’clock among my rose trees, in the full sunlight . . . 
in the walk bordered by autumn roses which are beginning to fall. As I 
stopped to look at a Géant de Bataille, which had three splendid blooms, I 
distinctly saw the stalk of one of the roses bend, close to me, as if an 
invisible hand had bent it, and then break, as if that hand had picked it! 
Then the flower raised itself, following the curve which a hand would have 
described in carrying it towards a mouth, and it remained suspended in the 
transparent air, all alone and motionless, a terrible red spot, three yards 
from my eyes. In desperation I rushed at it to take it! I found nothing; it 
had disappeared. Then I was seized with furious rage against myself, for it 
is not allowable for a reasonable and serious man to have such 
hallucinations. 
   But was it a hallucination? I turned round to look for the stalk, and I 
found it immediately under the bush, freshly broken, between two other 
roses which remained on the branch, and I returned home then, with a 
much disturbed mind; for I am certain now, as certain as I am of the 
alternation of day and night, that there exists close to me an invisible being 
that lives on milk and on water, which can touch objects, take them and 
change their places; which is, consequently, endowed with a material 
nature, although it is imperceptible to our senses, and which lives as I do, 
under my roof. . . . 
 
August 7. I slept tranquilly. He drank the water out of my decanter, but did 
not disturb my sleep. 
   I ask myself whether I am mad. As I was walking just now in the sun by 
the river side, doubts as to my own sanity arose in me; not vague doubts 
such as I have had hitherto, but precise and absolute doubts. I have seen 
mad people, and I have known some who have been quite intelligent, lucid, 
even clear-sighted in every concern of life, except on one point. They spoke 
clearly, readily, profoundly on everything, when suddenly their thoughts 
struck upon the breakers of their madness and broke to pieces there, and 
were dispersed and foundered in that furious and terrible sea, full of 
bounding waves, fogs and squalls, which is called madness. 
   I certainly should think that I was mad, absolutely mad, if I were not 
conscious, did not perfectly know my state, if I did not fathom it by 
analyzing it with the most complete lucidity. I should, in fact, be a 
reasonable man who was laboring under a hallucination. Some unknown 
disturbance must have been excited in my brain, one of those disturbances 
which physiologists of the present day try to note and to fix precisely, and 
that disturbance must have caused a profound gulf in my mind and in the 
order and logic of my ideas. Similar phenomena occur in the dreams which 
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lead us through the most unlikely phantasmagoria, without causing us any 
surprise, because our verifying apparatus and our sense of control has gone 
to sleep, while our imaginative faculty wakes and works. Is it not possible 
that one of the imperceptible keys of the cerebral finger-board has been 
paralyzed in me? Some men lose the recollection of proper names, or of 
verbs or of numbers or merely of dates, in consequence of an accident. The 
localization of all the particles of thought has been proved nowadays; what 
then would there be surprising in the fact that my faculty of controlling the 
unreality of certain hallucinations should be destroyed for the time being! 
   I thought of all this as I walked by the side of the water. The sun was 
shining brightly on the river and made earth delightful, while it filled my 
looks with love for life, for the swallows, whose agility is always delightful 
in my eyes, for the plants by the riverside, whose rustling is a pleasure to 
my ears. 
   By degrees, however, an inexplicable feeling of discomfort seized me. It 
seemed to me as if some unknown force were numbing and stopping me, 
were preventing me from going further and were calling me back. I felt that 
painful wish to return which oppresses you when you have left a beloved 
invalid at home, and when you are seized by a presentiment that he is 
worse. 
   I, therefore, returned in spite of myself, feeling certain that I should find 
some bad news awaiting me, a letter or a telegram. There was nothing, 
however, and I was more surprised and uneasy than if I had had another 
fantastic vision. 
 
August 8. I spent a terrible evening, yesterday. He does not show himself 
any more, but I feel that he is near me, watching me, looking at me, 
penetrating me, dominating me and more redoubtable when he hides 
himself thus, than if he were to manifest his constant and invisible 
presence by supernatural phenomena. However, I slept. 
 
August 9. Nothing, but I am afraid. 
 
August 10. Nothing; what will happen tomorrow? 
 
August 11. Still nothing; I cannot stop at home with this fear hanging over 
me and these thoughts in my mind; I shall go away. 
August 12. Ten o’clock at night. All day long I have been trying to get away, 
and have not been able. I wished to accomplish this simple and easy act of 
liberty — go out — get into my carriage in order to go to Rouen — and I 
have not been able to do it. What is the reason? 
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August 13. When one is attacked by certain maladies, all the springs of our 
physical being appear to be broken, all our energies destroyed, all our 
muscles relaxed, our bones to have become as soft as our flesh, and our 
blood as liquid as water. I am experiencing that condition in my moral 
being in a strange and distressing manner. I have no longer any strength, 
any courage, any self-control, nor even any power to set my own will in 
motion. I have no power left to will anything, but some one does it for me 
and I obey. 
 
August 14. I am lost! Somebody possesses my soul and governs it! 
Somebody orders all my acts, all my movements, all my thoughts. I am no 
longer anything in myself, nothing except an enslaved and terrified 
spectator of all the things which I do. I wish to go out; I cannot. He does 
not wish to, and so I remain, trembling and distracted in the armchair in 
which he keeps me sitting. I merely wish to get up and to rouse myself, so 
as to think that I am still master of myself: I cannot! I am riveted to my 
chair, and my chair adheres to the ground in such a manner that no force 
could move us. 
   Then suddenly, I must, I must go to the bottom of my garden to pick 
some strawberries and eat them, and I go there. I pick the strawberries and 
I eat them! Oh! my God! my God! Is there a God? If there be one, deliver 
me! save me! succor me! Pardon! Pity! Mercy! Save me! Oh! what 
sufferings! what torture! what horror! 
 
August 15. Certainly this is the way in which my poor cousin was possessed 
and swayed, when she came to borrow five thousand francs of me. She was 
under the power of a strange will which had entered into her, like another 
soul, like another parasitic and ruling soul. Is the world coming to an end? 
   But who is he, this invisible being that rules me. This unknowable being, 
this rover of a supernatural race? 
   Invisible beings exist, then! How is it then that since the beginning of the 
world they have never manifested themselves in such a manner precisely as 
they do to me? I have never read anything which resembles what goes on 
in my house. Oh! If I could only leave it, if I could only go away and flee, so 
as never to return. I should be saved, but I cannot. 
 
August 16. I managed to escape today for two hours, like a prisoner who 
finds the door of his dungeon accidentally open. I suddenly felt that I was 
free and that he was far away, and so I gave orders to put the horses in as 
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quickly as possible, and I drove to Rouen. Oh! How delightful to be able to 
say to a man who obeyed you: “Go to Rouen!” 
   I made him pull up before the library, and I begged them to lend me Dr. 
Herrmann Herestauss’s treatise on the unknown inhabitants of the ancient 
and modern world. 
   Then, as I was getting into my carriage, I intended to say: “To the railway 
station!” but instead of this I shouted, — I did not say, but I shouted — in 
such a loud voice that all the passers-by turned round: “Home!” and I fell 
back onto the cushion of my carriage, overcome by mental agony. He had 
found me out and regained possession of me. 
 
August 17. Oh! What a night! what a night! And yet it seems to me that I 
ought to rejoice. I read until one o’clock in the morning! Herestauss, 
Doctor of Philosophy and Theogony, wrote the history and the 
manifestations of all those invisible beings which hover around man, or of 
whom he dreams. He describes their origin, their domains, their power; 
but none of them resembles the one which haunts me. One might say that 
man, ever since he has thought, has had a foreboding of, and feared a new 
being, stronger than himself, his successor in this world, and that, feeling 
him near, and not being able to foretell the nature of that master, he has, in 
his terror, created the whole race of hidden beings, of vague phantoms 
born of fear. 
   Having, therefore, read until one o’clock in the morning, I went and sat 
down at the open window, in order to cool my forehead and my thoughts, 
in the calm night air. It was very pleasant and warm! How I should have 
enjoyed such a night formerly! 
   There was no moon, but the stars darted out their rays in the dark 
heavens. Who inhabits those worlds? What forms, what living beings, what 
animals are there yonder? What do those who are thinkers in those distant 
worlds, know more than we do? What can they do more than we can? 
What do they see which we do not know? Will not one of them, some day 
or other, traversing space, appear on our earth to conquer it, just as the 
Norsemen formerly crossed the sea in order to subjugate nations more 
feeble than themselves? 
   We are so weak, so unarmed, so ignorant, so small, we who live on this 
particle of mud which turns round in a drop of water. 
   I fell asleep, dreaming thus in the cool night air, and then, having slept 
for about three quarters of an hour, I opened my eyes without moving, 
awakened by I know not what confused and strange sensation. At first I 
saw nothing, and then suddenly it appeared to me as if a page of a book 
which had remained open on my table, turned over of its own accord. Not 
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a breath of air had come in at my window, and I was surprised and waited. 
In about four minutes, I saw, I saw, yes I saw with my own eyes another 
page lift itself up and fall down on the others, as if a finger had turned it 
over. My armchair was empty, appeared empty, but I knew that he was 
there, he, and sitting in my place, and that he was reading. With a furious 
bound, the bound of an enraged wild beast that wishes to disembowel its 
tamer, I crossed my room to seize him, to strangle him, to kill him! . . . But 
before I could reach it, my chair fell over as if somebody had ran away from 
me . . . my table rocked, my lamp fell and went out, and my window closed 
as if some thief had been surprised and had fled out into the night, 
shutting it behind him. 
   So he had run away: he had been afraid: he, afraid of me! 
   So . . . so . . . tomorrow . . . or later . . . some day or other . . . I should be 
able to hold him in my clutches and crush him against the ground! Do not 
dogs occasionally bite and strangle their masters? 
 
August 18. I have been thinking the whole day long. Oh! yes, I will obey 
him, follow his impulses, fulfill all his wishes, show myself humble, 
submissive, a coward. He is the stronger; but an hour will come. . . . 
 
August 19. I know, . . . I know . . . I know all! I have just read the following 
in the Revue du Monde Scientifique: “A curious piece of news comes to us 
from Rio de Janeiro. Madness, an epidemic of madness, which may be 
compared to that contagious madness which attacked the people of Europe 
in the Middle Ages, is at this moment raging in the Province of San–Paulo. 
The frightened inhabitants are leaving their houses, deserting their villages, 
abandoning their land, saying that they are pursued, possessed, governed 
like human cattle by invisible, though tangible beings, a species of vampire, 
which feed on their life while they are asleep, and who, besides, drink 
water and milk without appearing to touch any other nourishment. 
    “Professor Don Pedro Henriques, accompanied by several medical 
savants, has gone to the Province of San–Paulo, in order to study the origin 
and the manifestations of this surprising madness on the spot, and to 
propose such measures to the Emperor as may appear to him to be most 
fitted to restore the mad population to reason.” 
   Ah! Ah! I remember now that fine Brazilian three-master which passed in 
front of my windows as it was going up the Seine, on the 8th of last May! I 
thought it looked so pretty, so white and bright! That Being was on board 
of her, coming from there, where its race sprang from. And it saw me! It 
saw my house which was also white, and he sprang from the ship onto the 
land. Oh! Good heavens! 
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   Now I know, I can divine. The reign of man is over, and he has come. He 
whom disquieted priests exorcised, whom sorcerers evoked on dark nights, 
without yet seeing him appear, to whom the presentiments of the transient 
masters of the world lent all the monstrous or graceful forms of gnomes, 
spirits, genii, fairies and familiar spirits. After the coarse conceptions of 
primitive fear, more clear-sighted men foresaw it more clearly. Mesmer 
divined him, and ten years ago physicians accurately discovered the nature 
of his power, even before he exercised it himself. They played with that 
weapon of their new Lord, the sway of a mysterious will over the human 
soul, which had become enslaved. They called it magnetism, hypnotism, 
suggestion . . . what do I know? I have seen them amusing themselves like 
impudent children with this horrible power! Woe to us! Woe to man! He 
has come, the . . . the . . . what does he call himself . . . the . . . I fancy that 
he is shouting out his name to me and I do not hear him . . . the . . . yes . . . 
he is shouting it out . . . I am listening . . . I cannot . . . repeat . . . it . . . 
Horla . . . I have heard . . . the Horla, . . . it is he . . . the Horla . . . he has 
come! 
   Ah! the vulture has eaten the pigeon, the wolf has eaten the lamb; the 
lion has devoured the buffalo with sharp horns; man has killed the lion 
with an arrow, with a sword, with gunpowder; but the Horla will make of 
man what we have made of the horse and of the ox: his chattel, his slave 
and his food, by the mere of his will. Woe to us! 
   But, nevertheless, the animal sometimes revolts and kills the man who 
has subjugated it. . . . I should also like . . . I shall be able to . . . but I must 
know him, touch him, see him! Learned men say that beasts’ eyes, as they 
differ from ours, do not distinguish like ours do. . . . And my eye cannot 
distinguish this newcomer who is oppressing me. 
   Why? Oh! Now I remember the words of the monk at Mont Saint–
Michel: “Can we see the hundred-thousandth part of what exists? Look 
here; there is the wind which is the strongest force in nature, which knocks 
men, and blows down buildings, uproots trees, raises the sea into 
mountains of water, destroys cliffs and casts great ships onto the breakers; 
the wind which kills, which whistles, which sighs, which roars, — have you 
ever seen it, and can you see it? It exists for all that, however!” 
   And I went on thinking: my eyes are so weak, so imperfect, that they do 
not even distinguish hard bodies, if they are as transparent as glass! . . . If a 
glass without tinfoil behind it were to bar my way, I should run into it, just 
like a bird which has flown into a room breaks its head against the 
windowpanes. A thousand things, moreover, deceive him and lead him 
astray. How should it then be surprising that he cannot perceive a fresh 
body which is traversed by the light. 
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   A new being! Why not? It was assuredly bound to come! Why should we 
be the last? We do not distinguish it, like all the others created before us? 
The reason is, that its nature is more perfect, its body finer and more 
finished than ours, that ours is so weak, so awkwardly conceived, 
encumbered with organs that are always tired, always on the strain like 
locks that are too complicated, which lives like a plant and like a beast, 
nourishing itself with difficulty on air, herbs and flesh, an animal machine, 
which is a prey to maladies, to malformations, to decay; broken-winded, 
badly regulated, simple and eccentric, ingeniously badly made, a coarse 
and a delicate work, the outline of a being which might become intelligent 
and grand. 
   We are only a few, so few in this world, from the oyster up to man. Why 
should there not be one more, when once that period is accomplished 
which separates the successive apparitions from all the different species? 
   Why not one more? Why not, also, other trees with immense, splendid 
flowers, perfuming whole regions? Why not other elements besides fire, 
air, earth and water? There are four, only four, those nursing fathers of 
various beings! What a pity! Why are they not forty, four hundred, four 
thousand! How poor everything is, how mean and wretched! grudgingly 
given, dryly invented, clumsily made! Ah! the elephant and the 
hippopotamus, what grace! And the camel, what elegance! 
   But, the butterfly you will say, a flying flower! I dream of one that should 
be as large as a hundred worlds, with wings whose shape, beauty, colors 
and motion I cannot even express. But I see it . . . it flutters from star to 
star, refreshing them and perfuming them with the light and harmonious 
breath of its flight! . . . And the people up there look at it as it passes in an 
ecstacy of delight! . . . 
   What is the matter with me? It is he, the Horla, who haunts me, and who 
makes me think of these foolish things! He is within me, he is becoming 
my soul; I shall kill him! 
 
August 19. I shall kill him. I have seen him! Yesterday I sat down at my 
table and pretended to write very assiduously. I knew quite well that he 
would come prowling round me, quite close to me, so close that I might 
perhaps be able to touch him, to seize him. And then! . . . then I should 
have the strength of desperation; I should have my hands, my knees, my 
chest, my forehead, my teeth to strangle him, to crush him, to bite him, to 
tear him to pieces. And I watched for him with all my overexcited organs. 
   I had lighted my two lamps and the eight wax candles on my 
mantelpiece, as if, by this light, I could have discovered him. 
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   My bed, my old oak bed with its columns was opposite to me; on my 
right was the fireplace; on my left the door, which was carefully closed, 
after I had left it open for some time, in order to attract him; behind me 
was a very high wardrobe with a looking-glass in it, which served me to 
dress by every day, and in which I was in the habit of looking at myself 
from head to foot every time I passed it. 
   So I pretended to be writing in order to deceive him, for he also was 
watching me, and suddenly I felt, I was certain that he was reading over my 
shoulder, that he was there, almost touching my ear. 
   I got up so quickly, with my hands extended, that I almost fell. Eh! well? 
. . . It was as bright as at midday, but I did not see myself in the glass! . . . It 
was empty, clear, profound, full of light! But my figure was not reflected in 
it . . . and I, I was opposite to it! I saw the large, clear glass from top to 
bottom, and I looked at it with unsteady eyes; and I did not dare to 
advance; I did not venture to make a movement, nevertheless, feeling 
perfectly that he was there, but that he would escape me again, he whose 
imperceptible body had absorbed my reflection. 
   How frightened I was! And then suddenly I began to see myself through a 
mist in the depths of the looking-glass, in a mist as it were through a sheet 
of water; and it seemed to me as if this water were flowing slowly from left 
to right, and making my figure clearer every moment. It was like the end of 
an eclipse. Whatever it was that hid me, did not appear to possess any 
clearly defined outlines, but a sort of opaque transparency, which gradually 
grew clearer. 
   At last I was able to distinguish myself completely, as I do every day when 
I look at myself. 
   I had seen it! And the horror of it remained with me, and makes me 
shudder even now. 
 
August 20. How could I kill it, as I could not get hold of it? Poison? But it 
would see me mix it with the water; and then, would our poisons have any 
effect on its impalpable body? No . . . no . . . no doubt about the matter . . . 
Then? . . . then? . . . 
 
August 21. I sent for a blacksmith from Rouen, and ordered iron shutters of 
him for my room, such as some private hotels in Paris have on the ground 
floor, for fear of thieves, and he is going to make me a similar door as well. 
I have made myself out as a coward, but I do not care about that! . . . 
 
September 10. Rouen, Hotel Continental. It is done; . . . it is done. . . . But is 
he dead? My mind is thoroughly upset by what I have seen. 
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   Well, then, yesterday, the locksmith having put on the iron shutters and 
door, I left everything open until midnight, although it was getting cold. 
   Suddenly I felt that he was there, and joy, mad joy took possession of me. I 
got up softly, and I walked to the right and left for sometime, so that he might 
not guess anything; then I took off my boots and put on my slippers carelessly; 
then I fastened the iron shutters and going back to the door quickly I double-
locked it with a padlock, putting the key into my pocket. 
   Suddenly I noticed that he was moving restlessly round me, that in his turn 
he was frightened and was ordering me to let him out. I nearly yielded, though 
I did not yet, but putting my back to the door, I half opened, just enough to 
allow me to go out backwards, and as I am very tall, my head touched the 
lintel. I was sure that he had not been able to escape, and I shut him up quite 
alone, quite alone. What happiness! I had him fast. Then I ran downstairs; in 
the drawing-room, which was under my bedroom, I took the two lamps and I 
poured all the oil onto the carpet, the furniture, everywhere; then I set the fire 
to it and made my escape, after having carefully double-locked the door. 
   I went and hid myself at the bottom of the garden, in a clump of laurel 
bushes. How long it was! how long it was! Everything was dark, silent, 
motionless, not a breath of air and not a star, but heavy banks of clouds which 
one could not see, but which weighed, oh! so heavily on my soul. 
   I looked at my house and waited. How long it was! I already began to think 
that the fire had gone out of its own accord, or that he had extinguished it, 
when one of the lower windows gave way under the violence of the flames, and 
a long, soft, caressing sheet of red flame mounted up the white wall, and kissed 
it as high as the roof. The light fell onto the trees, the branches, and the leaves, 
and a shiver of fear pervaded them also! The birds awoke; a dog began to howl, 
and it seemed to me as if the day were breaking! Almost immediately two 
other windows flew into fragments, and I saw that the whole of the lower part 
of my house was nothing but a terrible furnace. But a cry, a horrible, shrill, 
heartrending cry, a woman’s cry, sounded through the night, and two garret 
windows were opened! I had forgotten the servants! I saw the terror-struck 
faces, and their frantically waving arms! . . . 
   Then, overwhelmed with horror, I set off to run to the village, shouting: 
“Help! help! fire! fire!” I met some people who were already coming onto the 
scene, and I went back with them to see! 
   By this time the house was nothing but a horrible and a magnificent funeral 
pile, a monstrous funeral pile which lit up the whole country, a funeral pile 
where men were burning, and where he was burning also, He, He, my 
prisoner, that new Being, the new master, the Horla! 
   Suddenly the whole roof fell in between the walls, and a volcano of flames 
darted up to the sky. Through all the windows which opened onto that 
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furnace, I saw the flames darting, and I thought that he was there, in that 
kiln, dead. 
   Dead? perhaps? . . . His body? Was not his body, which was transparent, 
indestructible by such means as would kill ours? 
   If he was not dead? . . . Perhaps time alone has power over that Invisible 
and Redoubtable Being. Why this transparent, unrecognizable body, this 
body belonging to a spirit, if it also had to fear ills, infirmities and 
premature destruction? 
   Premature destruction? All human terror springs from that! After man 
the Horla. After him who can die every day, at any hour, at any moment, by 
any accident, he came who was only to die at his own proper hour and 
minute, because he had touched the limits of his existence! 
   No . . . no . . . without any doubt . . . he is not dead. . . . Then . . . then . . . 
I suppose I must kill myself! . . . 

        
 

MODERN Ghosts. The subtitle to “The Horla” suggests that the Horla is a 
species of new horror; and it was. Weird fiction had a bevy of grandsires – 
Poe, Hoffmann, O’Brien, Hawthorne, and others – but de Maupassant’s 
Horla truly proposes the weird in a manner not entirely supposed heretofore. 
It is vast, alien, misanthropic, bigger than God, and higher on the food chain 
than man, endowed with a horrendously incomprehensible physics, and 
eager to wring mankind of willpower, life, and contentment. Besides being a 
splendid metaphor for the madness that was ravaging the author’s mind as 
he wrote, “The Horla” owes a debt of gratitude to Fitz-James O’Brien’s creepy 
story of invisible aliens – “What Was It?” – and to the myths of the 
succubus/incubus and the night-mare: goblin-like creatures who squatted on 
the chests of sleeping persons, polluting their dreams with terror and the 
waking hours with dread. “The Horla” also provided future writers with a 
glimpse into a world of malevolence and misanthropy: a cosmos filled with 
revulsion and disgust at man’s existence, either poised to dominate the 
crawling inhabitants of the earth or still too unimpressed to act. H. P. 
Lovecraft’s “The Call of Cthulhu,” Algernon Blackwood’s “The Willows,” and 
Ambrose Bierce’s “The Damned Thing” – masterpieces each – all owe “The 
Horla” for their cosmic vision of invasion, invisibility, and inconceivability. 
The Horla is, as Lovecraft put it, “the vanguard of a horde of extra-terrestrial 
organisms arrived on earth to subjugate and overwhelm mankind,” an 
invasive element that encapsulates de Maupassant’s obsession with the fear 
of the unknown (cf. “Fear,” “He?”) and the outer; it is the Outer One, the 
Thing Outside, the Thing From Beyond – The Horla.  
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BLACKWOODIAN and Biercean in its treatment of Fear (compare to 
Blackwood’s “Sand” and Bierce’s “The Suitable Surroundings”), this tale 
delves ably into a conversation of the nature of the unknown, the terrifying, 
and the very psychology of fear. Like the oft-anthologized “Thurnley Abbey” 
by Perceval Landon, this story begins on the deck of a ship bound for a 
foreign land. Amidst this atmosphere of looming otherliness, a company of 
adventurers discuss the definition of fear. The narrator, a man who has faced 
literal death on many occasions, disputes the belief that fear accompanies 
physical peril. Rather, he insists, fear is the offspring of those events and 
sensations in life which – at least in the moment – are incomprehensible.    

        
 

The Traveler’s Story – Or, Fear 
{1882} 

 

WE went up on deck after dinner. Before us the Mediterranean lay without 

a ripple and shimmering in the moonlight. The great ship glided on, 

casting upward to the star-studded sky a long serpent of black smoke. 

Behind us the dazzling white water, stirred by the rapid progress of the 

heavy bark and beaten by the propeller, foamed, seemed to writhe, gave 

off so much brilliancy that one could have called it boiling moonlight. 

There were six or eight of us silent with admiration and gazing toward 

far-away Africa whither we were going. The commandant, who was 

smoking a cigar with us, brusquely resumed the conversation begun at 

dinner. 

"Yes, I was afraid then. My ship remained for six hours on that rock, 

beaten by the wind and with a great hole in the side. Luckily we were 

picked up toward evening by an English coaler which sighted us." 

Then a tall man of sunburned face and grave demeanor, one of those 

men who have evidently traveled unknown and far-away lands, whose 

calm eye seems to preserve in its depths something of the foreign scenes it 

has observed, a man that you are sure is impregnated with courage, spoke 

for the first time. 

"You say, commandant, that you were afraid. I beg to disagree with 

you. You are in error as to the meaning of the word and the nature of the 

sensation that you experienced. An energetic man is never afraid in the 

presence of urgent danger. He is excited, aroused, full of anxiety, but fear 

is something quite different." 
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The commandant laughed and answered: "Bah! I assure you that I was 

afraid." 

Then the man of the tanned countenance addressed us deliberately as 

follows: 

"Permit me to explain. Fear--and the boldest men may feel fear--is 

something horrible, an atrocious sensation, a sort of decomposition of the 

soul, a terrible spasm of brain and heart, the very memory of which brings 

a shudder of anguish, but when one is brave he feels it neither under fire 

nor in the presence of sure death nor in the face of any well-known 

danger. It springs up under certain abnormal conditions, under certain 

mysterious influences in the presence of vague peril. Real fear is a sort of 

reminiscence of fantastic terror of the past. A man who believes in ghosts 

and imagines he sees a specter in the darkness must feel fear in all its 

horror. 

"As for me I was overwhelmed with fear in broad daylight about ten 

years ago and again one December night last winter. 

"Nevertheless, I have gone through many dangers, many adventures 

which seemed to promise death. I have often been in battle. I have been 

left for dead by thieves. In America I was condemned as an insurgent to be 

hanged, and off the coast of China have been thrown into the sea from the 

deck of a ship. Each time I thought I was lost I at once decided upon my 

course of action without regret or weakness. 

"That is not fear. 

"I have felt it in Africa, and yet it is a child of the north. The sunlight 

banishes it like the mist. Consider this fact, gentlemen. Among the 

Orientals life has no value; resignation is natural. The nights are clear and 

empty of the somber spirit of unrest which haunts the brain in cooler 

lands. In the Orient panic is known, but not fear. 

"Well, then! Here is the incident that befell me in Africa. 

"I was crossing the great sands to the south of Onargla. It is one of the 

most curious districts in the world. You have seen the solid continuous 

sand of the endless ocean strands. Well, imagine the ocean itself turned to 

sand in the midst of a storm. Imagine a silent tempest with motionless 

billows of yellow dust. They are high as mountains, these uneven, varied 

surges, rising exactly like unchained billows, but still larger, and stratified 

like watered silk. On this wild, silent, and motionless sea, the consuming 

rays of the tropical sun are poured pitilessly and directly. You have to 

climb these streaks of red-hot ash, descend again on the other side, climb 

again, climb, climb without halt, without repose, without shade. The 
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horses cough, sink to their knees and slide down the sides of these 

remarkable hills. 

"We were a couple of friends followed by eight spahis and four camels 

with their drivers. We were no longer talking, overcome by heat, fatigue, 

and a thirst such as had produced this burning desert. Suddenly one of our 

men uttered a cry. We all halted, surprised by an unsolved phenomenon 

known only to travelers in these trackless wastes. 

"Somewhere, near us, in an indeterminable direction, a drum was 

rolling, the mysterious drum of the sands. It was beating distinctly, now 

with greater resonance and again feebler, ceasing, then resuming its 

uncanny roll. 

"The Arabs, terrified, stared at one another, and one said in his 

language: 'Death is upon us.' As he spoke, my companion, my friend, 

almost a brother, dropped from his horse, falling face downward on the 

sand, overcome by a sunstroke. 

"And for two hours, while I tried in vain to save him, this weird drum 

filled my ears with its monotonous, intermittent and incomprehensible 

tone, and I felt lay hold of my bones fear, real fear, hideous fear, in the 

presence of this beloved corpse, in this hole scorched by the sun, 

surrounded by four mountains of sand, and two hundred leagues from any 

French settlement, while echo assailed our ears with this furious drum 

beat. 

"On that day I realized what fear was, but since then I have had 

another, and still more vivid experience--" 

The commandant interrupted the speaker: 

"I beg your pardon, but what was the drum?" 

The traveler replied: 

"I cannot say. No one knows. Our officers are often surprised by this 

singular noise and attribute it generally to the echo produced by a hail of 

grains of sand blown by the wind against the dry and brittle leaves of 

weeds, for it has always been noticed that the phenomenon occurs in 

proximity to little plants burned by the sun and hard as parchment. This 

sound seems to have been magnified, multiplied, and swelled beyond 

measure in its progress through the valleys of sand, and the drum therefore 

might be considered a sort of sound mirage. Nothing more. But I did not 

know that until later. 

"I shall proceed to my second instance. 

"It was last winter, in a forest of the Northeast of France. The sky was 

so overcast that night came two hours earlier than usual. My guide was a 
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peasant who walked beside me along the narrow road, under the vault of 

fir trees, through which the wind in its fury howled. Between the tree tops, 

I saw the fleeting clouds, which seemed to hasten as if to escape some 

object of terror. Sometimes in a fierce gust of wind the whole forest 

bowed in the same direction with a groan of pain, and a chill laid hold of 

me, despite my rapid pace and heavy clothing. 

"We were to sup and sleep at an old gamekeeper's house not much 

farther on. I had come out for hunting. 

"My guide sometimes raised his eyes and murmured: 'Ugly weather!' 

Then he told me about the people among whom we were to spend the 

night. The father had killed a poacher, two years before, and since then 

had been gloomy and behaved as though haunted by a memory. His two 

sons were married and lived with him. 

"The darkness was profound. I could see nothing before me nor around 

me and the mass of overhanging interlacing trees rubbed together, filling 

the night with an incessant whispering. Finally I saw a light and soon my 

companion was knocking upon a door. Sharp women's voices answered 

us, then a man's voice, a choking voice, asked, 'Who goes there?' My 

guide gave his name. We entered and beheld a memorable picture. 

"An old man with white hair, wild eyes, and a loaded gun in his hands, 

stood waiting for us in the middle of the kitchen, while two stalwart 

youths, armed with axes, guarded the door. In the somber corners I 

distinguished two women kneeling with faces to the wall. 

"Matters were explained, and the old man stood his gun against the 

wall, at the same time ordering that a room be prepared for me. Then, as 

the women did not stir: 'Look you, monsieur,' said he, 'two years ago this 

night I killed a man, and last year he came back to haunt me. I expect him 

again to-night.' 

"Then he added in a tone that made me smile: 

"'And so we are somewhat excited.' 

"I reassured him as best I could, happy to have arrived on that 

particular evening and to witness this superstitious terror. I told stories and 

almost succeeded in calming the whole household. 

"Near the fireplace slept an old dog, mustached and almost blind, with 

his head between his paws, such a dog as reminds you of people you have 

known. 

"Outside, the raging storm was beating against the little house, and 

suddenly through a small pane of glass, a sort of peep-window placed near  
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the door, I saw in a brilliant flash of lightning a whole mass of trees 

thrashed by the wind. 

"In spite of my efforts, I realized that terror was laying hold of these 

people, and each time that I ceased to speak, all ears listened for distant 

sounds. Annoyed at these foolish fears, I was about to retire to my bed, 

when the old gamekeeper suddenly leaped from his chair, seized his gun 

and stammered wildly: 'There he is, there he is! I hear him!' The two 

women again sank upon their knees in the corner and hid their faces, while 

the sons took up the axes. I was going to try to pacify them once more, 

when the sleeping dog awakened suddenly and, raising his head and 

stretching his neck, looked at the fire with his dim eyes and uttered one of 

those mournful howls which make travelers shudder in the darkness and 

solitude of the country. All eyes were focused upon him now as he rose on 

his front feet, as though haunted by a vision, and began to howl at 

something invisible, unknown, and doubtless horrible, for he was bristling 

all over. The gamekeeper with livid face cried: 'He scents him! He scents 

him! He was there when I killed him.' The two women, terrified, began to 

wail in concert with the dog. 

"In spite of myself, cold chills ran down my spine. This vision of the 

animal at such a time and place, in the midst of these startled people, was 

something frightful to witness. 

"Then for an hour the dog howled without stirring; he howled as though 

in the anguish of a nightmare; and fear, horrible fear came over me. Fear 

of what? How can I say? It was fear, and that is all I know. 

"We remained motionless and pale, expecting something awful to 

happen. Our ears were strained and our hearts beat loudly while the 

slightest noise startled us. Then the beast began to walk around the room, 

sniffing at the walls and growling constantly. His maneuvers were driving 

us mad! Then the countryman, who had brought me thither, in a paroxysm 

of rage, seized the dog, and carrying him to a door, which opened into a 

small court, thrust him forth. 

"The noise was suppressed and we were left plunged in a silence still 

more terrible. Then suddenly we all started. Some one was gliding along 

the outside wall toward the forest; then he seemed to be feeling of the door 

with a trembling hand; then for two minutes nothing was heard and we 

almost lost our minds. Then he returned, still feeling along the wall, and 

scratched lightly upon the door as a child might do with his finger nails. 

Suddenly a face appeared behind the glass of the peep-window, a white 
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face with eyes shining like those of the cat tribe. A sound was heard, an 

indistinct plaintive murmur. 

"Then there was a formidable burst of noise in the kitchen. The old 

gamekeeper had fired and the two sons at once rushed forward and 

barricaded the window with the great table, reinforcing it with the buffet. 

"I swear to you that at the shock of the gun's discharge, which I did not 

expect, such an anguish laid hold of my heart, my soul, and my very body 

that I felt myself about to fall, about to die from fear. 

"We remained there until dawn, unable to move, in short, seized by an 

indescribable numbness of the brain. 

"No one dared to remove the barricade until a thin ray of sunlight 

appeared through a crack in the back room. 

"At the base of the wall and under the window, we found the old dog 

lying dead, his skull shattered by a ball. 

"He had escaped from the little court by digging a hole under a fence." 

The dark-visaged man became silent, then he added: 

"And yet on that night I incurred no danger, but I should rather again 

pass through all the hours in which I have confronted the most terrible 

perils than the one minute when that gun was discharged at the bearded 

head in the window." 
 
 
 
 

        
 
WHILE no genuine specters haunt this story – one of de Maupassant’s best 
psychological horror stories – it is rife with dread, presenting a sound and 
fascinating analysis of human terror. The emphasis is on the imaginary, and 
the imagination – the threshold between the known and the unknown, the 
physical and the psychical – is the birthplace of fear. The perils suffered by 
the narrator were all real and distinct (execution, drowning, etc.), presenting 
a clear threat to the physical body. The terrors he relates are both proven to 
later be figments of the imagination – a mere “mirage” of menace. And yet, 
the sensations they evoked were more concrete in his mind than the threat of 
drowning. Imagination’s reign, and its ability to challenge the expectations 
and understandings established by reason and experience is the true source 
of all real fear.  
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STEPHEN King’s 1977 tour de force The Shining has the bald essence of this 
wintry tragedy hibernating in its DNA. Although the eponymous Swiss inn 
bears little resemblance to the sprawling Overlook Hotel with its ghoulish 
occupants, the psychological ramifications of a small party occupying a 
residence during an unbroken and unvisited winter are tellingly similar. 
While I can find no information that suggests that King was aware of de 
Maupassant’s “Inn,” the tale’s treatment of cabin fever is masterful, 
nonetheless.  As with most of de Maupassant’s horror, the presence of the 
supernatural is cross-hatched with the delusions of insanity, and while 
paranormal activity fails to manifest with the visual potency of “The 
Apparition,” its power lies more in the psychological miasma of guilt, 
uncertainty, and isolation.   

        
 

The Inn 
{1890} 

 

LIKE all the wooden inns in the higher Alps, which are situated in the rocky 
and bare gorges which intersect the white summits of the mountains, the 
inn of Schwarenbach stands as a refuge for travelers who are crossing the 
Gemmi. 
   It remains open for six months in the year, and is inhabited by the family 
of Jean Hauser; then, as soon as the snow begins to fall, and fills the valley 
so as to make the road down to Loëche impassable, the father and his three 
sons go away, and leave the house in charge of the old guide, Gaspard Hari, 
with the young guide, Ulrich Kunzi, and Sam, the great mountain dog. 
   The two men and the dog remained till the spring in their snowy prison, 
with nothing before their eyes except the immense, white slopes of the 
Balmhorn; they were surrounded by light, glistening summits, and shut up, 
blocked up and buried by the snow which rose around them, and which 
enveloped, bound and crushed the little house, which lay piled on the roof, 
reached to the windows and blocked up the door. 
   It was the day on which the Hauser family were going to return to 
Loëche, as winter was approaching, and the descent was becoming 
dangerous. Three mules started first, laden with baggage and led by the 
three sons. Then the mother, Jean Hauser and her daughter Louise 
mounted a fourth mule, and set off in their turn, and the father followed 
them, accompanied by the two men in charge, who were to escort the 
family as far as the brow of the descent. First of all they passed round the 
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small lake, which was now frozen over, at the bottom of the mass of rocks 
which stretched in front of the inn, and then they followed the valley, 
which was dominated on all sides by the snow covered summits. 
   A ray of sunlight fell into that little white, glistening, frozen desert, and 
illuminated it with a cold and dazzling flame; no living thing appeared 
among this ocean of hills; there was nothing more in this immeasurable 
solitude, and no noise disturbed the profound silence. 
   By degrees the young guide Ulrich Kunzi, a tall, long legged Swiss, left 
daddy Hauser and old Gaspard behind, in order to catch up to the mule, 
which carried the two women. The younger one looked at him as he 
approached, and appeared to be calling him, with her sad eyes. She was a 
young, light haired peasant girl, whose milk white cheeks and pale hair 
looked as if they had lost their color by their long abode amidst the ice. 
When he had got up with the animal which carried them, he put his hand 
on the crupper, and relaxed his speed. Mother Hauser began to talk to him, 
and enumerated with the minutest details all that he would have to attend 
to during the winter. It was the first time that he was going to stop up 
there, while old Hari had already spent fourteen winters amidst the snow, 
at the inn of Schwarenbach. 
   Ulrich Kunzi listened, without appearing to understand, and looked 
incessantly at the girl. From time to time he replied: “Yes, Madame 
Hauser;” but his thoughts seemed far away, and his calm features remained 
unmoved. 
   They reached Lake Daube, whose broad, frozen surface extended to the 
bottom of the valley. On the right, the Daubenhorn showed its black rocks, 
rising up in a peak above the enormous moraines of the Lömmeon glacier, 
which rose above the Wildstrubel. As they approached the neck of the 
Gemmi, where the descent to Loëche begins, they suddenly beheld the 
immense horizon of the Alps of the Valais, from which the broad, deep 
valley of the Rhone separated them. 
   In the distance, there was a group of white, unequal flat or pointed 
mountain summits, which glistened in the sun; the Mischabel with its two 
peaks, the huge group of the Weisshorn, the heavy Brunegghorn, the lofty 
and formidable pyramid of Mont Cervin, that slayer of men, and the Dent–
Blanche, that terrible coquette. 
   Then, beneath them, in a tremendous hole, at the bottom of a terrible 
abyss, they perceived Loëche, where houses looked as grains of sand which 
had been thrown in that enormous crevice, which finishes and closes the 
Gemmi, and which opens, down below, onto the Rhone. 
   The mule stopped at the edge of the path, which goes turning and 
twisting continually, and which comes back fantastically and strangely, 
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along the side of the mountain, as far as the almost invisible little village at 
its feet. The women jumped into the snow, and the two old men joined 
them. “Well,” father Hauser said, “good-bye, and keep up your spirits till 
next year, my friends,” and old Hari replied: “Till next year.” 
   They embraced each other, and then Madame Hauser in her turn, offered 
her cheek, and the girl did the same. 
   When Ulrich Kunzi’s turn came, he whispered in Louise’s ear: “Do not 
forget those up yonder,” and she replied: “no,” in such a low voice, that he 
guessed what she had said, without hearing it. “Well, adieu,” Jean Hauser 
repeated, “and don’t fall ill.” And going before the two women, he 
commenced the descent, and soon all three disappeared at the first turn in 
the road, while the two men returned to the inn at Schwarenbach. 
   They walked slowly, side by side, without speaking. It was over, and they 
would be alone together for four or five months. Then Gaspard Bari began 
to relate his life last winter. He had remained with Michael Canol, who was 
too old now to stand it; for an accident might happen during that long 
solitude. They had not been dull, however; the only thing was to make up 
one’s mind to it from the first, and in the end one would find plenty of 
distraction, games and other means of whiling away the time. 
   Ulrich Kunzi listened to him with his eyes on the ground, for in his 
thoughts he was following those who were descending to the village. They 
soon came in sight of the inn, which was, however, scarcely visible, so 
small did it look, a black speck at the foot of that enormous billow of snow, 
and when they opened the door, Sam, the great curly dog, began to romp 
round them. 
    “Come, my boy,” old Gaspard said, “we have no women now, so we must 
get our own dinner ready. Go and peel the potatoes.” And they both sat 
down on wooden stools, and began to put the bread into the soup. 
   The next morning seemed very long to Kunzi. Old Hari smoked and spat 
onto the hearth, while the young man looked out of the window at the 
snow-covered mountain opposite the house. 
   In the afternoon he went out, and going over yesterday’s ground again, he 
looked for the traces of the mule that had carried the two women; then 
when he had reached the neck of the Gemmi, he laid himself down on his 
stomach and looked at Loëche. 
   The village, in its rocky pit, was not yet buried under the snow, although 
it came quite close to it, but it was stopped short by the pine woods which 
protected it. Its low houses looked like paving stones in a large meadow, 
from up there. Hauser’s little daughter was there now, in one of those gray 
colored houses. In which? Ulrich Kunzi was too far away to be able to make 
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them out separately. How he would have liked to go down, while he was 
yet able! 
   But the sun had disappeared behind the lofty crest of the Wildstrubel, 
and the young man returned to the chalet. Daddy Hari was smoking, and 
when he saw his mate come in, he proposed a game of cards to him, and 
they sat down opposite each other, on either side of the table. They played 
for a long time, a simple game called brisque, and then they had supper and 
went to bed. 
   The following days were like the first, bright and cold, without any more 
snow. Old Gaspard spent his afternoons in watching the eagles and other 
rare birds which ventured onto those frozen heights, while Ulrich returned 
regularly to the neck of the Gemmi to look at the village. Then they played 
at cards, dice or dominoes, and lost and won a trifle, just to create an 
interest in the game. 
   One morning Hari, who was up first, called his companion. A moving 
deep and light cloud of white spray was falling on them noiselessly, and 
was by degrees burying them under a thick, dark coverlet of foam, and that 
lasted four days and four nights. It was necessary to free the door and the 
windows, to dig out a passage and to cut steps to get over this frozen 
powder, which a twelve hours frost had made as hard as the granite of the 
moraines. 
   They lived like prisoners, and did not venture outside their abode. They 
had divided their duties, which they performed regularly. Ulrich Kunzi 
undertook the scouring, washing, and everything that belonged to 
cleanliness. He also chopped up the wood, while Gaspard Hari did the 
cooking and attended to the fire. Their regular and monotonous work was 
interrupted by long games at cards or dice, and they never quarreled, but 
were always calm and placid. They were never even impatient or ill-
humored, nor did they ever use hard words, for they had laid in a stock of 
patience for their wintering on the top of the mountain. 
   Sometimes old Gaspard took his rifle and went after chamois, and 
occasionally he killed one. Then there was a feast in the inn at 
Schwarenbach, and they reveled in fresh meat. One morning he went out 
as usual. The thermometer outside marked eighteen degrees of frost, and 
as the sun had not yet risen, the hunter hoped to surprise the animals at 
the approaches to the Wildstrubel, and Ulrich, being alone, remained in 
bed until ten o’clock. He was of a sleepy nature, but he would not have 
dared to give way like that to his inclination in the presence of the old 
guide, who was ever an early riser. He breakfasted leisurely with Sam, who 
also spent his days and nights in sleeping in front of the fire; then he felt 
low-spirited and even frightened at the solitude, and was seized by a 
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longing for his daily game of cards, as one is by the desire of an invincible 
habit, and so he went out to meet his companion, who was to return at 
four o’clock. 
   The snow had leveled the whole deep valley, filled up the crevasses, 
obliterated all signs of the two lakes and covered the rocks, so that between 
the high summits there was nothing but an immense, white, regular, 
dazzling and frozen surface. For three weeks, Ulrich had not been to the 
edge of the precipice, from which he had looked down onto the village, and 
he wanted to go there before climbing the slopes which led to Wildstrubel. 
Loëche was now also covered by the snow, and the houses could scarcely 
be distinguished, covered as they were by that white cloak. 
   Then turning to the right, he reached the Lämmern glacier. He went 
along with a mountaineer’s long strides, striking the snow, which was as 
hard as a rock, with his iron-shod stick, and with his piercing eyes, he 
looked for the little black, moving speck in the distance, on that enormous, 
white expanse. 
   When he reached the end of the glacier he stopped and asked himself 
whether the old man had taken that road, and then he began to walk along 
the moraines with rapid and uneasy steps. The day was declining; the snow 
was assuming a rosy tint, and a dry, frozen wind blew in rough gusts over 
its crystal surface. Ulrich uttered a long, shrill, vibrating call; his voice sped 
through the deathlike silence in which the mountains were sleeping; it 
reached the distance, over profound and motionless waves of glacial foam, 
like the cry of a bird over the waves of the sea; then it died away and 
nothing answered him. 
   He set to walk again. The sun had sunk yonder behind the mountain 
tops, which were still purple with the reflection from the sky; but the 
depths of the valley were becoming gray, and suddenly the young man felt 
frightened. It seemed to him as if the silence, the cold, the solitude, the 
winter death of these mountains were taking possession of him, were going 
to stop and to freeze his blood, to make his limbs grow stiff, and to turn 
him into a motionless and frozen object; and he set off running, fleeing 
towards his dwelling. The old man, he thought, would have returned 
during his absence. He had taken another road; he would, no doubt, be 
sitting before the fire, with a dead chamois at his feet. 
   He soon came in sight of the inn, but no smoke rose from it. Ulrich 
walked faster and opened the door; Sam ran up to him to greet him, but 
Gaspard Hari had not returned. Kunzi, in his alarm, turned round 
suddenly, as if he had expected to find his comrade hidden in a corner. 
Then he re-lighted the fire and made the soup; hoping every moment to 
see the old man come in. From time to time he went out, to see if he were 
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not coming in. It was quite night now, that wan night of the mountains, a 
livid night, with the crescent moon, yellow and dim and just disappearing 
behind the mountain tops, lit up on the edge of the horizon. 
   Then the young man went in and sat down to warm his hands and his 
feet, while he pictured to himself every possible accident. Gaspard might 
have broken a leg, have fallen into a crevasse, taken a false step and 
dislocated his ankle. And perhaps he was lying on the snow, overcome and 
stiff with the cold, in agony of mind, lost and perhaps shouting for help, 
calling with all his might, in the silence of the night. 
   But where? The mountain was so vast, so rugged, so dangerous in places, 
especially at that time of the year, that it would have required ten or 
twenty guides to walk for a week in all directions, to find a man in that 
immense space. Ulrich Kunzi, however, made up his mind to set out with 
Sam, if Gaspard did not return by one in the morning; and he made his 
preparations. 
   He put provisions for two days into a bag, took his steel climbing irons, 
tied a long, thin, strong rope round his waist and looked to see that his 
iron-shod stick and his axe, which served to cut steps in the ice, were in 
order. Then he waited. The fire was burning on the hearth and the great 
dog was snoring in front of it, and the clock was ticking as regularly as a 
heart beating, in its case of resounding wood. 
   He waited, with his ears on the alert for distant sounds, and he shivered 
when the wind blew against the roof and the walls. It struck twelve, and he 
trembled. Then, as he felt frightened and shuddering, he put some water 
on the fire, so that he might have some hot coffee before starting, and 
when the clock struck one he got up, woke Sam, opened the door and went 
off in the direction of the Wildstrubel. For five hours he mounted, scaling 
the rocks by means of his climbing irons, cutting into the ice, advancing 
continually and occasionally hauling up the dog, who remained below at 
the foot of some slope that was too steep for him, by means of the rope. It 
was about six o’clock when he reached one of the summits to which old 
Gaspard often came after chamois, and he waited till it should be daylight. 
   The sky was growing pale over head, and suddenly a strange light, 
springing, nobody could tell whence, illuminated the immense ocean of 
pale mountain summits, which stretched for a thousand leagues around 
him. One might have said that this vague brightness arose from the snow 
itself, in order to spread itself into space. By degrees the highest, distant 
summits assumed a delicate, fleshlike rose color, and the red sun appeared 
behind the ponderous giants of the Bernese Alps. 
   Ulrich Kunzi set off again, walking like a hunter, bent and looking for any 
traces, and saying to his dog: “Seek, old fellow, seek!” 
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   He was descending the mountain now, scanning the depths closely, and 
from time to time shouting, uttering a loud, prolonged cry, which soon 
died away in that silent vastness. Then, he put his ear to the ground, to 
listen; he thought he could distinguish a voice, and so he began to run, and 
shouted again, but he heard nothing more and sat down, worn out and in 
despair. Towards midday, he breakfasted and gave Sam, who was as tired 
as himself, something to eat also, and then he recommenced his search. 
   When evening came he was still walking, and he had walked more than 
thirty miles over the mountains. As he was too far away to return home, 
and too tired to drag himself along any further, he dug a hole in the snow 
and crouched in it with his dog, under a blanket which he had brought 
with him. And the man and the dog lay side by side, warming themselves 
one against the other, but frozen to the marrow, nevertheless. Ulrich 
scarcely slept, his mind haunted by visions and his limbs shaking with cold. 
   Day was breaking when he got up. His legs were as stiff as iron bars, and 
his spirits so low that he was ready to cry with grief, while his heart was 
beating so that he almost fell with excitement, when he thought he heard a 
noise. 
   Suddenly he imagined that he also was going to die of cold in the midst 
of this vast solitude, and the terror of such a death roused his energies and 
gave him renewed vigor. He was descending towards the inn, falling down 
and getting up again, and followed at a distance by Sam, who was limping 
on three legs, and they did not reach Schwarenbach until four o’clock in 
the afternoon. The house was empty, and the young man made a fire, had 
something to eat and went to sleep, so worn out that he did not think of 
anything more. 
   He slept for a long time, for a very long time, an unconquerable sleep. But 
suddenly a voice, a cry, a name: “Ulrich,” aroused him from his profound 
torpor and made him sit up in bed. Had he been dreaming? Was it one of 
those strange appeals which cross the dreams of disquieted minds? No, he 
heard it still, that reverberating cry, — which had entered at his ears and 
remained in his flesh, — to the tips of his sinewy fingers. Certainly, 
somebody had cried out, and called: “Ulrich!” There was somebody there, 
near the house, there could be no doubt of that, and he opened the door 
and shouted: “Is it you, Gaspard?” with all the strength of his lungs. But 
there was no reply, no murmur, no groan, nothing. It was quite dark, and 
the snow looked wan. 
   The wind had risen, that icy wind that cracks the rocks, and leaves 
nothing alive on those deserted heights, and it came in sudden gusts, 
which were more parching and more deadly than the burning wind of the 
desert, and again Ulrich shouted: “Gaspard! Gaspard! Gaspard!” And then 
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he waited again. Everything was silent on the mountain! Then he shook 
with terror and with a bound he was inside the inn, when he shut and 
bolted the door, and then he fell into a chair, trembling all over, for he felt 
certain that his comrade had called him, at the moment he was expiring. 
   He was sure of that, as sure as one is of being alive, or of eating a piece of 
bread. Old Gaspard Hari had been dying for two days and three nights 
somewhere, in some hole, in one of those deep, untrodden ravines whose 
whiteness is more sinister than subterranean darkness. He had been dying 
for two days and three nights and he had just then died, thinking of his 
comrade. His soul, almost before it was released, had taken its flight to the 
inn where Ulrich was sleeping, and it had called him by that terrible and 
mysterious power which the spirits of the dead have, to haunt the living. 
That voiceless soul had cried to the wornout soul of the sleeper; it had 
uttered its last farewell, or its reproach, or its curse on the man who had 
not searched carefully enough. 
   And Ulrich felt that it was there, quite close to him, behind the wall, 
behind the door which he had just fastened. It was wandering about, like a 
night bird, which lightly touches a lighted window with his wings, and the 
terrified young man was ready to scream with horror. He wanted to run 
away, but did not dare to go out; he did not dare, and he should never dare 
to do it in the future, for that phantom would remain there day and night, 
round the inn, as long as the old man’s body was not recovered and had 
not been deposited in the consecrated earth of a churchyard. 
   When it was daylight, Kunzi recovered some of his courage at the return 
of the bright sun. He prepared his meal, gave his dog some food, and then 
remained motionless on a chair, tortured at heart as he thought of the old 
man lying on the snow, and then, as soon as night once more covered the 
mountains, new terrors assailed him. He now walked up and down the 
dark kitchen, which was scarcely lighted by the flame of one candle, and he 
walked from one end of it to the other with great strides, listening, 
listening whether the terrible cry of the other night would again break the 
dreary silence outside.   He felt himself alone, unhappy man, as no man 
had ever been alone before! He was alone in this immense desert of snow, 
alone five thousand feet above the inhabited earth, above human  
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habitations, above that stirring, noisy, palpitating life, alone under an icy 
sky! A mad longing impelled him to run away, no matter where, to get 
down to Loëche by flinging himself over the precipice; but he did not even 
dare to open the door, as he felt sure that the other, the dead man, would 
bar his road, so that he might not be obliged to remain up there alone. 
   Towards midnight, tired with walking, wornout by grief and fear, he at 
last fell into a doze in his chair, for he was as afraid of his bed, as one is of a  
haunted spot. But suddenly the strident cry of the other evening pierced 
his ears, and it was so shrill that Ulrich stretched out his arms to repulse 
the ghost, and he fell onto his back with his chair. 
   Sam, who was awakened by the noise, began to howl, like frightened dogs 
do howl, and he walked all about the house, trying to find out where the 
danger came from; but when he got to the door, he sniffed beneath it, 
smelling vigorously, with his coat bristling and his tail stiff, while he 
growled angrily. Kunzi, who was terrified, jumped up, and holding his chair 
by one leg, he cried: “Don’t come in, don’t come in, or I shall kill you.” And 
the dog, excited by this threat, barked angrily at that invisible enemy who 
defied his master’s voice. By degrees, however, he quieted down and came 
back and stretched himself in front of the fire, but he was uneasy, and kept 
his head up, and growled between his teeth. 
   Ulrich, in turn, recovered his senses, but as he felt faint with terror, he 
went and got a bottle of brandy out of the sideboard, and he drank off 
several glasses, one after another, at a gulp. His ideas became vague, his 
courage revived, and a feverish glow ran through his veins. 
   He ate scarcely anything the next day, and limited himself to alcohol, and 
so he lived for several days, like a drunken brute. As soon as he thought of 
Gaspard Hari, he began to drink again, and went on drinking until he fell 
onto the ground, overcome by intoxication. And there he remained on his 
face, dead drunk, his limbs benumbed, and snoring, with his face to the 
ground. But scarcely had he digested the maddening and burning liquor, 
than the same cry, “Ulrich,” woke him like a bullet piercing his brain, and 
he got up, still staggering, stretching out his hands to save himself from 
falling, and calling to Sam to help him. And the dog, who appeared to be 
going mad, like his master, rushed to the door, scratched it with his claws, 
and gnawed it with his long white teeth, while the young man, with his 
neck thrown back, and his head in the air, drank the brandy in draughts, as 
if it had been cold water, so that it might by and by send his thoughts, his 
frantic terror and his memory, to sleep again. 
   In three weeks he had consumed all his stock of ardent spirits, but his 
continual drunkenness only lulled his terror, which awoke more furiously 
than ever, as soon as it was impossible for him to calm it. His fixed idea 
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then, which had been intensified by a month of drunkenness, and which 
was continually increasing in his absolute solitude, penetrated him like a 
gimlet. He now walked about his house like a wild beast in its cage, putting 
his ear to the door to listen if the other were there, and defying him 
through the wall. Then, as soon as he dozed, overcome by fatigue, he heard 
the voice which made him leap to his feet. 
   At last one night, like cowards do when driven to extremities, he sprang 
to the door and opened it, to see who was calling him, and to force him to 
keep quiet, but such a gust of cold wind blew into his face that it chilled 
him to the bone, and he closed and bolted the door again immediately, 
without noticing that Sam had rushed out. Then, as he was shivering with 
cold, he threw some wood on the fire, and sat down in front of it to warm 
himself, but suddenly he started, for somebody was scratching at the wall, 
and crying. In desperation he called out: “Go away!” but was answered by 
another long, sorrowful wail. 
   Then, all his remaining senses forsook him, from sheer fright. He 
repeated: “Go away!” and turned round to try to find some corner in which 
to hide, while the other person went round the house, still crying and 
rubbing against the wall. Ulrich went to the oak sideboard, which was full 
of plates and dishes and of provisions, and lifting it up with superhuman 
strength, he dragged it to the door, so as to form a barricade. Then piling 
up all the rest of the furniture, the mattresses, palliasses and chairs, he 
stopped up the windows like one does when assailed by an enemy. 
   But the person outside now uttered long, plaintive, mournful groans, to 
which the young man replied by similar groans, and thus days and nights 
passed, without their ceasing to howl at each other. The one was 
continually walking round the house, and scraped the walls with his nails 
so vigorously that it seemed as if he wished to destroy them, while the 
other, inside, followed all his movements, stooping down, and holding his 
ear to the walls, and replying to all his appeals with terrible cries. One 
evening, however, Ulrich heard nothing more, and he sat down, so 
overcome by fatigue, that he went to sleep immediately, and awoke in the 
morning without a thought, without any recollection of what had 
happened, just as if his head had been emptied during his heavy sleep, but 
he felt hungry, and he ate. 
   The winter was over, and the Gemmi pass was practicable again, so the 
Hauser family started off to return to their inn. As soon as they had 
reached the top of the ascent, the women mounted their mule, and spoke 
about the two men who they would meet again shortly. They were, indeed, 
rather surprised that neither of them had come down a few days before, as 
soon as the road became usable, in order to tell them all about their long 
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winter sojourn. At last, however, they saw the inn, still covered with snow, like 
a quilt. The door and the window were closed, but a little smoke was coming 
out of the chimney, which reassured old Hauser; on going up to the door, 
however, he saw the skeleton of an animal which had been torn to pieces by 
the eagles, a large skeleton lying on its side. 
   They all looked closely at it, and the mother said: “That must be Sam,” and 
then she shouted: “Hi! Gaspard!” A cry from the interior of the house answered 
her, and a sharp cry, that one might have thought some animal had uttered it. 
Old Hauser repeated: “Hi! Gaspard!” and they heard another cry, similar to the 
first. 
   Then the three men, the father and the two sons, tried to open the door, but 
it resisted their efforts. From the empty cow-stall they took a beam to serve as 
a battering-ram, and hurled it against the door with all their might. The wood 
gave way, and the boards flew into splinters; then the house was shaken by a 
loud voice, and inside, behind the sideboard, which was overturned, they saw a 
man standing upright, with his hair falling onto his shoulders, and a beard 
descending to his breast, with shining eyes and nothing but rags to cover him. 
They did not recognize him, but Louise Hauser exclaimed: “It is Ulrich, 
mother.” And her mother declared that it was Ulrich, although his hair was 
white. 
   He allowed them to go up to him, and to touch him, but he did not reply to 
any of their questions, and they were obliged to take him to Loëche, where the 
doctors found that he was mad, and nobody ever knew what had become of his 
companion. 
   Little Louise Hauser nearly died that summer of decline, which the medical 
men attributed to the cold air of the mountains. 

        
 

COMPARING “The Inn” to “Fear” will perhaps help to develop the story’s 
thematic. At its root is an exploration on the nature of terror, which – as 
“Fear” explains – is manifested in vague conditions. Ulrich’s madness is 
provoked by his comrade’s unknown fate, condition and location, his 
inability to outsource his search and perceptions to another human 
perspective (the litmus test for sanity), and guilt from his physical 
limitations. To de Maupassant, there is no worse situation to test the mettle 
of a mind than months of isolation. Cloven from the company and critical 
input of society (however foolish or hypocritical), men are forced to depend 
upon their senses to construct reality, and if those senses begin to clash with 
the preconceptions of reason and logic, sanity crumbles like a house of cards.      
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A classic horror tale, “The Hand” works a web of macabre ambiguity, evoking 
themes of revenge upon the excesses of colonial privilege and the brutal 
consequences of imperial machismo. It has indubitably impacted several 
brilliant tales written on the motif of a reanimated, severed hand. W. W. 
Jacob’s “The Monkey’s Paw” and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s “The Brown Hand” 
each achieve a degree of masterful terror following the influence of de 
Maupassant’s two tales which feature cloven members. The other is “The 
Flayed Hand.” Perhaps most its eeriest descendent is a tale told by Jerome K. 
Jerome, whose ghost stories are usually humorous or overly quaint. This 
particular tale, “The Skeleton” tells of a man who is clawed to death by the 
skeleton which he keeps in his room – a relic which, unbeknownst to him, 
happens to be the remains of a rival in love.    

        
 
 

The Hand 
{1883} 

 
ALL were crowding around M. Bermutier, the judge, who was giving his 
opinion about the Saint-Cloud mystery. For a month this in explicable 
crime had been the talk of Paris. Nobody could make head or tail of it. 
M. Bermutier, standing with his back to the fireplace, was talking, citing 
the evidence, discussing the various theories, but arriving at no conclusion. 
Some women had risen, in order to get nearer to him, and were standing 
with their eyes fastened on the clean-shaven face of the judge, who was 
saying such weighty things. They, were shaking and trembling, moved by 
fear and curiosity, and by the eager and insatiable desire for the horrible, 
which haunts the soul of every woman. One of them, paler than the others, 
said during a pause: 
   "It's terrible. It verges on the supernatural. The truth will never be 
known." 
The judge turned to her: 
   "True, madame, it is likely that the actual facts will never be discovered. 
As for the word 'supernatural' which you have just used, it has nothing to 
do with the matter. We are in the presence of a very cleverly conceived and 
executed crime, so well enshrouded in mystery that we cannot disentangle 
it from the involved circumstances which surround it. But once I had to 
take charge of an affair in which the uncanny seemed to play a part. In fact, 
the case became so confused that it had to be given up." 
   Several women exclaimed at once: 
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   "Oh! Tell us about it!" 
   M. Bermutier smiled in a dignified manner, as a judge should, and went 
on: 
   "Do not think, however, that I, for one minute, ascribed anything in the 
case to supernatural influences. I believe only in normal causes. But if, 
instead of using the word 'supernatural' to express what we do not 
understand, we were simply to make use of the word 'inexplicable,' it 
would be much better. At any rate, in the affair of which I am about to tell 
you, it is especially the surrounding, preliminary circumstances which 
impressed me. Here are the facts: 
   "I was, at that time, a judge at Ajaccio, a little white city on the edge of a 
bay which is surrounded by high mountains. 
   "The majority of the cases which came up before me concerned 
vendettas.   There are some that are superb, dramatic, ferocious, heroic. 
We find there the most beautiful causes for revenge of which one could 
dream, enmities hundreds of years old, quieted for a time but never 
extinguished; abominable stratagems, murders becoming massacres and 
almost deeds of glory. For two years I heard of nothing but the price of 
blood, of this terrible Corsican prejudice which compels revenge for insults 
meted out to the offending person and all his descendants and relatives. I 
had seen old men, children, cousins murdered; my head was full of these 
stories. 
   "One day I learned that an Englishman had just hired a little villa at the 
end of the bay for several years. He had brought with him a French servant, 
whom he had engaged on the way at Marseilles. 
   "Soon this peculiar person, living alone, only going out to hunt and fish, 
aroused a widespread interest. He never spoke to any one, never went to 
the town, and every morning he would practice for an hour or so with his 
revolver and rifle. 
   "Legends were built up around him. It was said that he was some high 
personage, fleeing from his fatherland for political reasons; then it was 
affirmed that he was in hiding after having committed some abominable 
crime. Some particularly horrible circumstances were even mentioned. 
   "In my judicial position I thought it necessary to get some information 
about this man, but it was impossible to learn anything. He called himself 
Sir John Rowell. 
   "I therefore had to be satisfied with watching him as closely as I could, 
but I could see nothing suspicious about his actions. 
   "However, as rumors about him were growing and becoming more 
widespread, I decided to try to see this stranger myself, and I began to hunt 
regularly in the neighborhood of his grounds. 
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   "For a long time I watched without finding an opportunity. At last it came 
to me in the shape of a partridge which I shot and killed right in front of 
the Englishman. My dog fetched it for me, but, taking the bird, I went at 
once to Sir John Rowell and, begging his pardon, asked him to accept it. 
   "He was a big man, with red hair and beard, very tall, very broad, a kind 
of calm and polite Hercules. He had nothing of the so-called British 
stiffness, and in a broad English accent he thanked me warmly for my 
attention. At the end of a month we had had five or six conversations. 
   "One night, at last, as I was passing before his door, I saw him in the 
garden, seated astride a chair, smoking his pipe. I bowed and he invited me 
to come in and have a glass of beer. I needed no urging. 
   "He received me with the most punctilious English courtesy, sang the 
praises of France and of Corsica, and declared that he was quite in love 
with this country. 
   "Then, with great caution and under the guise of a vivid interest, I asked 
him a few questions about his life and his plans. He answered without 
embarrassment, telling me that he had travelled a great deal in Africa, in 
the Indies, in America. He added, laughing: 
   "'I have had many adventures.' 
   "Then I turned the conversation on hunting, and he gave me the most 
curious details on hunting the hippopotamus, the tiger, the elephant and 
even the gorilla. 
   "I said: 
   "'Are all these animals dangerous?' 
   "He smiled: 
   "'Oh, no! Man is the worst.' 
   "And he laughed a good broad laugh, the wholesome laugh of a 
contented Englishman. 
   "'I have also frequently been man-hunting.' 
   "Then he began to talk about weapons, and he invited me to come in and 
see different makes of guns. 
   "His parlor was draped in black, black silk embroidered in gold. Big 
yellow flowers, as brilliant as fire, were worked on the dark material. 
   "He said: 
   "'It is a Japanese material.' 
   "But in the middle of the widest panel a strange thing attracted my 
attention. A black object stood out against a square of red velvet. I went up 
to it; it was a hand, a human hand. Not the clean white hand of a skeleton, 
but a dried black hand, with yellow nails, the muscles exposed and traces 
of old blood on the bones, which were cut off as clean as though it had 
been chopped off with an axe, near the middle of the forearm. 
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   "Around the wrist, an enormous iron chain, riveted and soldered to this 
unclean member, fastened it to the wall by a ring, strong enough to hold an 
elephant in leash. 
   "I asked: 
   "'What is that?' 
   "The Englishman answered quietly: 
   "'That is my best enemy. It comes from America, too. The bones were 
severed by a sword and the skin cut off with a sharp stone and dried in the 
sun for a week.' 
   "I touched these human remains, which must have belonged to a giant. 
The uncommonly long fingers were attached by enormous tendons which 
still had pieces of skin hanging to them in places. This hand was terrible to 
see; it made one think of some savage vengeance. 
   "I said: 
   "'This man must have been very strong.' 
   "The Englishman answered quietly: 
   "'Yes, but I was stronger than he. I put on this chain to hold him.' 
   "I thought that he was joking. I said: 
   "'This chain is useless now, the hand won't run away.' 
   "Sir John Rowell answered seriously: 
   "'It always wants to go away. This chain is needed.' 
   "I glanced at him quickly, questioning his face, and I asked myself: 
   "'Is he an insane man or a practical joker?' 
   "But his face remained inscrutable, calm and friendly. I turned to other 
subjects, and admired his rifles. 
   "However, I noticed that he kept three loaded revolvers in the room, as 
though constantly in fear of some attack. 
   "I paid him several calls. Then I did not go any more. People had become 
used to his presence; everybody had lost interest in him. 
   "A whole year rolled by. One morning, toward the end of November, my 
servant awoke me and announced that Sir John Rowell had been murdered 
during the night. 
   "Half an hour later I entered the Englishman's house, together with the 
police commissioner and the captain of the gendarmes. The servant, 
bewildered and in despair, was crying before the door. At first I suspected 
this man, but he was innocent. 
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      "The guilty party could never be found. 
   "On entering Sir John's parlor, I noticed the body, stretched out on its 
back, in the middle of the room. 
   "His vest was torn, the sleeve of his jacket had been pulled off, everything 
pointed to, a violent struggle. 
    "The Englishman had been strangled! His face was black, swollen and 
frightful, and seemed to express a terrible fear. He held something between 
his teeth, and his neck, pierced by five or six holes which looked as though 
they had been made by some iron instrument, was covered with blood. 
   "A physician joined us. He examined the finger marks on the neck for a 
long time and then made this strange announcement: 
   "'It looks as though he had been strangled by a skeleton.' 
   "A cold chill seemed to run down my back, and I looked over to where I 
had formerly seen the terrible hand. It was no longer there. The chain was 
hanging down, broken. 
   "I bent over the dead man and, in his contracted mouth, I found one of 
the fingers of this vanished hand, cut--or rather sawed off by the teeth 
down to the second knuckle. 
   "Then the investigation began. Nothing could be discovered. No door, 
window or piece of furniture had been forced. The two watch dogs had not 
been aroused from their sleep. 
   "Here, in a few words, is the testimony of the servant: 
   "For a month his master had seemed excited. He had received many 
letters, which he would immediately burn. 
   "Often, in a fit of passion which approached madness, he had taken a 
switch and struck wildly at this dried hand riveted to the wall, and which 
had disappeared, no one knows how, at the very hour of the crime. 
   "He would go to bed very late and carefully lock himself in. He always 
kept weapons within reach. Often at night he would talk loudly, as though 
he were quarrelling with some one. 
   "That night, somehow, he had made no noise, and it was only on going to 
open the windows that the servant had found Sir John murdered. He 
suspected no one. 
   "I communicated what I knew of the dead man to the judges and public 
officials. Throughout the whole island a minute investigation was carried 
on.   Nothing could be found out. 
   "One night, about three months after the crime, I had a terrible 
nightmare. I seemed to see the horrible hand running over my curtains and 
walls like an immense scorpion or spider. Three times I awoke, three times 
I went to sleep again; three times I saw the hideous object galloping round 
my room and moving its fingers like legs. 



83 
 

   "The following day the hand was brought me, found in the cemetery, on 
the grave of Sir John Rowell, who had been buried there because we had 
been unable to find his family. The first finger was missing. 
   "Ladies, there is my story. I know nothing more." 
   The women, deeply stirred, were pale and trembling. One of them 
exclaimed: 
   "But that is neither a climax nor an explanation! We will be unable to 
sleep unless you give us your opinion of what had occurred." 
   The judge smiled severely: 
   "Oh! Ladies, I shall certainly spoil your terrible dreams. I simply believe 
that the legitimate owner of the hand was not dead, that he came to get it 
with his remaining one. But I don't know how. It was a kind of vendetta." 
   One of the women murmured: 
   "No, it can't be that." 
   And the judge, still smiling, said: 
   "Didn't I tell you that my explanation would not satisfy you? 
 
 
 

        
 

COLONIALISM invariably comes into play after reading “The Hand.” That the 
victim is British rather than French, that he is an adventurer stocked with 
relics of foreign lands, certainly places him in the matrix of 19th century 
imperialism. The hand, while it may have been acquired in Canada (or 
possibly South America) represents the draconian behavior of British 
colonizers, particularly in India and Africa. The hand, subjugated, restrained, 
and humiliated, manages to rise up in vengeance, toppling its master. 
Outside of the postcolonial analysis, the warning remains the same: 
domination is never settled, victory is never secure, and conquerors never 
sleep entirely well. It may be noted too, that one of the great adventure short 
stories could be traced in lineage to a suggestion in de Maupassant’s text, a 
story of machismo, classism, and a game-hunting aristocrat who prefers men 
to beasts: “The Most Dangerous Game.” 
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PUBLISHED three years before “The Dead Girl,” “The Grave” examines the 
same concept – the loss of a fanatical love to pneumonia, and the lover’s 
subsequent dismay upon visiting the graveyard and unearthing the truth. In 
“The Grave,” however – as befits its title – the truth is that of decomposition 
and mutability. No concern is given to this dead girl’s faithfulness or her 
feelings for the lover (we must assume, perhaps cynically, that de 
Maupassant would surely have her be a perfidious tramp, but this is 
immaterial to the text). Strikingly Poesque (we continue to consider de 
Maupassant the Frankish Poe), “The Grave” follows Poe’s advice that the 
most artistic theme in existence is the death of a beautiful woman. As in 
“Berenice,” “The Black Cat,” and “The Fall of the House of Usher,” this 
woman’s grave is not a pleasant one, and is ultimately disturbed – as in Poe’s 
tales – with the artistic aim being an examination of the contrast between 
the psychical ideal of the perfect woman, and the physical abomination.  

        
 
 

The Grave 
{1884} 

 
THE seventeenth of July, one thousand eight hundred and eighty-three, at 
half-past two in the morning, the watchman in the cemetery of Besiers, 
who lived in a small cottage on the edge of this field of the dead, was 
awakened by the barking of his dog, which was shut up in the kitchen. 
   Going down quickly, he saw the animal sniffing at the crack of the door 
and barking furiously, as if some tramp had been sneaking about the 
house. The keeper, Vincent, therefore took his gun and went out. 
   His dog, preceding him, at once ran in the direction of the Avenue 
General Bonnet, stopping short at the monument of Madame Tomoiseau. 
   The keeper, advancing cautiously, soon saw a faint light on the side of the 
Avenue Malenvers, and stealing in among the graves, he came upon a 
horrible act of profanation. 
   A man had dug up the coffin of a young woman who had been buried the 
evening before and was dragging the corpse out of it. 
   A small dark lantern, standing on a pile of earth, lighted up this hideous 
scene. 
   Vincent sprang upon the wretch, threw him to the ground, bound his 
hands and took him to the police station. 
   It was a young, wealthy and respected lawyer in town, named 
Courbataille. 
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   He was brought into court. The public prosecutor opened the case by 
referring to the monstrous deeds of the Sergeant Bertrand. 
   A wave of indignation swept over the courtroom. When the magistrate 
sat down the crowd assembled cried: “Death! death!” With difficulty the 
presiding judge established silence. 
   Then he said gravely: 
    “Defendant, what have you to say in your defense?” 
   Courbataille, who had refused counsel, rose. He was a handsome fellow, 
tall, brown, with a frank face, energetic manner and a fearless eye. 
   Paying no attention to the whistlings in the room, he began to speak in a 
voice that was low and veiled at first, but that grew more firm as he 
proceeded. 
    “Monsieur le President, gentlemen of the jury: I have very little to say. 
The woman whose grave I violated was my sweetheart. I loved her. 
    “I loved her, not with a sensual love and not with mere tenderness of 
heart and soul, but with an absolute, complete love, with an overpowering 
passion. 
    “Hear me: 
    “When I met her for the first time I felt a strange sensation. It was not 
astonishment nor admiration, nor yet that which is called love at first sight, 
but a feeling of delicious well-being, as if I had been plunged into a warm 
bath. Her gestures seduced me, her voice enchanted me, and it was with 
infinite pleasure that I looked upon her person. It seemed to me as if I had 
seen her before and as if I had known her a long time. She had within her 
something of my spirit. 
    “She seemed to me like an answer to a cry uttered by my soul, to that 
vague and unceasing cry with which we call upon Hope during our whole 
life. 
    “When I knew her a little better, the mere thought of seeing her again 
filled me with exquisite and profound uneasiness; the touch of her hand in 
mine was more delightful to me than anything that I had imagined; her 
smile filled me with a mad joy, with the desire to run, to dance, to fling 
myself upon the ground. 
    “So we became lovers. 
    “Yes, more than that: she was my very life. I looked for nothing further 
on earth, and had no further desires. I longed for nothing further. 
    “One evening, when we had gone on a somewhat long walk by the river, 
we were overtaken by the rain, and she caught cold. It developed into 
pneumonia the next day, and a week later she was dead. 
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    “During the hours of her suffering astonishment and consternation 
prevented my understanding and reflecting upon it, but when she was  
dead I was so overwhelmed by blank despair that I had no thoughts left. I 
wept. 
    “During all the horrible details of the interment my keen and wild grief 
was like a madness, a kind of sensual, physical grief. 
    “Then when she was gone, when she was under the earth, my mind at 
once found itself again, and I passed through a series of moral sufferings so 
terrible that even the love she had vouchsafed to me was dear at that price. 
    “Then the fixed idea came to me: I shall not see her again. 
    “When one dwells on this thought for a whole day one feels as if he were 
going mad. Just think of it! There is a woman whom you adore, a unique 
woman, for in the whole universe there is not a second one like her. This 
woman has given herself to you and has created with you the mysterious 
union that is called Love. Her eye seems to you more vast than space, more 
charming than the world, that clear eye smiling with her tenderness. This 
woman loves you. When she speaks to you her voice floods you with joy. 
    “And suddenly she disappears! Think of it! She disappears, not only for 
you, but forever. She is dead. Do you understand what that means? Never, 
never, never, not anywhere will she exist any more. Nevermore will that 
eye look upon anything again; nevermore will that voice, nor any voice like 
it, utter a word in the same way as she uttered it. 
    “Nevermore will a face be born that is like hers. Never, never! The molds 
of statues are kept; casts are kept by which one can make objects with the 
same outlines and forms. But that one body and that one face will never 
more be born again upon the earth. And yet millions and millions of 
creatures will be born, and more than that, and this one woman will not 
reappear among all the women of the future. Is it possible? It drives one 
mad to think of it. 
    “She lived for twenty years, not more, and she has disappeared forever, 
forever, forever! She thought, she smiled, she loved me. And now nothing! 
The flies that die in the autumn are as much as we are in this world. And 
now nothing! And I thought that her body, her fresh body, so warm, so 
sweet, so white, so lovely, would rot down there in that box under the 
earth. And her soul, her thought, her love — where is it? 
    “Not to see her again! The idea of this decomposing body, that I might 
yet recognize, haunted me. I wanted to look at it once more. 
    “I went out with a spade, a lantern and a hammer; I jumped over the 
cemetery wall and I found the grave, which had not yet been closed 
entirely; I uncovered the coffin and took up a board. An abominable odor, 
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the stench of putrefaction, greeted my nostrils. Oh, her bed perfumed with 
orris! 
    “Yet I opened the coffin, and, holding my lighted lantern down into it I 
saw her. Her face was blue, swollen, frightful. A black liquid had oozed out 
of her mouth. 
    “She! That was she! Horror seized me. But I stretched out my arm to 
draw this monstrous face toward me. And then I was caught. 
    “All night I have retained the foul odor of this putrid body, the odor of 
my well beloved, as one retains the perfume of a woman after a love 
embrace. 
    “Do with me what you will.” 
   A strange silence seemed to oppress the room. They seemed to be waiting 
for something more. The jury retired to deliberate. 
   When they came back a few minutes later the accused showed no fear 
and did not even seem to think. 
   The president announced with the usual formalities that his judges 
declared him to be not guilty. 
   He did not move and the room applauded. 
 

        
 

WE may rightfully question what it is that de Maupassant hopes to achieve 
by having the once bloodthirsty crowd (“Death! Death!”) burst into applause 
at the benign verdict. It seems to be a matter of wish fulfillment on the 
author’s part – a wish that he would be recognized for his willingness to 
challenge societal delusions, faux pas, and mythologies. Like the writer, the 
young lawyer has dared to confront, to literally stare into the face of, the 
oblivion his love has come to. Rather than candy-coat his loss in poetry, 
mythology, or platitudes, he violates the grave, thrusting his instruments of 
perception (in de Maupassant, read: grasp on reality) into the putrefying face 
of his beloved. He owns her death, adoring the revolting essence on his hands 
and clothes like the perfume of a lover. Death cannot be denied or avoided, de 
Maupassant insists. To do so is hypocrisy and false living. Like the cuckolds 
of his later treatment (“The Dead Girl”), whose loved ones take their 
infidelities and unhappiness to the grave, the lawyer’s lover has taken her 
bodily imperfections to the grave, swelling, bloating, and discoloring, but the 
fellow has the constancy to embrace her nonetheless, owning the fate of 
human life, and eschewing idealism in favor of realism. By rejecting 
hypocrisy, delusion, and denial, he earns the approval of the crowd, and the 
endorsement of his author.     
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CERTAINLY one of de Maupassant’s greatest horror masterpieces, “On the 
River” prefigures a variety of river-set tales of terror, like Blackwood’s “The 
Willows” and Cobb’s “Fish-head.” Consisting of a wide poetic palette, “On the 
River” identifies riverscapes as places of hidden horror, and subtle fear – 
deceptive sources of spiritual punishment. Like Blackwood, de Maupassant 
suggests that the river is a lonely and menacing setting, a landscape redolent 
with danger and brooding antagonism. He relates the river – a backyard 
neighbor compared to the vast and exotic ocean – to an unsuspecting killer, 
much like the diarist in “Diary of a Madman” – a relationship which is made 
even more distinct in the tale’s grisly conclusion. What truly sets “On the 
River” apart, however, is its mastery of setting and imagery. What other 
writers have characterized as living, rushing, joyful, sparkling, sunny, and 
thriving suddenly appears deadly and nauseatingly inhuman – an alien 
country inundated with menace and spite. Like the judge in “Diary,” we learn 
that the benign mainstay of our everyday life, its attractive surface 
notwithstanding, is capable of great evil, and wickedness stews hidden in its 
depths.  

        

 
 

On the River 
{1890} 

 
I rented a little country house last summer on the banks of the Seine, 
several leagues from Paris, and went out there to sleep every evening. After 
a few days I made the acquaintance of one of my neighbors, a man between 
thirty and forty, who certainly was the most curious specimen I ever met. 
He was an old boating man, and crazy about boating. He was always beside 
the water, on the water, or in the water. He must have been born in a boat, 
and he will certainly die in a boat at the last. 
   One evening as we were walking along the banks of the Seine I asked him 
to tell me some stories about his life on the water. The good man at once 
became animated, his whole expression changed, he became eloquent, 
almost poetical. There was in his heart one great passion, an absorbing, 
irresistible passion-the river. 
   Ah, he said to me, how many memories I have, connected with that river 
that you see flowing beside us! You people who live in streets know 
nothing about the river. But listen to a fisherman as he mentions the word. 
To him it is a mysterious thing, profound, unknown, a land of mirages and 
phantasmagoria, where one sees by night things that do not exist, hears 
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sounds that one does not recognize, trembles without knowing why, as in 
passing through a cemetery--and it is, in fact, the most sinister of 
cemeteries, one in which one has no tomb. 
   The land seems limited to the river boatman, and on dark nights, when 
there is no moon, the river seems limitless. A sailor has not the same 
feeling for the sea. It is often remorseless and cruel, it is true; but it shrieks, 
it roars, it is honest, the great sea; while the river is silent and perfidious. It 
does not speak, it flows along without a sound; and this eternal motion of 
flowing water is more terrible to me than the high waves of the ocean. 
   Dreamers maintain that the sea hides in its bosom vast tracts of blue 
where those who are drowned roam among the big fishes, amid strange 
forests and crystal grottoes. The river has only black depths where one rots 
in the slime. It is beautiful, however, when it sparkles in the light of the 
rising sun and gently laps its banks covered with whispering reeds. 
   The poet says, speaking of the ocean, 
     O waves, what mournful tragedies ye know-- 
     Deep waves, the dread of kneeling mothers' hearts! 
     Ye tell them to each other as ye roll 
     On flowing tide, and this it is that gives 
     The sad despairing tones unto your voice 
     As on ye roll at eve by mounting tide." 
   Well, I think that the stories whispered by the slender reeds, with their 
little soft voices, must be more sinister than the lugubrious tragedies told 
by the roaring of the waves. 
   But as you have asked for some of my recollections, I will tell you of a 
singular adventure that happened to me ten years ago. 
   I was living, as I am now, in Mother Lafon's house, and one of my closest 
friends, Louis Bernet who has now given up boating, his low shoes and his 
bare neck, to go into the Supreme Court, was living in the village of C., two 
leagues further down the river. We dined together every day, sometimes at 
his house, sometimes at mine. 
   One evening as I was coming home along and was pretty tired, rowing 
with difficulty my big boat, a twelve-footer, which I always took out at 
night, I stopped a few moments to draw breath near the reed-covered point 
yonder, about two hundred metres from the railway bridge. 
   It was a magnificent night, the moon shone brightly, the river gleamed, 
the air was calm and soft. This peacefulness tempted me. I thought to 
myself that it would be pleasant to smoke a pipe in this spot. I took up my 
anchor and cast it into the river. 
   The boat floated downstream with the current, to the end of the chain, 
and then stopped, and I seated myself in the stern on my sheepskin and 
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made myself as comfortable as possible. There was not a sound to be heard, 
except that I occasionally thought I could perceive an almost imperceptible 
lapping of the water against the bank, and I noticed taller groups of reeds 
which assumed strange shapes and seemed, at times, to move. 
   The river was perfectly calm, but I felt myself affected by the unusual 
silence that surrounded me. All the creatures, frogs and toads, those 
nocturnal singers of the marsh, were silent. 
   Suddenly a frog croaked to my right, and close beside me. I shuddered. It 
ceased, and I heard nothing more, and resolved to smoke, to soothe my 
mind. But, although I was a noted colorer of pipes, I could not smoke; at 
the second draw I was nauseated, and gave up trying. I began to sing. The 
sound of my voice was distressing to me. So I lay still, but presently the 
slight motion of the boat disturbed me. It seemed to me as if she were 
making huge lurches, from bank to bank of the river, touching each bank 
alternately. Then I felt as though an invisible force, or being, were drawing 
her to the surface of the water and lifting her out, to let her fall again. I was 
tossed about as in a tempest. I heard noises around me. I sprang to my feet 
with a single bound. The water was glistening, all was calm. 
   I saw that my nerves were somewhat shaky, and I resolved to leave the 
spot. I pulled the anchor chain, the boat began to move; then I felt a 
resistance. I pulled harder, the anchor did not come up; it had caught on 
something at the bottom of the river and I could not raise it. I began 
pulling again, but all in vain. Then, with my oars, I turned the boat with its 
head up stream to change the position of the anchor. It was no use, it was 
still caught. I flew into a rage and shook the chain furiously. Nothing 
budged. I sat down, disheartened, and began to reflect on my situation. I 
could not dream of breaking this chain, or detaching it from the boat, for it 
was massive and was riveted at the bows to a piece of wood as thick as my 
arm. However, as the weather was so fine I thought that it probably would 
not be long before some fisherman came to my aid. My ill-luck had quieted 
me. I sat down and was able, at length, to smoke my pipe. I had a bottle of 
rum; I drank two or three glasses, and was able to laugh at the situation. It 
was very warm; so that, if need be, I could sleep out under the stars 
without any great harm. 
   All at once there was a little knock at the side of the boat. I gave a start, 
and a cold sweat broke out all over me. The noise was, doubtless, caused by 
some piece of wood borne along by the current, but that was enough, and I 
again became a prey to a strange nervous agitation. I seized the chain and 
tensed my muscles in a desperate effort. The anchor held firm. I sat down 
again, exhausted. 
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   The river had slowly become enveloped in a thick white fog which lay 
close to the water, so that when I stood up I could see neither the river, nor 
my feet, nor my boat; but could perceive only the tops of the reeds, and 
farther off in the distance the plain, lying white in the moonlight, with big 
black patches rising up from it towards the sky, which were formed by 
groups of Italian poplars. I was as if buried to the waist in a cloud of cotton 
of singular whiteness, and all sorts of strange fancies came into my mind. I 
thought that someone was trying to climb into my boat which I could no 
longer distinguish, and that the river, hidden by the thick fog, was full of 
strange creatures which were swimming all around me. I felt horribly 
uncomfortable, my forehead felt as if it had a tight band round it, my heart 
beat so that it almost suffocated me, and, almost beside myself, I thought 
of swimming away from the place. But then, again, the very idea made me 
tremble with fear. I saw myself, lost, going by guesswork in this heavy fog, 
struggling about amid the grasses and reeds which I could not escape, my 
breath rattling with fear, neither seeing the bank, nor finding my boat; and 
it seemed as if I would feel myself dragged down by the feet to the bottom 
of these black waters. 
   In fact, as I should have had to ascend the stream at least five hundred 
metres before finding a spot free from grasses and rushes where I could 
land,  
there were nine chances to one that I could not find my way in the fog and 
that I should drown, no matter how well I could swim. 
   I tried to reason with myself. My will made me resolve not to be afraid, 
but there was something in me besides my will, and that other thing was 
afraid. I asked myself what there was to be afraid of. My brave "ego" 
ridiculed my coward "ego," and never did I realize, as on that day, the 
existence in us of two rival personalities, one desiring a thing, the other 
resisting, and each winning the day in turn. 
   This stupid, inexplicable fear increased, and became terror. I remained 
motionless, my eyes staring, my ears on the stretch with expectation. Of 
what? I did not know, but it must be something terrible. I believe if it had 
occurred to a fish to jump out of the water, as often happens, nothing more 
would have been required to make me fall over, stiff and unconscious. 
   However, by a violent effort I succeeded in becoming almost rational 
again. I took up my bottle of rum and took several pulls. Then an idea came 
to me, and I began to shout with all my might towards all the points of the  
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compass in succession. When my throat was absolutely paralyzed I 
listened. A dog was howling, at a great distance. 
   I drank some more rum and stretched myself out at the bottom of the 
boat. I remained there about an hour, perhaps two, not sleeping, my eyes  
wide open, with nightmares all about me. I did not dare to rise, and yet I 
intensely longed to do so. I delayed it from moment to moment. I said to 
myself: "Come, get up!" and I was afraid to move. At last I raised myself 
with infinite caution as though my life depended on the slightest sound 
that I might make; and looked over the edge of the boat. I was dazzled by 
the most marvellous, the most astonishing sight that it is possible to see. It 
was one of those phantasmagoria of fairyland, one of those sights described 
by travellers on their return from distant lands, whom we listen to without 
believing. 
   The fog which, two hours before, had floated on the water, had gradually 
cleared off and massed on the banks, leaving the river absolutely clear; 
while it formed on either bank an uninterrupted wall six or seven metres 
high, which shone in the moonlight with the dazzling brilliance of snow. 
One saw nothing but the river gleaming with light between these two 
white mountains; and high above my head sailed the great full moon, in 
the midst of a bluish, milky sky. 
   All the creatures in the water were awake. The frogs croaked furiously, 
while every few moments I heard, first to the right and then to the left, the 
abrupt, monotonous and mournful metallic note of the bullfrogs. Strange 
to say, I was no longer afraid. I was in the midst of such an unusual 
landscape that the most remarkable things would not have astonished me. 
   How long this lasted I do not know, for I ended by falling asleep. When I 
opened my eyes the moon had gone down and the sky was full of clouds. 
The water lapped mournfully, the wind was blowing, it was pitch dark. I 
drank the rest of the rum, then listened, while I trembled, to the rustling of 
the reeds and the foreboding sound of the river. I tried to see, but could 
not distinguish my boat, nor even my hands, which I held up close to my 
eyes. 
   Little by little, however, the blackness became less intense. All at once I 
thought I noticed a shadow gliding past, quite near me. I shouted, a voice 
replied; it was a fisherman. I called him; he came near and I told him of my 
ill-luck. He rowed his boat alongside of mine and, together, we pulled at 
the anchor chain. The anchor did not move. Day came, gloomy gray, rainy 
and cold, one of those days that bring one sorrows and misfortunes. I saw 
another boat. We hailed it. The man on board of her joined his efforts to 
ours, and gradually the anchor yielded. It rose, but slowly, slowly, loaded 
down by a considerable weight. At length we perceived a black mass and 



97 
 

we drew it on board. It was the corpse of an old woman with a big stone 
round her neck. 
 
 

        
 

THE river may be seen as a metaphor for the human mind – for mankind’s 
impulsive, violent, perverted unconscious. Shimmering and inviting on the 
surface, it harbors a bevy of repulsions in its opaque depths. The jurist in 
“Diary of a Madman” and the phantom tombstones in “The Dead Girl” deftly 
identify de Maupassant’s philosophy on Man-the-Social-Animal: we are 
selfish, violent, egomaniacal beasts girded into staged hypocrisies by the 
decided upon performances of our civilization. Murder will not be tolerated, 
infidelity will be spurned, and suicide seen as madness. But beneath the 
rippling, reflective exterior of each person’s social self – a two-way mirror 
which protects the occupant while satisfying/validating the observer – lurks 
the hidden and hateful things which humanity claims to disown while 
secretly harboring. The weight of the old woman (whether a suicide or 
homicide is immaterial, though either is a possibility) prevented the narrator 
from moving forward. Metaphorically, we may view this as de Maupassant’s 
claim that once we have encountered the egregious wickedness of mankind, 
whether knowingly or unknowingly, we will be arrested from practicing our 
social rituals and performing the masquerade of bourgeois contentment. 
Unaware of what prevented his movement, the narrator was nonetheless 
conscious of its predatory nature, and in that moment of realization, the 
rouse of security was demolished, and in its place stood vulnerable human 
terror – as stark and exposed as a sheep tethered to a stake in a wild thicket.   
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A story of skepticism, “Magnetism,” like “Fear,” features a man of varied 
experiences relating two stories in order to illustrate a psychic condition. 
While the story is transfixed by the narrator’s wry cynicism, an atmosphere 
of possibility and wonder loom over the prose. In spite of the playboy’s 
attempt to elucidate the supernatural, the result is a graying of certainty – a 
move away from belief and unbelief to the no-man’s land of ambiguity and 
indecision. As in “Fear,” the result is an emphasis on the unclear, vague, and 
uncertain.  

        
 

Magnetism 
{1882} 

 
 
IT was at the close of a dinner-party of men, at the hour of endless cigars 
and incessant sips of brandy, amidst the smoke and the torpid warmth of 
digestion and the slight confusion of heads generated by such a quantity of 
eatables and by the absorption of so many different liquors. 
   Those present were talking about magnetism, about Donato’s tricks, and 
about Doctor Charcot’s experiences. All of a sudden, those men, so 
skeptical, so happy-go-lucky, so indifferent to religion of every sort, began 
telling stories about strange occurrences, incredible things which 
nevertheless had really happened, they contended, falling back into 
superstitions, beliefs, clinging to these last remnants of the marvelous, 
becoming devotees of this mystery of magnetism, defending it in the name 
of science. There was only one person who smiled, a vigorous young fellow, 
a great pursuer of girls in the town, and a hunter also of frisky matrons, in 
whose mind there was so much incredulity about everything that he would 
not even enter upon a discussion of such matters. 
   He repeated with a sneer: 
    “Humbug! humbug! humbug! We need not discuss Donato, who is 
merely a very smart juggler. As for M. Charcot, who is said to be a 
remarkable man of science, he produces on me the effect of those story-
tellers of the school of Edgar Poe, who end by going mad through 
constantly reflecting on queer cases of insanity. He has set forth some 
nervous phenomena, which are unexplained and inexplicable; he makes his 
way into that unknown region which men explore every day, and not being 
able to comprehend what he sees, he remembers perhaps too well the 
explanations of certain mysteries given by speaking on these subjects, that 
would be quite a different thing from your repetition of what he says.” 
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   The words of the unbeliever were listened to with a kind of pity, as if he 
had blasphemed in the midst of an assembly of monks. 
   One of these gentlemen exclaimed: 
    “And yet miracles were performed in former days.” 
   But the other replied: “I deny it. Why cannot they be performed any 
longer?” 
   Thereupon, each man referred to some fact, or some fantastic 
presentiment, or some instance of souls communicating with each other 
across space, or some case of secret influences produced by one being or 
another. And they asserted, they maintained that these things had actually 
occurred, while the skeptic went on repeating energetically: 
    “Humbug! humbug! humbug!” 
   At last he rose up, threw away his cigar, and with his hands in his 
pockets, said: “Well, I, too, am going to relate to you two stories, and then I 
will explain them to you. Here they are: 
    “In the little village of Etretat, the men, who are all seafaring folk, go 
every year to Newfoundland to fish for cod. Now, one night the little son of 
one of these fishermen woke up with a start, crying out that his father was 
dead. The child was quieted, and again he woke up exclaiming that his 
father was drowned. A month later the news came that his father had, in 
fact, been swept off the deck of his smack by a billow. The widow then 
remembered how her son had wakened up and spoken of his father’s 
death. Everyone said it was a miracle, and the affair caused a great 
sensation. The dates were compared, and it was found that the accident 
and the dream had very nearly coincided, whence they drew the conclusion 
that they had happened on the same night and at the same hour. And there 
is the mystery of magnetism.” 
   The story-teller stopped suddenly. 
   Thereupon, one of those who had heard him, much affected by the 
narrative, asked: 
    “And can you explain this?” 
    “Perfectly monsieur. I have discovered the secret. The circumstance 
surprised me and even embarrassed me very much; but, I, you see, do not 
believe on principle. Just as others begin by believing, I begin by doubting; 
and when I don’t at all understand, I continue to deny that there can be 
any telegraphic communication between souls, certain that my own 
sagacity will be enough to explain it. Well, I have gone on inquiring into 
the matter, and I have ended, by dint of questioning all the wives of the 
absent seamen, in convincing myself that not a week passed without one of 
themselves or their children dreaming and declaring when they woke up 
that the father was drowned. The horrible and continual fear of this 
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accident makes them always talk about it. Now, if one of these frequent 
predictions coincides, by a very simple chance, with the death of the 
person referred to, people at once declare it to be a miracle; for they 
suddenly lose sight of all the other predictions of misfortune that have 
remained unconfirmed. I have myself known fifty cases where the persons 
who made the prediction forgot all about it in a week afterwards. But, if in 
fact the man was dead, then the recollection of the thing is immediately 
revived, and people will be ready to believe in the intervention of God, 
according to some, and magnetism, according to others.” 
   One of the smokers remarked: 
    “What you say is right enough; but what about your second story?” 
    “Oh! my second story is a very delicate matter to relate. It is to myself it 
happened, and so I don’t place any great value on my own view of the 
matter. One is never a good judge in a case where he is one of the parties 
concerned. At any rate, here it is: 
    “Among my acquaintances in society there was a young woman on 
whom I had never bestowed a thought, whom I had never even looked at 
attentively, never taken any notice of, as the saying is. 
    “I classed her among the women of no importance, though she was not 
quite bad-looking; in fact, she appeared to me to possess eyes, a nose, a 
mouth, some sort of hair — just a colorless type of countenance. She was 
one of those beings on whom one only thinks by accident, without taking 
any particular interest in the individual, and who never excites desire. 
    “Well, one night, as I was writing some letters by my own fireside before 
going to bed, I was conscious, in the midst of that train of sensual images 
that sometimes float before one’s brain in moments of idle reverie, while I 
held the pen in my hand, of a kind of light breath passing into my soul, a 
little shudder of the heart, and immediately, without reason, without any 
logical connection of thought, I saw distinctly, saw as If I touched her, saw 
from head to foot, uncovered, this young woman for whom I had never 
cared save in the most superficial manner when her name happened to 
recur to my mind. And all of a sudden I discovered in her a heap of 
qualities which I had never before observed, a sweet charm, a fascination 
that made me languish; she awakened in me that sort of amorous 
uneasiness which sends me in pursuit of a woman. But I did not remain 
thinking of her long. I went to bed and was soon asleep. And I dreamed. 
    “You have all had these strange dreams which render you masters of the 
impossible, which open to you doors that cannot be passed through, 
unexpected joys, impenetrable arms? 
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    “Which of us in these agitated, exciting, palpitating slumbers, has not 
held, clasped, embraced, possessed with an extraordinary acuteness of  
sensation, the woman with whom our minds were occupied? And have you 
ever noticed what superhuman delight these good fortunes of dreams 
bestow upon us? Into what mad intoxication they cast you! with what 
passionate spasms they shake you! and with what infinite, caressing, 
penetrating tenderness they fill your heart for her whom you hold fainting 
and hot in that adorable and bestial illusion which seems so like reality! 
    “All this I felt with unforgettable violence. This woman was mine, so 
much mine that the pleasant warmth of her skin remained between my 
fingers, the odor of her skin remained in my brain, the taste of her kisses 
remained on my lips, the sound of her voice lingered in my ears, the touch 
of her clasp still clung to my side, and the burning charm of her tenderness 
still gratified my senses long after my exquisite but disappointing 
awakening. 
    “And three times the same night I had a renewal of my dream. 
    “When the day dawned she beset me, possessed me, haunted my brain 
and my flesh to such an extent that I no longer remained one second 
without thinking of her. 
    “At last, not knowing what to do, I dressed myself and went to see her. 
As I went up the stairs to her apartment, I was so much overcome by 
emotion that I trembled, and my heart panted; I was seized with vehement 
desire from head to foot. 
    “I entered the apartment. She rose up the moment she heard my name 
pronounced; and suddenly our eyes met in a fixed look of astonishment. 
    “I sat down. 
    “I uttered in a faltering tone some commonplaces which she seemed not 
to hear. I did not know what to say or to do. Then, abruptly, I flung myself 
upon her; seizing her with both arms; and my entire dream was 
accomplished so quickly, so easily, so madly, that I suddenly began to 
doubt whether I was really awake. She was, after this, my mistress for two 
years.” 
    “What conclusion do you draw from it?” said a voice. 
   The story-teller seemed to hesitate. 
    “The conclusion I draw from it — well, by Jove, the conclusion is that it 
was just a coincidence! And, in the next place, who can tell? Perhaps it was 
some glance of hers which I had not noticed and which came back that 
night to me — one of those mysterious and unconscious evocations of 
memory which often bring before us things ignored by our own 
consciousness, unperceived by our minds!” 
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    “Let that be just as you wish it,” said one of his table companions, when 
the story was finished, “but if you don’t believe in magnetism after that, 
you are an ungrateful fellow, my dear boy!” 
 
 

        
 

ALTHOUGH “Magnetism” nimbly avoids supernaturalism, or horror for that 
matter, the questions it summons develop a fog of insecurity. Were the 
young man’s anecdotes truly coincidental? There is enough ambiguity to 
undermine that theory with the slightest suggestion of supernatural design, 
and yet there is certainly not enough evidence to handedly assign the 
phenomena to the paranormal. What is left is a toasty room, brightly lit, 
inhabited by cheerful, chatty men whose bodies are warmed with brandy, 
cigar smoke, and digesting food. But beyond the room – in the dark – lies a 
world of vague boundaries, uncertain definitions, and gossamer belief 
systems; cynicism and supernaturalism are equally unfounded by the 
evidence. Whether the uncanny liaison between the playboy and the plain girl 
was the result of foresight, telepathy, or coincidence can never be said, and 
unlike most authors, de Maupassant refuses to take a side.       
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THE motif of the homicidal jurist has long fascinated writers: the concept of 
corruption feasting from the protective seat of power. J. Sheridan Le Fanu 
wrote two such tales (the second was a reworked prequel to the first), 
“Strange Disturbances in Aungier Street” and “Mr. Justice Harbottle,” both of 
which detailed the supernatural events surrounding a sadistic judge. Bram 
Stoker famously revamped “Aungier Street” in “The Judge’s House,” and M. R. 
James featured a damned justice in “The Rose Garden.” All of these judges 
were – in some way or another – inspired by the historical jurist, Sir George 
“the Bloody Judge,” “the Hanging Judge” Jeffreys (1645 - 1689). While “Diary 
of a Madman” far extends beyond the morbid implications of a sadistic 
official presiding over capital cases, it plunges into the bald hypocrisy that de 
Maupassant saw teeming throughout human society. As in “The Dead Girl” 
and “Am I Insane?,” his focus is upon the worst possible character lurking 
beneath the surface of social proprieties.  

        

Diary of a Madman 
{1885} 

 
HE was dead—the head of a high tribunal, the upright magistrate whose 
irreproachable life was a proverb in all the courts of France. Advocates, 
young counsellors, judges had greeted him at sight of his large, thin, pale 
face lighted up by two sparkling deep-set eyes, bowing low in token of 
respect. 
   He had passed his life in pursuing crime and in protecting the weak. 
Swindlers and murderers had no more redoubtable enemy, for he seemed 
to read the most secret thoughts of their minds. 
   He was dead, now, at the age of eighty-two, honored by the homage and 
followed by the regrets of a whole people. Soldiers in red trousers had 
escorted him to the tomb and men in white cravats had spoken words and 
shed tears that seemed to be sincere beside his grave. 
   But here is the strange paper found by the dismayed notary in the desk 
where he had kept the records of great criminals! It was entitled: WHY? 
   20th June, 1851. I have just left court. I have condemned Blondel to death! 
Now, why did this man kill his five children? Frequently one meets with 
people to whom the destruction of life is a pleasure. Yes, yes, it should be a 
pleasure, the greatest of all, perhaps, for is not killing the next thing to 
creating? To make and to destroy! These two words contain the history of 
the universe, all the history of worlds, all that is, all! Why is it not 
intoxicating to kill? 
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   25th June. To think that a being is there who lives, who walks, who runs. 
A being? What is a being? That animated thing, that bears in it the 
principle of motion and a will ruling that motion. It is attached to nothing, 
this thing. Its feet do not belong to the ground. It is a grain of life that 
moves on the earth, and this grain of life, coming I know not whence, one 
can destroy at one's will. Then nothing—nothing more. It perishes, it is 
finished. 
   26th June. Why then is it a crime to kill? Yes, why? On the contrary, it is 
the law of nature. The mission of every being is to kill; he kills to live, and 
he kills to kill. The beast kills without ceasing, all day, every instant of his 
existence.   Man kills without ceasing, to nourish himself; but since he 
needs, besides, to kill for pleasure, he has invented hunting! The child kills 
the insects he finds, the little birds, all the little animals that come in his 
way. But this does not suffice for the irresistible need to massacre that is in 
us. It is not enough to kill beasts; we must kill man too. Long ago this need 
was satisfied by human sacrifices. Now the requirements of social life have 
made murder a crime. We condemn and punish the assassin! But as we 
cannot live without yielding to this natural and imperious instinct of death, 
we relieve ourselves, from time to time, by wars. Then a whole nation 
slaughters another nation. It is a feast of blood, a feast that maddens 
armies and that intoxicates civilians, women and children, who read, by 
lamplight at night, the feverish story of massacre. 
   One might suppose that those destined to accomplish these butcheries of 
men would be despised! No, they are loaded with honors. They are clad in 
gold and in resplendent garments; they wear plumes on their heads and 
ornaments on their breasts, and they are given crosses, rewards, titles of 
every kind. They are proud, respected, loved by women, cheered by the 
crowd, solely because their mission is to shed human blood; They drag 
through the streets their instruments of death, that the passer-by, clad in 
black, looks on with envy. For to kill is the great law set by nature in the 
heart of existence! There is nothing more beautiful and honorable than 
killing! 
   30th June. To kill is the law, because nature loves eternal youth. She 
seems to cry in all her unconscious acts: "Quick! quick! quick!" The more 
she destroys, the more she renews herself. 
   2d July. A human being—what is a human being? Through thought it is a 
reflection of all that is; through memory and science it is an abridged 
edition of the universe whose history it represents, a mirror of things and 
of nations, each human being becomes a microcosm in the macrocosm. 
   3d July. It must be a pleasure, unique and full of zest, to kill; to have there 
before one the living, thinking being; to make therein a little hole, nothing 
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but a little hole, to see that red thing flow which is the blood, which makes 
life; and to have before one only a heap of limp flesh, cold, inert, void of 
thought! 
   5th August. I, who have passed my life in judging, condemning, killing by 
the spoken word, killing by the guillotine those who had killed by the 
knife, I, I, if I should do as all the assassins have done whom I have smitten, 
I—I—who would know it? 
   10th August. Who would ever know? Who would ever suspect me, me, 
me, especially if I should choose a being I had no interest in doing away 
with? 
   15th August. The temptation has come to me. It pervades my whole 
being; my hands tremble with the desire to kill. 
   22d August. I could resist no longer. I killed a little creature as an 
experiment, for a beginning. Jean, my servant, had a goldfinch in a cage 
hung in the office window. I sent him on an errand, and I took the little 
bird in my hand, in my hand where I felt its heart beat. It was warm. I went 
up to my room. From time to time I squeezed it tighter; its heart beat 
faster; this was atrocious and delicious. I was near choking it. But I could 
not see the blood. 
   Then I took scissors, short-nail scissors, and I cut its throat with three 
slits, quite gently. It opened its bill, it struggled to escape me, but I held it, 
oh! I held it—I could have held a mad dog—and I saw the blood trickle. 
   And then I did as assassins do—real ones. I washed the scissors, I washed 
my hands. I sprinkled water and took the body, the corpse, to the garden to 
hide it. I buried it under a strawberry-plant. It will never be found. Every 
day I shall eat a strawberry from that plant. How one can enjoy life when 
one knows how! 
   My servant cried; he thought his bird flown. How could he suspect me? 
Ah! ah! 
   25th August. I must kill a man! I must— 
   30th August. It is done. But what a little thing! I had gone for a walk in 
the forest of Vernes. I was thinking of nothing, literally nothing. A child 
was in the road, a little child eating a slice of bread and butter. 
   He stops to see me pass and says, "Good-day, Mr. President." 
   And the thought enters my head, "Shall I kill him?" 
   I answer: "You are alone, my boy?" 
   "Yes, sir." 
   "All alone in the wood?" 
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   "Yes, sir." 
   The wish to kill him intoxicated me like wine. I approached him quite 
softly, persuaded that he was going to run away. And, suddenly, I seized  
him by the throat. He looked at me with terror in his eyes—such eyes! He 
held my wrists in his little hands and his body writhed like a feather over 
the fire. Then he moved no more. I threw the body in the ditch, and some 
weeds on top of it. I returned home, and dined well. What a little thing it 
was! In the evening I was very gay, light, rejuvenated; I passed the evening 
at the Prefect's. They found me witty. But I have not seen blood! I am 
tranquil. 
   31st August. The body has been discovered. They are hunting for the 
assassin. Ah! ah! 
   1st September. Two tramps have been arrested. Proofs are lacking. 
   2d September. The parents have been to see me. They wept! Ah! ah! 
   6th October. Nothing has been discovered. Some strolling vagabond 
must have done the deed. Ah! ah! If I had seen the blood flow, it seems to 
me I should be tranquil now! The desire to kill is in my blood; it is like the 
passion of youth at twenty. 
   20th October. Yet another. I was walking by the river, after breakfast. 
And I saw, under a willow, a fisherman asleep. It was noon. A spade was 
standing in a potato-field near by, as if expressly, for me. 
   I took it. I returned; I raised it like a club, and with one blow of the edge I 
cleft the fisherman's head. Oh! he bled, this one! Rose-colored blood. It 
flowed into the water, quite gently. And I went away with a grave step. If I 
had been seen! Ah! ah! I should have made an excellent assassin. 
   25th October. The affair of the fisherman makes a great stir. His nephew, 
who fished with him, is charged with the murder. 
   26th October. The examining magistrate affirms that the nephew is 
guilty. Everybody in town believes it. Ah! ah! 
   27th October. The nephew makes a very poor witness. He had gone to 
the village to buy bread and cheese, he declared. He swore that his uncle 
had been killed in his absence! Who would believe him? 
   28th October. The nephew has all but confessed, they have badgered him 
so. Ah! ah! justice! 
   15th November. There are overwhelming proofs against the nephew, who 
was his uncle's heir. I shall preside at the sessions. 
   25th January. To death! to death! to death! I have had him condemned to 
death! Ah! ah! The advocate-general spoke like an angel! Ah! ah! Yet 
another! I shall go to see him executed! 
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   10th March. It is done. They guillotined him this morning. He died very 
well! very well! That gave me pleasure! How fine it is to see a man's head 
cut off! 
   Now, I shall wait, I can wait. It would take such a little thing to let myself 
be caught. 
   The manuscript contained yet other pages, but without relating any new 
crime. 
   Alienist physicians to whom the awful story has been submitted declare 
that there are in the world many undiscovered madmen as adroit and as 
much to be feared as this monstrous lunatic. 
  
 

        
 

UNLIKE Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart,” “The Black Cat,” and “The Imp of the 
Perverse” – early studies in the psychology of homicide – de Maupassant’s 
tale lacks the triumph of guilt and justice. Unlike “The Cask of Amontillado,” 
where the murderer does escape, “Diary” lacks personal motive. While the 
story clearly springboards off of Poe’s homicidal fiction, it bounds beyond 
conventional psychology (resentment, shame, fear, guilt, bitterness, greed, 
vengeance), into the playing fields of sheer insanity. As such, “Diary of a 
Madman” is a landmark in crime fiction, attempting to plumb the depths of 
animalistic sociopathy. Even accounts of real crime – a tremendously, wildly 
popular genre from the early 18th century throughout the Victorian Age – 
generally focused on romantic intrigues, robbery, highwaymen, jilted lovers, 
crimes of passion, and greedy servants. Until Jack the Ripper’s rampage in 
1888, serial killers were typically presented as underdeveloped wild men, 
cannibals, and Satanists. Gilles de Rais and Elizabeth Bathory were profound 
abnormalities, and their deeds were spelled away as being the result of occult 
interests and the influence and demands of Satan. De Maupassant pulls back 
the curtains of a thoroughly bourgeois killer – neither a degenerate cannibal 
nor an aristocratic vampire – exploring his easily hidden activities, 
burrowing down the rabbit hole of his animalistic, sadistic impulses.     
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THE Great Ghost Story has traditionally been the province of the English-
speaking world, and particularly those writers of the British Isles. Le Fanu, 
Wells, Dickens, Edwards, Broughton, Pain, Baring-Gould, Bulwer-Lytton, 
Braddon, Collins, James, Blackwood, Oliphant, Riddell, Capes, Jacobs, 
Onions, de la Mare, Nesbit, Kipling, and the Benson brothers are the genre’s 
dominant names, with Henry James, Edith Wharton, and a handful of 
Americans contributing to the genre across the Atlantic. In mainland 
Europe, the horror story has typical fallen into one of three categories: the 
Weird (chilling, atmospheric, and disturbing – cf. “On the River,” “The White 
Wolf”), Gothic Horror (dark, violent, mysterious, and melodramatic – cf. 
“The Flayed Hand”), or Folkloric (macabre renderings of fairy tales and bogey 
stories – best represented by the Brothers Grimm). Here de Maupassant 
takes an admirable stab at the ghost story – one of the best to issue from 
France. It broods with vague disquietude, and – like all good ghost stories – 
possesses a degree of tragic tenderness. While the majority of de 
Maupassant’s tales can be considered Weird (the minority being Gothic), this 
story veers into a genre long dominated by the Anglophone, and his final 
product is suitably effective.   

        
 
 

The Specter 
{1883} 

 
THE subject of sequestration of the person came up in speaking of a recent 
lawsuit, and each of us had a story to tell--a true story, he said. We had 
been spending the evening together at an old family mansion in the Rue de 
Grenelle, just a party of intimate friends. The old Marquis de la Tour-
Samuel, who was eighty-two, rose,and, leaning his elbow on the 
mantelpiece, said in his somewhat shaky voice: 
   "I also know of something strange, so strange that it has haunted me all 
my life. It is now fifty-six years since the incident occurred, and yet not a 
month passes that I do not see it again in a dream, so great is the 
impression of fear it has left on my mind. For ten minutes I experienced 
such horrible fright that ever since then a sort of constant terror has 
remained with me. Sudden noises startle me violently, and objects 
imperfectly distinguished at night inspire me with a mad desire to flee 
from them. In short, I am afraid of the dark! 
   "But I would not have acknowledged that before I reached my present 
age. Now I can say anything. I have never receded before real danger, 
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ladies. It is, therefore, permissible, at eighty-two years of age, not to be 
brave in presence of imaginary danger. 
   "That affair so completely upset me, caused me such deep and mysterious 
and terrible distress, that I never spoke of it to any one. I will now tell it to 
you exactly as it happened, without any attempt at explanation. 
   "In July, 1827, I was stationed at Rouen. One day as I was walking along 
the quay I met a man whom I thought I recognized without being able to 
recall exactly who he was. Instinctively I made a movement to stop. The 
stranger perceived it and at once extended his hand. 
   "He was a friend to whom I had been deeply attached as a youth. For five 
years I had not seen him; he seemed to have aged half a century. His hair 
was quite white and he walked bent over as though completely exhausted. 
He apparently understood my surprise, and he told me of the misfortune 
which had shattered his life. 
   "Having fallen madly in love with a young girl, he had married her, but 
after a year of more than earthly happiness she died suddenly of an 
affection of the heart. He left his country home on the very day of her 
burial and came to his town house in Rouen, where he lived, alone and 
unhappy, so sad and wretched that he thought constantly of suicide. 
   "'Since I have found you again in this manner,' he said, 'I will ask you to 
render me an important service. It is to go and get me out of the desk in 
my bedroom--our bedroom--some papers of which I have urgent need. I 
cannot send a servant or a business clerk, as discretion and absolute silence 
are necessary. As for myself, nothing on earth would induce me to reenter 
that house. I will give you the key of the room, which I myself locked on 
leaving, and the key of my desk, also a few words for my gardener, telling 
him to open the chateau for you. But come and breakfast with me 
tomorrow and we will arrange all that.' 
   "I promised to do him the slight favor he asked. It was, for that matter, 
only a ride which I could make in an hour on horseback, his property being 
but a few miles distant from Rouen. 
   "At ten o'clock the following day I breakfasted, tete-a-tete, with my 
friend, but he scarcely spoke. 
   "He begged me to pardon him; the thought of the visit I was about to 
make to that room, the scene of his dead happiness, overcame him, he said. 
He, indeed, seemed singularly agitated and preoccupied, as though 
undergoing some mysterious mental struggle. 
   "At length he explained to me exactly what I had to do. It was very 
simple. I must take two packages of letters and a roll of papers from the 
first right-hand drawer of the desk, of which I had the key. He added: 
   "'I need not beg you to refrain from glancing at them.' 
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   "I was wounded at that remark and told him so somewhat sharply. He 
stammered: 
   "'Forgive me, I suffer so,' and tears came to his eyes. 
   "At about one o'clock I took leave of him to accomplish my mission. 
   "'The weather was glorious, and I trotted across the fields, listening to the 
song of the larks and the rhythmical clang of my sword against my boot. 
Then I entered the forest and walked my horse. Branches of trees caressed 
my face as I passed, and now and then I caught a leaf with my teeth and 
chewed it, from sheer gladness of heart at being alive and vigorous on such 
a radiant day. 
   "As I approached the chateau I took from my pocket the letter I had for 
the gardener, and was astonished at finding it sealed. I was so irritated that 
I was about to turn back without having fulfilled my promise, but reflected 
that I should thereby display undue susceptibility. My friend in his 
troubled condition might easily have fastened the envelope without 
noticing that he did so. 
   "The manor looked as if it had been abandoned for twenty years. The 
open gate was falling from its hinges, the walks were overgrown with grass 
and the flower beds were no longer distinguishable. 
   "The noise I made by kicking at a shutter brought out an old man from a 
side door. He seemed stunned with astonishment at seeing me. On 
receiving my letter, he read it, reread it, turned it over and over, looked me 
up and down, put the paper in his pocket and finally said: 
   "'Well, what is it you wish?' 
   "I replied shortly: 
   "'You ought to know, since you have just read your master's orders. I wish 
to enter the chateau.' 
   "He seemed overcome. 
   "'Then you are going in--into her room?' 
   "I began to lose patience. 
   "'Damn it! Are you presuming to question me?' 
   "He stammered in confusion: 
   "'No--sir--but--but it has not been opened since--since the-death. If you 
will be kind enough to wait five minutes I will go and--and see if--' 
   "I interrupted him angrily: 
   "'See here, what do you mean by your tricks? 
   "'You know very well you cannot enter the room, since here is the key!' 
   "He no longer objected. 
   "'Then, sir, I will show you the way.' 
   "'Show me the staircase and leave me. I'll find my way without you.' 
   "'But--sir--indeed--' 
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   "This time I lost patience, and pushing him aside, went into the house. 
   "I first went through the kitchen, then two rooms occupied by this man 
and his wife. I then crossed a large hall, mounted a staircase and 
recognized the door described by my friend. 
   "I easily opened it, and entered the apartment. It was so dark that at first 
I could distinguish nothing. I stopped short, disagreeably affected by that 
disagreeable, musty odor of closed, unoccupied rooms. As my eyes slowly 
became accustomed to the darkness I saw plainly enough a large and 
disordered bedroom, the bed without sheets but still retaining its 
mattresses and pillows, on one of which was a deep impression, as though 
an elbow or a head had recently rested there. 
   "The chairs all seemed out of place. I noticed that a door, doubtless that 
of a closet, had remained half open. 
   "I first went to the window, which I opened to let in the light, but the 
fastenings of the shutters had grown so rusty that I could not move them. I 
even tried to break them with my sword, but without success. As I was 
growing irritated over my useless efforts and could now see fairly well in 
the semi-darkness, I gave up the hope of getting more light, and went over 
to the writing desk. 
   "I seated myself in an armchair and, letting down the lid of the desk, I 
opened the drawer designated. It was full to the top. I needed but three 
packages, which I knew how to recognize, and began searching for them. 
   "I was straining my eyes in the effort to read the superscriptions when I 
seemed to hear, or, rather, feel, something rustle back of me. I paid no 
attention, believing that a draught from the window was moving some 
drapery. But in a minute or so another movement, almost imperceptible, 
sent a strangely disagreeable little shiver over my skin. It was so stupid to 
be affected, even slightly, that self-respect prevented my turning around. I 
had just found the second package I needed and was about to lay my hand 
on the third when a long and painful sigh, uttered just at my shoulder, 
made me bound like a madman from my seat and land several feet off. As I 
jumped I had turned round my hand on the hilt of my sword, and, truly, if I 
had not felt it at my side I should have taken to my heels like a coward. 
   "A tall woman dressed in white, stood gazing at me from the back of the 
chair where I had been sitting an instant before. 
   "Such a shudder ran through all my limbs that I nearly fell backward. No 
one who has not experienced it can understand that frightful, unreasoning 
terror! The mind becomes vague, the heart ceases to beat, the entire body 
grows as limp as a sponge. 
   "I do not believe in ghosts, nevertheless I collapsed from a hideous dread 
of the dead, and I suffered, oh! I suffered in a few moments more than in all 
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the rest of my life from the irresistible terror of the supernatural. If she had 
not spoken I should have died perhaps. But she spoke, she spoke in a 
sweet, sad voice that set my nerves vibrating. I dare not say that I became 
master of myself and recovered my reason. No! I was terrified and scarcely 
knew what I was doing. But a certain innate pride, a remnant of soldierly 
instinct, made me, almost in spite of myself, maintain a bold front. She 
said: 
   "'Oh, sir, you can render me a great service.' 
   "I wanted to reply, but it was impossible for me to pronounce a word. 
Only a vague sound came from my throat. She continued: 
   "'Will you? You can save me, cure me. I suffer frightfully. I suffer, oh! how 
I suffer!' and she slowly seated herself in my armchair, still looking at me. 
   "'Will you?' she said. 
   "I nodded in assent, my voice still being paralyzed. 
   "Then she held out to me a tortoise-shell comb and murmured: 
"   'Comb my hair, oh! comb my hair; that will cure me; it must be combed. 
Look at my head--how I suffer; and my hair pulls so!' 
   "Her hair, unbound, very long and very black, it seemed to me, hung over 
the back of the armchair and touched the floor. 
   "Why did I promise? Why did I take that comb with a shudder, and why 
did I hold in my hands her long black hair that gave my skin a frightful 
cold sensation, as though I were handling snakes? I cannot tell. 
   "That sensation has remained in my fingers, and I still tremble in 
recalling it. 
   "I combed her hair. I handled, I know not how, those icy locks. I twisted, 
knotted, and unknotted, and braided them. She sighed, bowed her head, 
seemed happy. Suddenly she said, 'Thank you!' snatched the comb from my 
hands and fled by the door that I had noticed ajar. 
   "Left alone, I experienced for several seconds the horrible agitation of one 
who awakens from a nightmare. At length I regained my senses. I ran to 
the window and with a mighty effort burst open the shutters, letting a 
flood of light into the room. Immediately I sprang to the door by which 
that being had departed. I found it closed and immovable! 
   "Then the mad desire to flee overcame me like a panic the panic which 
soldiers know in battle. I seized the three packets of letters on the open 
desk, ran from the room, dashed down the stairs four steps at a time, found  
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myself outside, I know not how, and, perceiving my horse a few steps off, 
leaped into the saddle and galloped away. 
   "I stopped only when I reached Rouen and alighted at my lodgings. 
Throwing the reins to my orderly, I fled to my room and shut myself in to 
reflect. For an hour I anxiously asked myself if I were not the victim of a  
hallucination. Undoubtedly I had had one of those incomprehensible 
nervous attacks those exaltations of mind that give rise to visions and are 
the stronghold of the supernatural. And I was about to believe I had seen a 
vision, had a hallucination, when, as I approached the window, my eyes 
fell, by chance, upon my breast. My military cape was covered with long 
black hairs! One by one, with trembling fingers, I plucked them off and 
threw them away. 
   "I then called my orderly. I was too disturbed, too upset to go and see my 
friend that day, and I also wished to reflect more fully upon what I ought to 
tell him. I sent him his letters, for which he gave the soldier a receipt. He 
asked after me most particularly, and, on being told I was ill--had had a 
sunstroke--appeared exceedingly anxious. Next morning I went to him, 
determined to tell him the truth. He had gone out the evening before and 
had not yet returned. I called again during the day; my friend was still 
absent. After waiting a week longer without news of him, I notified the 
authorities and a judicial search was instituted. Not the slightest trace of 
his whereabouts or manner of disappearance was discovered. 
   "A minute inspection of the abandoned chateau revealed nothing of a 
suspicious character. There was no indication that a woman had been 
concealed there. 
   "After fruitless researches all further efforts were abandoned, and for 
fifty-six years I have heard nothing; I know no more than before." 
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TYPICALLY misanthropic and unsettlingly misogynistic, this tale of de 
Maupassant’s is rare in its deep tenderness towards the female phantom. 
Having died of a malady of the heart – 19th century literary-speak for 
emotional negligence or abuse – she is not evil (cf. Stoker’s “The Judge’s 
House”), vengeful (cf. Capes’ “An Eddy on the Floor”), or even sinister (cf. 
James’ The Turn of the Screw). She is lonely, and rather than indict her 
husband for neglect (cf. Wharton’s “The Lady’s Maid’s Bell”), her visitation 
seeks only to acquire human contact and compassion. Perhaps the greatest 
mystery of this story pertains to what the packets were. Given that they were 
locked in a drawer in the woman’s room, and that they were sizable, it may 
be assumed that they are of a legal nature, but it may be just as likely that 
they are love letters. Whatever their nature, it is probable that de 
Maupassant intended them to represent the final strand of affection uniting 
husband and wife – leading to his physical depreciation and her lingering 
spirit. Having been returned to the husband, we may suppose that he either 
fled the country or did away with himself, having severed the final thread to 
her heart. That her hairs continue to cling to the narrator may reflect his 
complicit guilt in securing the husband’s freedom, or – more tragically, 
perhaps – it may represent her desire not to be forgotten, and may symbolize 
the link made between the two: he has shown her tenderness, and he now 
finds that she has not slipped into forgetfulness; the act of mercy has literally 
rubbed off on him. The ghost’s request to have her hair brushed is quite 
uncommon, especially for a cynic like de Maupassant. Such a simple and 
bourgeois request unveils a deep emotional current through a story which 
fails to deliver the terror which the old soldier’s fear of the dark may have 
first implied. If he is afraid of something, it is likely not fear of the specter’s 
wrath, but anguish connected to the lonely creature’s pathetic existence – an 
existence that is harder to deny in the oblivion of darkness.     
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WRITTEN in 1875, eight years before “The Hand,” “The Flayed Hand” is a more 
artless treatment of the theme – a simple horror story with little to say other 
than to provide a chill. Like “The Hand,” it features a cavalier man who 
possesses a black, shriveled hand with yellow nails, and the conclusion – 
while hardly endowed with the same irony and subtext as its descendent – is 
also comparable. The story is notable for its use of an old, deceased wizard, 
whose supernatural companion returns to seek vengeance upon a naïve 
interloper. This theme would later resonate with M. R. James in “Count 
Magnus” and with H. P. Lovecraft in “The Case of Charles Dexter Ward.” 

        
 

 

The Flayed Hand 
{1875} 

 
ONE evening about eight months ago I met with some college comrades at 
the lodgings of our friend Louis R. We drank punch and smoked, talked of 
literature and art, and made jokes like any other company of young men. 
Suddenly the door flew open, and one who had been my friend since 
boyhood burst in like a hurricane. 
   "Guess where I come from?" he cried. 
   "I bet on the Mabille," responded one. "No," said another, "you are too 
gay; you come from borrowing money, from burying a rich uncle, or from 
pawning your watch." "You are getting sober," cried a third, "and, as you 
scented the punch in Louis' room, you came up here to get drunk again." 
   "You are all wrong," he replied. "I come from P., in Normandy, where I 
have spent eight days, and whence I have brought one of my friends, a 
great criminal, whom I ask permission to present to you." 
   With these words he drew from his pocket a long, black hand, from 
which the skin had been stripped. It had been severed at the wrist. Its dry 
and shriveled shape, and the narrow, yellowed nails still clinging to the 
fingers, made it frightful to look upon. The muscles, which showed that Its 
first owner had been possessed of great strength, were bound in place by a 
strip of parchment-like skin. 
   "Just fancy," said my friend, "the other day they sold the effects of an old 
sorcerer, recently deceased, well known in all the country. Every Saturday 
night he used to go to witch gatherings on a broomstick; he practised the 
white magic and the black, gave blue milk to the cows, and made them 
wear tails like that of the companion of Saint Anthony. The old scoundrel 
always had a deep affection for this hand, which, he said, was that of a 
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celebrated criminal, executed in 1736 for having thrown his lawful wife 
head first into a well--for which I do not blame him--and then hanging in 
the belfry the priest who had married him. After this double exploit he 
went away, and, during his subsequent career, which was brief but exciting, 
he robbed twelve travelers, smoked a score of monks in their monastery, 
and made a seraglio of a convent." 
   "But what are you going to do with this horror?" we cried. 
 "Eh! parbleu! I will make it the handle to my door-bell and frighten my 
creditors." 
   "My friend," said Henry Smith, a big, phlegmatic Englishman, "I believe 
that this hand is only a kind of Indian meat, preserved by a new process; I 
advise you to make bouillon of it." 
   "Rail not, messieurs," said, with the utmost sang froid, a medical student 
who was three-quarters drunk, "but if you follow my advice, Pierre, you will 
give this piece of human debris Christian burial, for fear lest its owner 
should come to demand it. Then, too, this hand has acquired some bad 
habits, for you know the proverb, 'Who has killed will kill.'" 
   "And who has drank will drink," replied the host as he poured out a big 
glass of punch for the student, who emptied it at a draught and slid dead 
drunk under the table. His sudden dropping out of the company was 
greeted with a burst of laughter, and Pierre, raising his glass and saluting 
the hand, cried: 
   "I drink to the next visit of thy master." 
   Then the conversation turned upon other subjects, and shortly afterward 
each returned to his lodgings. About two o'clock the next day, as I was 
passing Pierre's door, I entered and found him reading and smoking. 
   "Well, how goes it?" said I. "Very well," he responded. "And your hand?" 
"My hand? Did you not see it on the bell-pull? I put it there when I 
returned home last night. But, apropos of this, what do you think? Some 
idiot, doubtless to play a stupid joke on me, came ringing at my door 
towards midnight. I demanded who was there, but as no one replied, I 
went back to bed again, and to sleep." 
   At this moment the door opened and the landlord, a fat and extremely 
impertinent person, entered without saluting us. 
   "Sir," said he, "I pray you to take away immediately that carrion which 
you have hung to your bell-pull. Unless you do this I shall be compelled to 
ask you to leave." 
   "Sir," responded Pierre, with much gravity, "you insult a hand which does 
not merit it. Know you that it belonged to a man of high breeding?" 
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   The landlord turned on his heel and made his exit, without speaking. 
Pierre followed him, detached the hand and affixed it to the bell-cord 
hanging in his alcove. 
   "That is better," he said. "This hand, like the 'Brother, all must die,' of the 
Trappists, will give my thoughts a serious turn every night before I sleep." 
   At the end of an hour I left him and returned to my own apartment. 
   I slept badly the following night, was nervous and agitated, and several 
times awoke with a start. Once I imagined, even, that a man had broken 
into my room, and I sprang up and searched the closets and under the bed. 
Towards six o'clock in the morning I was commencing to doze at last, when 
a loud knocking at my door made me jump from my couch. It was my 
friend Pierre's servant, half dressed, pale and trembling. 
   "Ah, sir!" cried he, sobbing, "my poor master. Someone has murdered 
him." 
   I dressed myself hastily and ran to Pierre's lodgings. The house was full of 
people disputing together, and everything was in a commotion. Everyone 
was talking at the same time, recounting and commenting on the 
occurrence in all sorts of ways. With great difficulty I reached the bed-
room, made myself known to those guarding the door and was permitted 
to enter. Four agents of police were standing in the middle of the 
apartment, pencils in hand, examining every detail, conferring in low 
voices and writing from time to time in their note-books. Two doctors were 
in consultation by the bed on which lay the unconscious form of Pierre. He 
was not dead, but his face was fixed in an expression of the most awful 
terror. His eyes were open their widest, and the dilated pupils seemed to 
regard fixedly, with unspeakable horror, something unknown and frightful. 
His hands were clinched. I raised the quilt, which covered his body from 
the chin downward, and saw on his neck, deeply sunk in the flesh, the 
marks of fingers. Some drops of blood spotted his shirt. At that moment 
one thing struck me. I chanced to notice that the shriveled hand was no 
longer attached to the bell-cord. The doctors had doubtless removed it to 
avoid the comments of those entering the chamber where the wounded 
man lay, because the appearance of this hand was indeed frightful. I did 
not inquire what had become of it. 
   I now clip from a newspaper of the next day the story of the crime with 
all the details that the police were able to procure: 
   "A frightful attempt was made yesterday on the life of young M. Pierre B., 
student, who belongs to one of the best families in Normandy. He returned 
home about ten o'clock in the evening, and excused his valet, Bouvin, from  
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further attendance upon him, saying that he felt fatigued and was going to 
bed. Towards midnight Bouvin was suddenly awakened by the furious 
ringing of his master's bell. He was afraid, and lighted a lamp and waited. 
The bell was silent about a minute, then rang again with such vehemence 
that the domestic, mad with fright, flew from his room to awaken the 
concierge, who ran to summon the police, and, at the end of about fifteen 
minutes, two policemen forced open the door. A horrible sight met their 
eyes. The furniture was overturned, giving evidence of a fearful struggle 
between the victim and his assailant. In the middle of the room, upon his 
back, his body rigid, with livid face and frightfully dilated eyes, lay, 
motionless, young Pierre B., bearing upon his neck the deep imprints of 
five fingers. Dr. Bourdean was called immediately, and his report says that 
the aggressor must have been possessed of prodigious strength and have 
had an extraordinarily thin and sinewy hand, because the fingers left in the 
flesh of the victim five holes like those from a pistol ball, and had 
penetrated until they almost met. There is no clue to the motive of the 
crime or to its perpetrator. The police are making a thorough 
investigation." 
   The following appeared in the same newspaper next day: 
   "M. Pierre B., the victim of the frightful assault of which we published an 
account yesterday, has regained consciousness after two hours of the most 
assiduous care by Dr. Bourdean. His life is not in danger, but it is strongly 
feared that he has lost his reason. No trace has been found of his assailant." 
   My poor friend was indeed insane. For seven months I visited him daily 
at the hospital where we had placed him, but he did not recover the light of 
reason. In his delirium strange words escaped him, and, like all madmen, 
he had one fixed idea: he believed himself continually pursued by a specter. 
One day they came for me in haste, saying he was worse, and when I 
arrived I found him dying. For two hours he remained very calm, then, 
suddenly, rising from his bed in spite of our efforts, he cried, waving his 
arms as if a prey to the most awful terror: "Take it away! Take it away! It 
strangles me! Help! Help!" Twice he made the circuit of the room, uttering 
horrible screams, then fell face downward, dead. 
   As he was an orphan I was charged to take his body to the little village of 
P., in Normandy, where his parents were buried. It was the place from 
which he had arrived the evening he found us drinking punch in Louis R.'s 
room, when he had presented to us the flayed hand. His body was inclosed 
in a leaden coffin, and four days afterwards I walked sadly beside the old 
curé, who had given him his first lessons, to the little cemetery where they 
dug his grave. It was a beautiful day, and sunshine from a cloudless sky 
flooded the earth. Birds sang from the blackberry bushes where many a 
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time when we were children we had stolen to eat the fruit. Again I saw 
Pierre and myself creeping along behind the hedge and slipping through 
the gap that we knew so well, down at the end of the little plot where they 
bury the poor. Again we would return to the house with cheeks and lips 
black with the juice of the berries we had eaten. I looked at the bushes; 
they were covered with fruit; mechanically I picked some and bore it to my 
mouth. The curé had opened his breviary, and was muttering his prayers in 
a low voice. I heard at the end of the walk the spades of the grave-diggers 
who were opening the tomb. Suddenly they called out, the curé closed his 
book, and we went to see what they wished of us. They had found a coffin; 
in digging a stroke of the pickaxe had started the cover, and we perceived 
within a skeleton of unusual stature, lying on its back, its hollow eyes 
seeming yet to menace and defy us. I was troubled, I know not why, and 
almost afraid. 
   "Hold!" cried one of the men, "look there! One of the rascal's hands has 
been severed at the wrist. Ah, here it is!" and he picked up from beside the 
body a huge withered hand, and held it out to us. "See," cried the other, 
laughing, "see how he glares at you, as if he would spring at your throat to 
make you give him back his hand." 
   "Go," said the curé, "leave the dead in peace, and close the coffin. We will 
make poor Pierre's grave elsewhere." 
   The next day all was finished, and I returned to Paris, after having left 
fifty francs with the old curé for masses to be said for the repose of the soul 
of him whose sepulchre we had troubled. 
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“THE Flayed Hand” suffers, perhaps, most due to the success of its 
descendent. While it provides a chilling little story of the ever-popular “buyer 
beware” strain, it has little else to say. “The Hand” succeeds as a socio-
political commentary, but its predecessor provides little in the way of 
genuine literary merit. It must be said that despite its brevity, it does provide 
an admirable shiver when read on a dark October evening, and as a horror 
story it succeeds much as Bernard Capes’ similarly-themed, and genuinely 
thrilling  “The Marble Hands” does – in eliciting a terror of the dead, and of 
the power of death to viscerally touch our lives at any moment in spite of our 
youth, vigor, humor, or breeding. It compares nicely to the “Warning[s]” of 
M. R. James, whose ghost stories often feature confident young treasure 
seekers, tourists, or souvenir-finders being horribly punished after coming 
into possession of a haunted object. “Canon Alberic’s Scrapbook,” “Oh, 
Whistle and I’ll Come to You, My Lad,” “The Tractate Middoth,” “The 
Treasure of Abbot Thomas,” “The Uncommon Prayer Book,” “A View from a 
Hill,” “A Warning to the Curious,” and several other chilling stories follow in 
the footsteps of this creepy bogey-tale by de Maupassant, often times with 
even grimmer conclusions. 
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DESPITE being featured in a variety of werewolf anthologies, the eponymous 
“White Wolf” does not appear to be a lycanthrope, though its power, 
strength, and uniqueness do set it apart as sublime and terrible. Throughout 
this anthology, de Maupassant’s works have referenced the idée fixe, which is 
weakly rendered into English as “the fixed idea.” A prominent element in 
Romantic art, the idée fixe is an obsessive, overwhelming ideal, virtue, or 
concept which consumes the character’s identity, mind, and soul. Poe called 
it “monomania,” and his characters suffered it constantly (cf. “Usher,” “Black 
Cat,” “Tell-Tale Heart,” “Berenice”). In “The Grave,” the idée fixe was the fate 
of mortality, in “Am I Insane?” it was infidelity, and in “Magnetism” it was 
the girl’s sexuality. In “The White Wolf,” hunting entirely consumes the lives 
of two brothers, but it goes beyond the simple enjoyment of fresh air, the 
challenge of the chase, and the satisfaction of success; these two are fixated 
on dominating nature, and possessing the soul of the wild and untamed 
elements of the universe. They would be well-advised to take heed of 
Nietzsche’s famous warning: “when you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss 
gazes also into you.” 

        

 

The White Wolf 
{1890} 

 
THIS is what the old Marquis d'Arville told us after St. Hubert's dinner at 
the house of the Baron des Ravels. 
   We had killed a stag that day. The marquis was the only one of the guests 
who had not taken part in this chase. He never hunted. 
   During that long repast we had talked about hardly anything but the 
slaughter of animals. The ladies themselves were interested in bloody and 
exaggerated tales, and the orators imitated the attacks and the combats of 
men against beasts, raised their arms, romanced in a thundering voice. 
   M. d Arville talked well, in a certain flowery, high-sounding, but effective 
style. He must have told this story frequently, for he told it fluently, never 
hesitating for words, choosing them with skill to make his description 
vivid. 
   Gentlemen, I have never hunted, neither did my father, nor my 
grandfather, nor my great-grandfather. This last was the son of a man who 
hunted more than all of you put together. He died in 1764. I will tell you 
the story of his death. 
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   His name was Jean. He was married, father of that child who became my 
great-grandfather, and he lived with his younger brother, Francois 
d'Arville, in our castle in Lorraine, in the midst of the forest. 
Francois d'Arville had remained a bachelor for love of the chase. 
   They both hunted from one end of the year to the other, without 
stopping and seemingly without fatigue. They loved only hunting, 
understood nothing else, talked only of that, lived only for that. 
   They had at heart that one passion, which was terrible and inexorable. It 
consumed them, had completely absorbed them, leaving room for no other 
thought. 
   They had given orders that they should not be interrupted in the chase 
for any reason whatever. My great-grandfather was born while his father 
was following a fox, and Jean d'Arville did not stop the chase, but 
exclaimed: "The deuce! The rascal might have waited till after the view- 
halloo!" 
   His brother Franqois was still more infatuated. On rising he went to see 
the dogs, then the horses, then he shot little birds about the castle until the 
time came to hunt some large game. 
   In the countryside they were called M. le Marquis and M. le Cadet, the 
nobles then not being at all like the chance nobility of our time, which 
wishes to establish an hereditary hierarchy in titles; for the son of a 
marquis is no more a count, nor the son of a viscount a baron, than a son of 
a general is a colonel by birth. But the contemptible vanity of today finds 
profit in that arrangement. 
   My ancestors were unusually tall, bony, hairy, violent and vigorous. The 
younger, still taller than the older, had a voice so strong that, according to 
a legend of which he was proud, all the leaves of the forest shook when he 
shouted. 
   When they were both mounted to set out hunting, it must have been a 
superb sight to see those two giants straddling their huge horses. 
   Now, toward the midwinter of that year, 1764, the frosts were excessive, 
and the wolves became ferocious. 
   They even attacked belated peasants, roamed at night outside the houses, 
howled from sunset to sunrise, and robbed the stables. 
   And soon a rumor began to circulate. People talked of a colossal wolf 
with gray fur, almost white, who had eaten two children, gnawed off a 
woman's arm, strangled all the watch dogs in the district, and even come 
without fear into the farmyards. The people in the houses affirmed that 
they had felt his breath, and that it made the flame of the lights flicker. 
And soon a panic ran through all the province. No one dared go out any 
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more after nightfall. The darkness seemed haunted by the image of the 
beast. 
   The brothers d'Arville determined to find and kill him, and several times 
they brought together all the gentlemen of the country to a great hunt. 
   They beat the forests and searched the coverts in vain; they never met 
him.      They killed wolves, but not that one. And every night after a battue 
the beast, as if to avenge himself, attacked some traveller or killed some 
one's cattle, always far from the place where they had looked for him. 
   Finally, one night he stole into the pigpen of the Chateau d'Arville and 
ate the two fattest pigs. 
   The brothers were roused to anger, considering this attack as a direct 
insult and a defiance. They took their strong bloodhounds, used to pursue 
dangerous animals, and they set off to hunt, their hearts filled with rage. 
   From dawn until the hour when the empurpled sun descended behind 
the great naked trees, they beat the woods without finding anything. 
   At last, furious and disgusted, both were returning, walking their horses 
along a lane bordered with hedges, and they marveled that their skill as 
huntsmen should be baffled by this wolf, and they were suddenly seized 
with a mysterious fear. 
   The elder said: 
   "That beast is not an ordinary one. You would say it had a mind like a 
man." 
   The younger answered: 
   "Perhaps we should have a bullet blessed by our cousin, the bishop, or 
pray some priest to pronounce the words which are needed." 
   Then they were silent. 
   Jean continued: 
   "Look how red the sun is. The great wolf will do some harm to-night." 
   He had hardly finished speaking when his horse reared; that of Franqois 
began to kick. A large thicket covered with dead leaves opened before 
them, and a mammoth beast, entirely gray, jumped up and ran off through 
the wood. 
   Both uttered a kind of grunt of joy, and bending over the necks of their 
heavy horses, they threw them forward with an impulse from all their 
body, hurling them on at such a pace, urging them, hurrying them away, 
exciting them so with voice and with gesture and with spur that the 
experienced riders seemed to be carrying the heavy beasts between their 
thighs and to bear them off as if they were flying. 
   Thus they went, plunging through the thickets, dashing across the beds 
of streams, climbing the hillsides, descending the gorges, and blowing the 
horn as loud as they could to attract their people and the dogs. 
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   And now, suddenly, in that mad race, my ancestor struck his forehead 
against an enormous branch which split his skull; and he fell dead on the 
ground, while his frightened horse took himself off, disappearing in the 
gloom which enveloped the woods. 
   The younger d'Arville stopped quick, leaped to the earth, seized his 
brother in his arms, and saw that the brains were escaping from the wound 
with the blood. 
   Then he sat down beside the body, rested the head, disfigured and red, 
on his knees, and waited, regarding the immobile face of his elder brother. 
Little by little a fear possessed him, a strange fear which he had never felt 
before, the fear of the dark, the fear of loneliness, the fear of the deserted 
wood, and the fear also of the  
weird wolf who had just killed his brother to avenge himself upon them 
both. 
   The gloom thickened; the acute cold made the trees crack. Francois got 
up, shivering, unable to remain there longer, feeling himself growing faint. 
Nothing was to be heard, neither the voice of the dogs nor the sound of the 
horns--all was silent along the invisible horizon; and this mournful silence 
of the frozen night had something about it terrific and strange. 
   He seized in his immense hands the great body of Jean, straightened it, 
and laid it across the saddle to carry it back to the chateau; then he went 
on his way softly, his mind troubled as if he were in a stupor, pursued by 
horrible and fear-giving images. And all at once, in the growing darkness a 
great shape crossed his path. It was the beast. A shock of terror shook the 
hunter; something cold, like a drop of water, seemed to glide down his 
back, and, like a monk haunted of the devil, he made a great sign of the 
cross, dismayed at this abrupt return of the horrible prowler. But his eyes 
fell again on the inert body before him, and passing abruptly from fear to 
anger, he shook with an indescribable rage. 
   Then he spurred his horse and rushed after the wolf. 
   He followed it through the copses, the ravines, and the tall trees, 
traversing woods which he no longer recognized, his eyes fixed on the 
white speck which fled before him through the night. 
   His horse also seemed animated by a force and strength hitherto 
unknown. It galloped straight ahead with outstretched neck, striking 
against trees, and rocks, the head and the feet of the dead man thrown 
across the saddle. The limbs tore out his hair; the brow, beating the huge  
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trunks, spattered them with blood; the spurs tore their ragged coats of 
bark. Suddenly the beast and the horseman issued from the forest and 
rushed into a valley, just as the moon appeared above the mountains. The 
valley here was stony, enclosed by enormous rocks.Francois then uttered a 
yell of joy which the echoes repeated like a peal of thunder, and he leaped 
from his horse, his cutlass in his hand. 
   The beast, with bristling hair, the back arched, awaited him, its eyes 
gleaming like two stars. But, before beginning battle, the strong hunter, 
seizing his brother, seated him on a rock, and, placing stones under his 
head, which was no more than a mass of blood, he shouted in the ears as if 
he was talking to a deaf man: "Look, Jean; look at this!" 
   Then he attacked the monster. He felt himself strong enough to overturn 
a mountain, to bruise stones in his hands. The beast tried to bite him, 
aiming for his stomach; but he had seized the fierce animal by the neck, 
without even using his weapon, and he strangled it gently, listening to the 
cessation of breathing in its throat and the beatings of its heart. He 
laughed, wild with joy, pressing closer and closer his formidable embrace, 
crying in a delirium of joy, "Look, Jean, look!" All resistance ceased; the 
body of the wolf became limp. He was dead. 
   Francois took him up in his arms and carried him to the feet of the elder 
brother, where he laid him, repeating, in a tender voice: "There, there, 
there, my little Jean, see him!" 
   Then he replaced on the saddle the two bodies, one upon the other, and 
rode away. 
   He returned to the chateau, laughing and crying, like Gargantua at the 
birth of Pantagruel, uttering shouts of triumph, and boisterous with joy as 
he related the death of the beast, and grieving and tearing his beard in 
telling of that of his brother. 
   And often, later, when he talked again of that day, he would say, with 
tears in his eyes: "If only poor Jean could have seen me strangle the beast, 
he would have died content, that I am sure!" 
   The widow of my ancestor inspired her orphan son with that horror of 
the chase which has transmitted itself from father to son as far down as 
myself. 
   The Marquis d'Arville was silent. Some one asked: 
   "That story is a legend, isn't it?" 
   And the story teller answered: 
   "I swear to you that it is true from beginning to end." 
   Then a lady declared, in a little, soft voice 
   "All the same, it is fine to have passions like that." 
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IN spite of his apparent victory over nature, Francois has become its victim, 
losing his intellectual humanity in the tussle with the great beast. The wolf 
can be seen as a metaphor for the raw character of the wild – a thing with 
which men should not meddle. In thinking themselves equal to the wolf, the 
two brothers prove themselves more animal than human, and as the idée fixe 
pounds in their brains, driving them past sense and reason, they forfeit their 
humanity in the process: Jean losing his physical self, and Francois resigning 
his mental self. It becomes most telling when Francois, in his race to destroy 
the wolf, contributes to his dead brother’s disfigurement. By the time he 
exists the wood (read: the labyrinth of psychological motives, fears, and 
desires), his brother has been walloped to pulp against the trees and briers. 
Returning home, Francois carries two burdens: the burden of Jean’s demise, 
and the burden of the wolf’s useless destruction – un-witnessed, and at the 
loss of his brother and his sanity, the beast’s death has taken more than it 
has offered. More than anything, de Maupassant hopes to draw comparison 
between obsession and insanity. The idée fixe is a pathway to loss of selfhood, 
he warns, for the more we attempt to posses something, the more it 
ultimately possesses us.       
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STRIPPED of de Maupassant's confident disdain for society, “Night in Paris: A 
Nightmare” features, like “Who Knows?,” a protagonist who has got what he 
wanted, and pays the price for it. Disgusted by the bustle of daytime, this 
Parisian delights in the black cover of nightfall, eschewing the company of 
men for the solitude of darkness. It is a wish fulfillment with a surreal, 
unsettling consequence. Like “Who Knows?,” “Nightmare” prefigures the 
works of the Latin American magical realists – who, like most modern short 
story writers, were influenced by de Maupassant – in that it tells a virtually 
postmodern story of existential angst, Sartrean anxiety, and a suspension of 
belief (the story is ostensibly narrated by a dead man, although we cannot 
discount unreliable narration). Compare its bizarre grotesquerie to Sergio 
Pitol Bukhara's “Nocturne,” Juan Rulfo's “Luvina,” Julio Cortazar's “Blow-up,” 
and Jean-Paul Sartre's “Nausea”. 

        
 
 

A Queer Night in Paris 
{1887} 

 
I love the night with passion. I love it the way you love your country, or your 
mistress, with an instinctive love, a deep love, an invincible love. I love it 
with all my senses, with my eyes that see it, with my nostrils that breathe it, 
with my ears that hear the silence of it, with my whole flesh, caressed by its 
shadows. Larks sing in the sun, in the blue air, the warm air, the light air of 
clear mornings. But the owl takes refuge in the night, a black blotch that 
crosses the black space, and, with joy, intoxicated with the vast blackness, 
he lets out his cry, vibrant and sinister.   
   The day tires me out and bores me. It is brutal and noisy. I get up with 
difficulty, I get dressed with weariness, I go out with regret, and each step, 
each movement, each gesture, each word, each thought exhausts me as 
though I were lifting a crushing burden.   
   But when the sun goes down, a joy swirls about me, a joy overruns my 
entire body. I wake up, I come to life. With each moment that darkness 
advances, I feel completely different, younger, stronger, more alert, happier. 
I watch it get thicker, the vast, gentle darkness that falls from the sky. It 
engulfs the city like an unstoppable, impenetrable flood, it covers up, wears 
away and destroys colors, shapes, and enfolds the homes, monuments and 
living things with its imperceptible touch.   
   At that point, I have the urge to shout for joy like a screech owl, to run 
across the rooftops like a cat. And an impetuous, invincible desire to love 
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lights up inside my veins.   
   I go, I walk, now in the darkened suburbs, now in the woods near Paris, 
where I hear my brothers and sisters, the beasts and their predators, lurking 
about.   
   Anything you love too violently always ends up killing you. But how can I 
explain what happened to me? How can I even make you understand what I 
might tell you? I do not know, I do not know anymore. I only know what it 
is. Here goes:   
  Yesterday, then - was it yesterday? - yes, without a doubt, at least it wasn't 
any earlier, another day, another month, another year, - I do not know. But it 
must be yesterday, since another day did not break, since the sun did not 
reappear. But since what time has this night continued? Since what time? ... 
Who will tell me? Who can know it, ever?   
   And so, yesterday, I went out as I do every evening, after my dinner. It was 
very beautiful outside, very gentle, very warm. Making my way down toward 
the boulevards, above my head I watched that black river, loaded with stars, 
cut into pieces in the sky by the rooftops along the street which twisted this 
stream of heavenly lights and made it ebb and flow like a genuine river.   
Everything was distinct in the buoyant air, from the planets down to the 
gaslights. So great was the fiery brilliance up above and in the town that the 
shadows themselves took on a glow. Gleaming nights are more joyous than 
long, sunny days.   
   On the boulevard the cafés were flickering. People laughed, passed by, 
ordered drinks. I went inside the theater for a few moments. Which theater? 
I do not know anymore. The light was so bright inside, it made me unhappy, 
and I went back out with my spirits depressed by that shock of brutal 
lighting bouncing off the gilt edges of the balcony, by the artificial glitter of 
the enormous luster of crystal, by the wall of lights along the ramp, by the 
gloom of this false, garish clarity. I made it to the Champs-Elysées, where 
the music cafés seemed like roaring fireplaces amid the foliage. The 
chestnut trees looked painted, smeared with yellow light, like 
phosphorescent trees. And just like pale, shining moons, like lunar eggs 
fallen from the sky, like vibrant, monster pearls with their sea-shell clarity, 
mysterious and regal, the electric glass fixtures made the gas lines pale by 
comparison, the conduits of dirty gas as well as the garlands of colored glass. 
I stopped under the Arch of Triumph to look at the avenue, the long, 
admirable, starry avenue, going to the heart of Paris between two lines of 
flame, and the stars! The stars up there, the unknown stars, scattered only  
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by chance around the deep void, where they take on peculiar shapes, which 
fill us with so much reverie, which provoke us to dream.   
   I entered the Bois de Boulogne and stayed there a long while, very long. 
Then I was seized by a singular chill, an unforeseen and powerful emotion, 
an epiphany of thoughts which bordered on madness.   
I walked around a long time, a very long time. Then I came back.   
   What time was it when I passed back under the Arch of Triumph? I do not 
know. The city had fallen asleep, and clouds, large, black clouds slowly 
spread out over the sky.   
   For the first time I felt that something weird was going to happen, 
something new. The weather seemed to be turning cold, the air to be 
thickening; it seemed that the night, my well-beloved night, was starting to 
weigh upon my heart. The avenue was deserted now. All alone, two 
patrolmen were walking near the taxi station, and on the pavement barely 
illuminated by the gas valves which seemed to be dying, a line of vegetable 
trucks was headed for Halles. They went slowly, loaded with carrots, turnips 
and cabbage. Their drivers were sleeping, unseen, and the horses all walked  
at the same pace, following the vehicle ahead of them, noiseless, upon the 
wooden pavement. Before each light along the sidewalk, the carrots flashed 
in their redness, the turnips flashed in their whiteness, and the cabbages 
flashed in their greenness. And they passed by, one after the other, those 
vehicles, red with the red of fire, white with the white of silver and green 
with the green of emeralds. I followed them, then I turned onto Royale 
Street and came back to the boulevards. Nobody else, no more lighted cafés, 
only a few stragglers in a hurry. I had never before seen Paris so dead, so 
deserted. I pulled out my watch. It was two o'clock.   
   Some force was driving me, a need to walk. So I went up to the Bastille. Up 
there I realized that I had never seen a night so dark, since I could not even 
make out the Column of July, whose wizardry wrought in gold was lost in 
the impenetrable darkness. A vault of cloud, as thick as the universe, had 
drowned the stars, and appeared to be sinking to earth to demolish it.   
I came back. There was not a soul around me. On the Plaza du Château-
d'eau, however, a drunk nearly ran into me, then he vanished. For a while I 
heard his uneven and reverberating steps. I walked. At the heights of 
Montmartre a carriage passed by, descending towards the Seine. I called out 
to it. The coachman did not answer. A woman was begging near Drouot 
Street: "Mister, please listen..." I quickened my pace to avoid her 
outstretched hand. Then, nothing else. In front of the Vaudeville, a rag man 
was rummaging around the gutter. His little lantern floated on ground level. 
I asked him, "What time is it, my good man?"   
 He growled, "How should I know? I have no watch."   
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   Then all of a sudden I noticed that the gaslights were out. I know that they 
get turned off very early, before daybreak at this time of year, as an economic 
measure, but the day was still far off, so far from appearing!   
   "Let's go, to Halles," I thought to myself, "there at least I will find some 
sign of life."   
   I started my trek, but I wasn't even able to see which way I should turn. I 
advanced slowly, as if in the woods, recognizing the streets by counting 
them.   
In front of the Crédit Lyonnais, a dog growled. I turned onto Grammont 
Street and I got lost. I wandered a bit, then I recognized the Stock Exchange 
by the iron grills which surround it. All of Paris was asleep, in a deep, 
frightening sleep. In the distance, however, a carriage rolled along, a lone 
carriage, perhaps the very one which had passed in front of me just before. I 
sought to join up with it, walking towards the noise of its wheels, across the 
solitary streets, the black streets, black, black like death.   
   I got lost again. Where was I? How stupid to extinguish the gas this early! 
Not one passerby, not one straggler, not one beggar, no caterwauling of cats 
on the make. Nothing.   
   So where were the street patrols? I said to myself, "I am going to yell, then 
they will come." I yelled. No one responded. I called out more loudly. My 
voice fled away, without an echo, weak, muted, crushed by the night, by this 
impenetrable night.   
   I shouted, "Help! Help! Help!"   
   To my desperate call there was still no answer. What time was it now? I 
pulled out my watch, but I didn't have any matches. I heard the light tick-
tock of the little mechanism with an uncanny, bizarre joy. It seemed to be 
alive. I was less alone. What a mystery! I set to walking again, like a blind 
man, and, feeling the walls with my walking stick, I continually kept my eyes 
trained on the sky, hoping that day would come at last. But the space above 
was black, completely black, more deeply black than the city.   
   What time could it be now? I was walking, it seemed, since forever, 
because my legs were buckling under me, my lungs were gasping, and I was 
suffering horribly from hunger.   
   I decided to ring at the first garage door I came to. I pulled on the copper 
ringer, and the bell rang inside the sonorous house; it rang strangely, as if its 
lively noise were the only living thing in this house.   
I waited, nobody answered. Nobody opened the door. I started to ring again, 
I kept waiting, - nothing!   
   I was scared! I ran to the next residence, and twenty times in a row I made 
the bell ring inside the dark hallway where the concierge must have been 
sleeping. But he did not wake up, - and I walked on further, pulling or 
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pressing with all my strength the rings or buttons, striking with my feet, my 
stick and my hands the doors which were stubbornly closed to me.   
And all of a sudden, I realized that I was arriving in Halles. Halles was 
deserted, without a sound, without a movement, without a car, without a 
man, without a bundle of vegetables or flowers. - It was empty, motionless, 
abandoned, dead!   
   I was overcome by fear, - horrible. What was happening? Oh, my God! 
What was happening?   
   I left. But the time? The time? Who will tell me the time? There was no 
clock chiming in the bell towers or monuments. I thought, "I am going to 
open up the glass on my watch and touch the needle with my fingers." I 
pulled out my watch... it was not ticking anymore, it had stopped. Nothing 
more, nothing more, nothing more astir in the city, not a glimmer, not a 
rustle of sound in the air. Nothing! Nothing more! Not even the distant roll 
of the carriage, - nothing more!   
   I was at the docks, and a glacial chill rose from the river. Was the Seine still 
flowing?   
   I wanted to know. I found the steps and I walked down... I did not hear the 
current bubble beneath the arches of the bridge... More walking... then 
some sand... some silt... then the water... I wet my arms... the water ran... it 
ran... cold... cold... cold... nearly frozen... nearly solid... nearly dead.   
   And I was quite aware that I would never have the strength to get back 
out... that I was going to die there... me also, from hunger - from exhaustion 
- and from cold. 
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“ANYTHING you love too violently always ends up killing you.” This quote truly 
embraces the ethos of de Maupassant's horror. It is true of most of his horror 
stories (“Am I Insane?,” “The White Wolf,” “He?,” “The Inn,” “Who Knows?” 
“The Dead Girl,” “The Grave,” etc.), and while the death in most of these is 
spiritual, social, or mental, it is as veritable a destruction of the self as 
suicide. But the death is manifold in this tale. Whether or not we trust the 
narrator's account of his watery demise, the fact is that he finds himself 
destroyed by that which he once loved and cherished. Though de Maupassant 
famously employed perfidious women to achieve this artistic end, his later 
stories tended to retrain the focus from external betrayal to internal 
treachery. Once spiteful of human beings and their accompanying sights and 
sounds, the narrator is traumatized by their perceived loss, and by his 
inability to attract human fellowship. Abandoned to the chaos of a world 
which personifies the characteristics he most cherished about nighttime, he 
is driven to self-destruction rather than to endure a world in which he is 
incapable of experiencing human relationships – even of the most petty 
degrees: hearing footsteps and seeing wakeful faces. Obsession – the all-
consuming idée fixe – is initially attractive and desirable, but once it is 
achieved – once it turns to accept the embrace – its arms tighten into an 
inescapable death grip, and its overwhelming weight bears its victim down to 
the ground. “Anything you love too violently...” 
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MOST scholarship concurs that “Who Knows?” was the last story that de 
Maupassant wrote before syphilitic psychosis overtook his mind. This is both 
understandable – considering its material – and baffling – considering its 
firm mastery of prose. A true masterpiece, one of his greatest weird tales, 
“Who Knows?” is also the most Poe-esque of all of his tales (combined with a 
notable dash of Fitz-James O'Brien's marvelous fantasy – cf. “The Lost 
Room,” “The Wondersmith”), pitting a sensitive recluse who has depended 
upon the stability of his seclusion and intellect against the threat of insanity 
and reason lost. Although it respectfully combines the phantasms of Poe 
(“Tell-Tale Heart,” “Imp of the Perverse,” “Berenice,” “House of Usher,” “Black 
Cat”), Hoffmann (“The Nutcracker and the Mouse-King,” “The Sandman,” 
etc.), and O'Brien, it is a genuinely original work, deftly merging the anguish 
and pathos of insanity with the lyrical prose of a man in full possession of his 
creative faculties. “Who Knows?” is sincerely heartbreaking, particularly 
when taken in biographical context. Unlike many of de Maupassant's insanity 
tales, the focus is not on the reality of the perceptions (they are virtually 
certain; in fact, the tale is an early foray into magical realism, and is more 
akin to Jorge Luis Borges' “The Aleph” than to the dubious narration of 
“Ligeia”): the disquietude is incited by the betrayal of a man's final refuge 
from a world he believes to be unstable and inconstant. Even this, even his 
bastion of inanimate comfort and solace, is able to abandon him, and the 
only possible escapes from such a perfidious world lie in suicide or the 
madhouse. 

        
 

 

Who Knows? 
{1890} 

 
MY God! My God! I am going to write down at last what has happened to 
me. But how can I? How dare I? The thing is so bizarre, so inexplicable, so 
incomprehensible, so silly!  
   If I were not perfectly sure of what I have seen, sure that there was not in 
my reasoning any defect, any error in my declarations, any lacuna in the 
inflexible sequence of my observations, I should believe myself to be the 
dupe of a simple hallucination, the sport of a singular vision. After all, who 
knows?  
   Yesterday I was in a private asylum, but I went there voluntarily, out of 
prudence and fear. Only one single human being knows my history, and that 
is the doctor of the said asylum. I am going to write to him. I really do not 
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know why? To disembarrass myself? Yea, I feel as though weighed down by 
an intolerable nightmare.  
   Let me explain.  
   I have always been a recluse, a dreamer, a kind of isolated philosopher, 
easy-going, content with but little, harboring ill-feeling against no man, and 
without even a grudge against heaven. I have constantly lived alone; 
consequently, a kind of torture takes hold of me when I find myself in the 
presence of others. How is this to be explained? I do not know. I am not 
averse to going out into the world, to conversation, to dining with friends, 
but when they are near me for any length of time, even the most intimate of 
them, they bore me, fatigue me, enervate me, and I experience an 
overwhelming, torturing desire to see them get up and go, to take 
themselves away, and to leave me by myself.  
   That desire is more than a craving; it is an irresistible necessity. And if the 
presence of people with whom I find myself were to be continued; if I were 
compelled, not only to listen, but also to follow, for any length of time, their 
conversation, a serious accident would assuredly take place. What kind of 
accident? Ah! who knows? Perhaps a slight paralytic stroke? Probably!  
   I like solitude so much that I cannot even endure the vicinage of other 
beings sleeping under the same roof. I cannot live in Paris, because there I 
suffer the most acute agony. I lead a moral life, and am therefore tortured in 
body and in nerves by that immense crowd which swarms and lives even 
when it sleeps. Ah! the sleeping of others is more painful still than their 
conversation. And I can never find repose when I know and feel that on the 
other side of a wall several existences are undergoing these regular eclipses 
of reason.  
   Why am I thus? Who knows? The cause of it is very simple perhaps. I get 
tired very soon of everything that does not emanate from me. And there are 
many people in similar case.  
   We are, on earth, two distinct races. Those who have need of others, whom 
others amuse, engage soothe, whom solitude harasses, pains, stupefies, like 
the movement of a terrible glacier or the traversing of the desert; and those, 
on the contrary, whom others weary, tire, bore, silently torture, whom 
isolation calms and bathes in the repose of independency, and plunges into 
the humors of their own thoughts. In fine, there is here a normal, physical 
phenomenon. Some are constituted to live a life outside of themselves, 
others, to live a life within themselves. As for me, my exterior associations 
are abruptly and painfully short-lived, and, as they reach their limits, I 
experience in my whole body and in my whole intelligence an intolerable 
uneasiness.  
   As a result of this, I became attached, or rather had become much 
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attached, to inanimate objects, which have for me the importance of beings, 
and my house has or had become a world in which I lived an active and 
solitary life, surrounded by all manner of things, furniture, familiar 
knickknacks, as sympathetic in my eyes as the visages of human beings. I 
had filled my mansion with them; little by little, I had adorned it with them, 
and I felt an inward content and satisfaction, was more happy than if I had 
been in the arms of a beloved girl, whose wonted caresses had become a 
soothing and delightful necessity.  
   I had had this house constructed in the center of a beautiful garden, which 
hid it from the public high-ways, and which was near the entrance to a city 
where I could find, on occasion, the resources of society, for which, at 
moments, I had a longing. All my domestics slept in a separate building, 
which was situated at some considerable distance from my house, at the far 
end of the kitchen garden, which in turn was surrounded by a high wall. The 
obscure envelopment of night, in the silence of my concealed habitation, 
buried under the leaves of great trees, was so reposeful and so delicious, that 
before retiring to my couch I lingered every evening for several hours in 
order to enjoy the solitude a little longer.  
   One day "Signad" had been played at one of the city theaters. It was the 
first time that I had listened to that beautiful, musical, and fairy-like drama, 
and I had derived from it the liveliest pleasures.  
   I returned home on foot with a light step, my head full of sonorous 
phrases, and my mind haunted by delightful visions. It was night, the dead 
of night, and so dark that I could hardly distinguish the broad highway, and 
consequently I stumbled into the ditch more than once. From the custom-
house, at the barriers, to my house, was about a mile, perhaps a little more--
a leisurely walk of about twenty minutes. It was one o'clock in the morning, 
one o'clock or maybe half-past one; the sky had by this time cleared 
somewhat and the crescent appeared, the gloomy crescent of the last 
quarter of the moon. The crescent of the first quarter is that which rises 
about five or six o'clock in the evening and is clear, gay, and fretted with 
silver; but the one which rises after midnight is reddish, sad, and desolating-
-it is the true Sabbath crescent. Every prowler by night has made the same 
observation. The first, though slender as a thread, throws a faint, joyous 
light which rejoices the heart and lines the ground with distinct shadows; 
the last sheds hardly a dying glimmer, and is so wan that it occasions hardly 
any shadows.  
   In the distance, I perceived the somber mass of my garden, and, I know 
not why, was seized with a feeling of uneasiness at the idea of going inside. I 
slackened my pace, and walked very softly, the thick cluster of trees having 
the appearance of a tomb in which my house was buried.  
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   I opened my outer gate and entered the long avenue of sycamores which 
ran in the direction of the house, arranged vault-wise like a high tunnel, 
traversing opaque masses, and winding round the turf lawns, on which 
baskets of flowers, in the pale darkness, could be indistinctly discerned.  
   While approaching the house, I was seized by a strange feeling. I could 
hear nothing, I stood still. Through the trees there was not even a breath of 
air stirring. "What is the matter with me?" I said to myself. For ten years I 
had entered and re-entered in the same way, without ever experiencing the 
least inquietude. I never had any fear at nights. The sight of a man, a 
marauder, or a thief would have thrown me into a fit of anger, and I would 
have rushed at him without any hesitation. Moreover, I was armed--I had 
my revolver. But I did not touch it, for I was anxious to resist that feeling of 
dread with which I was seized.  
   What was it? Was it a presentiment--that mysterious presentiment which 
takes hold of the senses of men who have witnessed something which, to 
them, is inexplicable? Perhaps? Who knows?  
   In proportion as I advanced, I felt my skin quiver more and more, and 
when I was close to the wall, near the outhouses of my large residence, I felt 
that it would be necessary for me to wait a few minutes before opening the 
door and going inside. I sat down, then, on a bench, under the windows of 
my drawing-room. I rested there, a little disturbed, with my head leaning 
against the wall, my eyes wide open, under the shade of the foliage. For the 
first few minutes, I did not observe anything unusual around me; I had a 
humming noise in my ears, but that has happened often to me. Sometimes 
it seemed to me that I heard trains passing, that I heard clocks striking, that 
I heard a multitude on the march.  
   Very soon, those humming noises became more distinct, more 
concentrated, more determinable, I was deceiving myself. It was not the 
ordinary tingling of my arteries which transmitted to my ears these 
rumbling sounds, but it was a very distinct, though confused, noise which 
came, without any doubt whatever, from the interior of my house. Through 
the walls I distinguished this continued noise,--I should rather say agitation 
than noise,--an indistinct moving about of a pile of things, as if people were 
tossing about, displacing, and carrying away surreptitiously all my 
furniture.  
   I doubted, however, for some considerable time yet, the evidence of my 
ears. But having placed my ear against one of the outhouses, the better to 
discover what this strange disturbance was, inside my house, I became 
convinced, certain, that something was taking place in my residence which 
was altogether abnormal and incomprehensible. I had no fear, but I was--
how shall I express it--paralyzed by astonishment. I did not draw my 
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revolver, knowing very well that there was no need of my doing so.  
   I listened a long time, but could come to no resolution, my mind being 
quite clear, though in myself I was naturally anxious. I got up and waited, 
listening always to the noise, which gradually increased, and at intervals 
grew very loud, and which seemed to become an impatient, angry 
disturbance, a mysterious commotion.  
   Then, suddenly, ashamed of my timidity, I seized my bunch of keys. I 
selected the one I wanted, guided it into the lock, turned it twice, and 
pushing the door with all my might, sent it banging against the partition.  
   The collision sounded like the report of a gun, and there responded to that 
explosive noise, from roof to basement of my residence, a formidable 
tumult. It was so sudden, so terrible, so deafening, that I recoiled a few 
steps, and though I knew it to be wholly useless, I pulled my revolver out of 
its case.  
   I continued to listen for some time longer. I could distinguish now an 
extraordinary pattering upon the steps of my grand staircase, on the waxed 
floors, on the carpets, not of boots, or of naked feet, but of iron and wooden 
crutches, which resounded like cymbals. Then I suddenly discerned, on the 
threshold of my door, an armchair, my large reading easy-chair, which set off 
waddling. It went away through my garden. Others followed it, those of my 
drawing-room, then my sofas, dragging themselves along like crocodiles on 
their short paws; then all my chairs, bounding like goats, and the little foot-
stools, hopping like rabbits.  
   Oh! what a sensation! I slunk back into a clump of bushes where I 
remained crouched up, watching, meanwhile, my furniture defile past--for 
everything walked away, the one behind the other, briskly or slowly, 
according to its weight or size. My piano, my grand piano, bounded past 
with the gallop of a horse and a murmur of music in its sides; the smaller 
articles slid along the gravel like snails, my brushes, crystal, cups and 
saucers, which glistened in the moonlight. I saw my writing desk appear, a 
rare curiosity of the last century, which contained all the letters I had ever 
received, all the history of my heart, an old history from which I have 
suffered so much! Besides, there were inside of it a great many cherished 
photographs.  
   Suddenly--I no longer had any fear--I threw myself on it, seized it as one 
would seize a thief, as one would seize a wife about to run away; but it 
pursued its irresistible course, and despite my efforts and despite my anger, 
I could not even retard its pace. As I was resisting in desperation that 
insuperable force, I was thrown to the ground. It then rolled me over, trailed 
me along the gravel, and the rest of my furniture, which followed it, began 
to march over me, tramping on my legs and injuring them. When I loosed 
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my hold, other articles had passed over my body, just as a charge of cavalry 
does over the body of a dismounted soldier.  
   Seized at last with terror, I succeeded in dragging myself out of the main 
avenue, and in concealing myself again among the shrubbery, so as to watch 
the disappearance of the most cherished objects, the smallest, the least 
striking, the least unknown which had once belonged to me.  
   I then heard, in the distance, noises which came from my apartments, 
which sounded now as if the house were empty, a loud noise of shutting of 
doors. They were being slammed from top to bottom of my dwelling, even 
the door which I had just opened myself unconsciously, and which had 
closed of itself, when the last thing had taken its departure. I took flight 
also, running toward the city, and only regained my self-composure, on 
reaching the boulevards, where I met belated people. I rang the bell of a 
hotel were I was known. I had knocked the dust off my clothes with my 
hands, and I told the porter that I had lost my bunch of keys, which 
included also that to the kitchen garden, where my servants slept in a house 
standing by itself, on the other side of the wall of the inclosure which 
protected my fruits and vegetables from the raids of marauders.  
   I covered myself up to the eyes in the bed which was assigned to me, but 
could not sleep; and I waited for the dawn listening to the throbbing of my 
heart. I had given orders that my servants were to be summoned to the hotel 
at daybreak, and my valet de chambre knocked at my door at seven o'clock 
in the morning.  
   His countenance bore a woeful look.  
   "A great misfortune has happened during the night, Monsieur," said he.  
   "What is it?"  
   "Somebody has stolen the whole of Monsieur's furniture, all, everything, 
even to the smallest articles."  
   This news pleased me. Why? Who knows? I was complete master of 
myself, bent on dissimulating, on telling no one of anything I had seen; 
determined on concealing and in burying in my heart of hearts a terrible 
secret. I responded:  
   "They must then be the same people who have stolen my keys. The police 
must be informed immediately. I am going to get up, and I will join you in a 
few moments."  
   The investigation into the circumstances under which the robbery might 
have been committed lasted for five months. Nothing was found, not even 
the smallest of my knickknacks, nor the least trace of the thieves. Good 
gracious! If I had only told them what I knew--If I had said--I should have 
been locked up--I, not the thieves--for I was the only person who had seen 
everything from the first.  
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   Yes! but I knew how to keep silence. I shall never refurnish my house. That 
were indeed useless. The same thing would happen again. I had no desire 
even to re-enter the house, and I did not re-enter it; I never visited it again. I 
moved to Paris, to the hotel, and consulted doctors in regard to the 
condition of my nerves, which had disquieted me a good deal ever since that 
awful night.  
   They advised me to travel, and I followed their counsel.  
 
     II.  
 
   I began by making an excursion into Italy. The sunshine did me much 
good. For six months I wandered about from Genoa to Venice, from Venice 
to Florence, from Florence to Rome, from Rome to Naples. Then I traveled 
over Sicily, a country celebrated for its scenery and its monuments, relics left 
by the Greeks and the Normans. Passing over into Africa, I traversed at my 
ease that immense desert, yellow and tranquil, in which camels, gazelles, 
and Arab vagabonds roam about--where, in the rare and transparent 
atmosphere, there hover no vague hauntings, where there is never any 
night, but always day.  
   I returned to France by Marseilles, and in spite of all its Provencal gaiety, 
the diminished clearness of the sky made me sad. I experienced, in 
returning to the Continent, the peculiar sensation of an illness which I 
believed had been cured, and a dull pain which predicted that the seeds of 
the disease had not been eradicated.  
   I then returned to Paris. At the end of a month I was very dejected. It was 
in the autumn, and I determined to make, before winter came, an excursion 
through Normandy, a country with which I was unacquainted.  
   I began my journey, in the best of spirits, at Rouen, and for eight days I 
wandered about, passive, ravished, and enthusiastic, in that ancient city, 
that astonishing museum of extraordinary Gothic monuments.  
   But one afternoon, about four o'clock, as I was sauntering slowly through a 
seemingly unattractive street, by which there ran a stream as black as the 
ink called "Eau de Robec," my attention, fixed for the moment on the 
quaint, antique appearance of some of the houses, was suddenly attracted 
by the view of a series of second-hand furniture shops, which followed one 
another, door after door.  
   Ah! they had carefully chosen their locality, these sordid traffickers in 
antiquities, in that quaint little street, overlooking the sinister stream of 
water, under those tile and slate-pointed roofs on which still grinned the 
vanes of bygone days.  
   At the end of these grim storehouses you saw piled up sculptured chests, 
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Rouen, Sevres, and Moustier's pottery, painted statues, others of oak, 
Christs, Virgins, Saints, church ornaments, chasubles, capes, even sacred 
vases, and an old gilded wooden tabernacle, where a god had hidden 
himself away. What singular caverns there are in those lofty houses, 
crowded with objects of every description, where the existence of things 
seems to be ended, things which have survived their original possessors, 
their century, their times, their fashions, in order to be bought as curiosities 
by new generations.  
   My affection for antiques was awakened in that city of antiquaries. I went 
from shop to shop, crossing in two strides the rotten four plank bridges 
thrown over the nauseous current of the "Eau de Robec."  
   Heaven protect me! What a shock! At the end of a vault, which was 
crowded with articles of every description and which seemed to be the 
entrance to the catacombs of a cemetery of ancient furniture, I suddenly 
descried one of my most beautiful wardrobes. I approached it, trembling in 
every limb, trembling to such an extent that I dared not touch it, I put forth 
my hand, I hesitated. Nevertheless it was indeed my wardrobe; a unique 
wardrobe of the time of Louis XIII., recognizable by anyone who had seen it 
only once. Casting my eyes suddenly a little farther, toward the more somber 
depths of the gallery, I perceived three of my tapestry covered chairs; and 
farther on still, my two Henry II. tables, such rare treasures that people 
came all the way from Paris to see them.  
   Think! only think in what a state of mind I now was! I advanced, haltingly, 
quivering with emotion, but I advanced, for I am brave--I advanced like a 
knight of the dark ages.  
   At every step I found something that belonged to me; my brushes, my 
books, my tables, my silks, my arms, everything, except the bureau full of 
my letters, and that I could not discover.  
   I walked on, descending to the dark galleries, in order to ascend next to 
the floors above. I was alone; I called out, nobody answered, I was alone; 
there was no one in that house--a house as vast and tortuous as a labyrinth.  
   Night came on, and I was compelled to sit down in the darkness on one of 
my own chairs, for I had no desire to go away. From time to time I shouted, 
"Hallo, hallo, somebody."  
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   I had sat there, certainly, for more than an hour when I heard steps, steps 
soft and slow, I knew not where. I was unable to locate them, but bracing 
myself up, I called out anew, whereupon I perceived a glimmer of light in 
the next chamber.  
   "Who is there?" said a voice.  
   "A buyer," I responded.  
   "It is too late to enter thus into a shop."  
  "I have been waiting for you for more than an hour," I answered.  
   "You can come back to-morrow."  
   "To-morrow I must quit Rouen."  
   I dared not advance, and he did not come to me. I saw always the glimmer 
of his light, which was shining on a tapestry on which were two angels flying 
over the dead on a field of battle. It belonged to me also. I said:  
   "Well, come here."  
   "I am at your service," he answered.  
   I got up and went toward him.  
   Standing in the center of a large room, was a little man, very short, and 
very  
fat, phenomenally fat, a hideous phenomenon.  
   He had a singular straggling beard, white and yellow, and not a hair on his 
head--not a hair!  
   As he held his candle aloft at arm's length in order to see me, his cranium 
appeared to me to resemble a little moon, in that vast chamber encumbered 
with old furniture. His features were wrinkled and blown, and his eyes could 
not be seen.  
   I bought three chairs which belonged to myself, and paid at once a large 
sum for them, giving him merely the number of my room at the hotel. They 
were to be delivered the next day before nine o'clock.  
   I then started off. He conducted me, with much politeness, as far as the 
door.  
   I immediately repaired to the commissaire's office at the central police 
depot, and told the commissaire of the robbery which had been perpetrated 
and of the discovery I had just made. He required time to communicate by 
telegraph with the authorities who had originally charge of the case, for 
information, and he begged me to wait in his office until an answer came 
back. An hour later, an answer came back, which was in accord with my 
statements.  
   "I am going to arrest and interrogate this man, at once," he said to me, "for 
he may have conceived some sort of suspicion, and smuggled away out of 
sight what belongs to you. Will you go and dine and return in two hours: I 
shall then have the man here, and I shall subject him to a fresh interrogation 
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in your presence."  
   "Most gladly, Monsieur. I thank you with my whole heart."  
   I went to dine at my hotel and I ate better than I could have believed. I was 
quite happy now, thinking that man was in the hands of the police.  
   Two hours later I returned to the office of the police functionary, who was 
waiting for me.  
   "Well, Monsieur," said he, on perceiving me, "we have not been able to 
find your man. My agents cannot put their hands on him."  
   Ah! I felt my heart sinking.  
   "But you have at least found his house?" I asked.  
   "Yes, certainly; and what is more, it is now being watched and guarded 
until his return. As for him, he has disappeared."  
   "Disappeared?"  
   "Yes, disappeared. He ordinarily passes his evenings at the house of a 
female neighbor, who is also a furniture broker, a queer sort of sorceress, the 
widow Bidoin. She has not seen him this evening and cannot give any 
information in regard to him. We must wait until to-morrow."  
   I went away. Ah! how sinister the streets of Rouen seemed to me, now 
troubled and haunted!  
   I slept so badly that I had a fit of nightmare every time I went off to sleep.  
   As I did not wish to appear too restless or eager, I waited till ten o'clock the 
next day before reporting myself to the police.  
   The merchant had not reappeared. His shop remained closed.  
   The commissary said to me:  
   "I have taken all the necessary steps. The court has been made acquainted 
with the affair. We shall go together to that shop and have it opened, and 
you shall point out to me all that belongs to you."  
   We drove there in a cab. Police agents were stationed round the building; 
there was a locksmith, too, and the door of the shop was soon opened.  
   On entering, I could not discover my wardrobes, my chairs, my tables; I 
saw nothing, nothing of that which had furnished my house, no, nothing, 
although on the previous evening, I could not take a step without 
encountering something that belonged to me.  
   The chief commissary, much astonished, regarded me at first with 
suspicion.  
   "My God, Monsieur," said I to him, "the disappearance of these articles of 
furniture coincides strangely with that of the merchant."  
   He laughed.  
   "That is true. You did wrong in buying and paying for the articles which 
were your own property, yesterday. It was that which gave him the cue."  
   "What seems to me incomprehensible," I replied, "is that all the places 
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that were occupied by my furniture are now filled by other furniture."  
   "Oh!" responded the commissary, "he has had all night, and has no doubt 
been assisted by accomplices. This house must communicate with its 
neighbors. But have no fear, Monsieur; I will have the affair promptly and 
thoroughly investigated. The brigand shall not escape us for long, seeing 
that we are in charge of the den."  
     
 
   Ah! My heart, my heart, my poor heart, how it beats!  
   I remained a fortnight at Rouen. The man did not return. Heavens! good 
heavens! That man, what was it that could have frightened and surprised 
him!  
   But, on the sixteenth day, early in the morning, I received from my 
gardener, now the keeper of my empty and pillaged house, the following 
strange letter:  
 
   "MONSIEUR:  
   "I have the honor to inform Monsieur that something happened, the 
evening before last, which nobody can understand, and the police no more 
than the rest of us. The whole of the furniture has been returned, not one 
piece is missing--everything is in its place, up to the very smallest article. The 
house is now the same in every respect as it was before the robbery took 
place. It is enough to make one lose one's head. The thing took place during 
the night Friday--Saturday. The roads are dug up as though the whole fence 
had been dragged from its place up to the door. The same thing was observed 
the day after the disappearance of the furniture.  
   "We are anxiously expecting Monsieur, whose very humble and obedient 
servant, I am, PHILLIPE RAUDIN."  
 
   "Ah! no, no, ah! never, never, ah! no. I shall never return there!"  
   I took the letter to the commissary of police.  
   "It is a very clever restitution," said he. "Let us bury the hatchet. We shall 
nip the man one of these days."  
     
 
   But he has never been nipped. No. They have not nipped him, and I am 
afraid of him now, as of some ferocious animal that has been let loose 
behind me.  
   Inexplicable! It is inexplicable, this chimera of a moon-struck skull! We 
shall never solve or comprehend it. I shall not return to my former 
residence. What does it matter to me? I am afraid of encountering that man 
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again, and I shall not run the risk.  
   And even if he returns, if he takes possession of his shop, who is to prove 
that my furniture was on his premises? There is only my testimony against 
him; and I feel that that is not above suspicion.  
   Ah! no! This kind of existence has become unendurable. I have not been 
able to guard the secret of what I have seen. I could not continue to live like 
the rest of the world, with the fear upon me that those scenes might be re-
enacted.  
   So I have come to consult the doctor who directs this lunatic asylum, and I 
have told him everything.  
   After questioning me for a long time, he said to me:  
   "Will you consent, Monsieur, to remain here for some time?"  
   "Most willingly, Monsieur."  
   "You have some means?"  
   "Yes, Monsieur."  
   "Will you have isolated apartments?"  
   "Yes, Monsieur."  
   "Would you care to receive any friends?"  
   "No, Monsieur, no, nobody. The man from Rouen might take it into his 
head to pursue me here, to be revenged on me."  
 
     
 
   I have been alone, alone, all, all alone, for three months. I am growing 
tranquil by degrees. I have no longer any fears. If the antiquary should 
become mad . . . and if he should be brought into this asylum! Even prisons 
themselves are not places of security.  
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LIKE Poe, whose fiction constantly examined the relationship between the 
physical world of reality and the psychological realm of idealism (and the 
consequences of imposing one upon the other – e.g. the death of a seemingly 
perfect woman), de Maupassant explores the empty security of introversion 
and misanthropy versus the prickly discomfort of extroversion and society. 
“Who Knows?” certainly delves into the extrovert/introvert dynamic at a time 
before the terms were in use, brilliantly describing the psychological malaise 
of an introvert who finds himself drawn towards the supposed stability of 
isolation. While the tale studies de Maupassant's typical theme of uncertain 
reality (there are no other witnesses to the exodus), reality is not the crux of 
the story: there is adequate evidence that this event has taken place, and 
while the details are lacking, the loss and gain of the furniture is corroborated 
by the narrator's valet. What the story truly explores is the loss of self, and 
the insecurity of the entire world – a world without refuge or escape. The 
narrator supposes that – although the outside world is unstable and 
uncomfortable – he can find solace in his inanimate surroundings. To his 
chagrin, he finds that even these things can betray him, much like the author 
found himself betrayed by his own mind and memory (note that the only item 
he failed to recover was the writing desk stocked with letters, keepsakes, and 
memorabilia – symbolic of the mind). He retreats to the madhouse not 
because he doubts his sanity (the physical and factual evidence of the 
occurrence is clear and documented) but because he has lost his refuge: 
because he realizes that even his precious solitude is capable of being 
internally interrupted.  Like de Maupassant he now understands that his 
misanthropy and reclusion will not ensure protection and comfort against 
the perceived idiocy and inconstancy of mankind: his very memories, 
thoughts, affections, and ideals are just as capable of betrayal as an 
unfaithful woman, and as de Maupassant wrote this final tale, he was acutely 
aware of this truth – a year later he would be occupying a padded cell, 
begging – like the narrator – to be placed in a straight jacket in those 
moments when he sensed fits of insanity approaching.   
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