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Preface
Alanna Knight MBE

In 1877 “A Lodging for the Night”, the first of Stevenson’s 
stories to be published, saw his fiction begin to supersede 

the essays with which his career began. The story, set in 
fifteenth-century Paris, concerns a dissolute evening’s drinking 
which ends with a murder; the poet (and rogue) Francis 
Villon flees the scene, finding shelter in the home of the Lord 
of Brisetout, who takes it upon himself to lecture Villon on 
his moral failings. The setting was no surprise. France had 
a profound influence over Stevenson: he loved both the 
country and the people, spoke the language fluently, and felt 
perfectly at home there. In 1888, with only six years left of a 
short life haunted by illness, he was to write: “I was only 
happy once; that was in Hyères.”

1876 was a tumultuous year. Stevenson had left Edinburgh, 
and an unrequited love affair, to meet up with his cousin 
Bob Mowbray Stevenson in the very Bohemian artists’ colony 
of Grez-sur-Loing in north-central France. There he met 
and fell in love with Fanny Osbourne; with a daughter and 
a son, she was seeking refuge from an unhappy marriage. 
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Some eleven years older than Stevenson, their pre-marital 
relationship in the late nineteenth century was not without 
its complications. 

In the second story, “Markheim”—published in Unwin’s 
Annual in 1886—the title character murders an antiques 
dealer for his gold and then encounters a ghostly presence. 
I find a certain similarity between the moralising themes  
of these two stories, with the supernatural element in 

“Markheim” reminiscent of Dickens’ “A Christmas Carol”. 
By 1886, Treasure Island had brought him fame. Jekyll  

and Hyde added to the laurels of this brilliant writer, a sick 
man of indomitable spirit, eternally travelling, desperate to 
find a place where he could stay alive, write a little more,  
but always haunted and pursued by his demon, the shadow 
of death. 

The third story, “The Body-Snatcher”, is one of the tales 
of horror written in Pitlochry in 1881 and then, according to 
Stevenson: “laid aside in justifiable disgust”. First printed  
in the Pall Mall Gazette “Christmas Extra” 1884, Wolfe 
Macfarlane and his accomplice Fettes rob graves and are  
not averse to murder in the interests of medical science,  
with dire results. Stevenson received £30 for it, and men 
wearing sandwich boards paraded the streets of London with 
such gruesome posters advertising the tale that they were 
suppressed by the police. Stevenson wrote to his friend Sidney 
Colvin that he had “long ago condemned the story as an 
offence against good manners”. Grave-robbing was a serious 
threat in Victorian society, but “The Body-Snatcher” remains 
one of his most popular short stories, filmed with Boris 
Karloff in 1925. 
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•
Here are three crime stories very different in character but 
with the same underlying theme: retribution. Crime must 
not pay, good must conquer over evil. In essence nothing 
has changed; most of us who write crime fiction today do 
so with the same principles in mind.

But what of the man himself? Reputed to have “a genius 
for friendship”, according to his stepson and first biographer 
Lloyd Osbourne, Stevenson’s greatest charm 

is the personal relationship he established with his 
reader, this rarest and most endearing of qualities. 
Once he comes into a household, no matter how 
unobtrusively, he is there to stay .  .  . a genial and 
comforting presence; one is better for an hour in his 
smiling company and he takes on the aspect of a 
friend. His collected editions sell mostly to people of 
very modest means—hard-working, ill-paid people 
richer in cultivation than in money; who find life 
difficult and turn to him in fellow-feeling for solace 
and fortitude.

I can personally vouch for Lloyd’s statement. When my 
writing career began in 1969, I knew little of Stevenson 
beyond his children’s verses, Treasure Island, and the 
erroneous belief that he died of consumption! I did not 
discover more until my elder son Chris had a school project 
on Stevenson, and with several published novels his mother 
seemed the obvious choice for help. Instructed to borrow 
something about Stevenson from the university library, his 
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father staggered in under a large pile of books and muttered: 
“Once you get through this lot, there is the same again.”

Our version of Treasure Island had been appropriate 
reading for two small children on a sea cruise, but the library’s 
edition had a preface. Stevenson had written it while on 
holiday with his family on Deeside—just forty miles from 
Aberdeen, where we lived. Then there were his letters, and 
I was inspired to read his collected works. Here was my 
literary hero, my role model. And in the curious workings 
of destiny, I was asked for a radio play of “Across the Plains”, 
from The Amateur Emigrant. Word got around; a stage play 
with John Cairney on Stevenson’s life followed, based on my 
1974 novel The Passionate Kindness, the love story of Robert 
Louis Stevenson and Fanny Osbourne. More research led to 
the vaults of Edinburgh Central Library where the librarian 
blew away the dust of almost a century to reveal a box of 
slides taken by Lloyd Osbourne during their travels. R L S  
in the South Seas was published by Mainstream in 1986, and 
in 1994 Stevensonians gathered for Bright Ring of Words 
(co-edited with the late Elizabeth Stuart Warfel), a collection 
of essays by some of the people whose lives he had changed. 

Research in the National Library for the Robert Louis 
Stevenson Treasury brought the offer of a friend’s flat in 
Victorian Edinburgh. One day, a man in deerstalker hat and 
Inverness cape walked along the street, looking up at the 
windows: My immediate reaction: He could be a Victorian 
detective. I never saw him again, but he became my Inspector 
Faro. The setting: Edinburgh, a city I knew better than any 
other, having walked the paths and touched the stones for 
fifteen years with Robert Louis Stevenson.
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He never releases me completely: he has a habit of cropping 
up when I least expect him (like this booklet), and I am 
delighted to have been summoned, with all the pleasure of 
reading these three short stories once again. 
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Introduction
by Barry Menikoff

Everybody loves a thriller. In North America, Great 
Britain, and Europe, the audience for mystery novels 

and small screen police procedurals sits riveted before these 
forms as they proliferate in a kind of wild abandon. It is as 
if they were always there, testing our capacity for teasing 
pleasure out of the murder and mayhem they dished up and 
highlighted in untold words and pictures. Their popularity 
has made them a staple of literature, if not an emblem of art 
itself, and applied retrospectively it has given a literary sheen 
to a railway stall shocker like Jekyll and Hyde, and made 
ur-crime writers of Dickens and Dostoyevsky. But where 
does this fascination with crime and detection come from? 
G. K. Chesterton observed that any writing that represented 
life as dangerous was truer than belles-lettres, because at 
bottom life was a “fight”, an image he may have gotten from 
Stevenson himself, who in The Suicide Club called it “the 
great battlefield of mankind”. Yet where in print was this bare 
knuckles contest to be found? Where to read of instant 
violence, of robbery and abduction and sexual coercion? 
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These could only be gleaned from the criminal trials that 
were the stock of the judiciary and trial lawyers. The vivid 
and unvarnished language of these documents, not to 
mention the sensational incidents that they chronicled, rarely 
made it into the pages of bourgeois fiction. Stevenson, having 
trained as an advocate, mashed up several of these trials for 
his books, first in the writing of Kidnapped, and after in its 
sequel, Catriona (published as David Balfour in the USA).

So how did the rough and raw world depicted in a court 
ledger suddenly show up in stories for ordinary readers?  In 
effect, two separate and distinct genres of fiction operated 
to make that possible. In France there was the wide appeal 
of a novel that focused on the criminal underside of the 
capital city, disclosing an entire class of people who were a 

“mystery” to the bourgeoisie and nobility that knew nothing 
and cared even less about the condition of their lives. Eugene 
Sue’s The Mysteries of Paris was repeatedly cited by contem-
poraneous reviewers of New Arabian Nights, Stevenson’s first 
collection of stories that moved between London and Paris, 
and that also exposed the divisions between classes. They 
exhibited as well the force of gold as a motivator in crime, 
although a poor determinant of success or failure in life. In 
Stevenson, the material, or physicality, was always subject 
to the philosophical, or ideality, even though the two might 
tensely coexist in the same person, as in Villon, just as the 
better angel in Markheim might be twinned with its alter-
nating demon. Another French writer, Émile Gaboriau, came 
up with the police novel, scouring the underworld with an 
inventive officer who was adept at disguise and served as the 
model for Prince Florizel in the Arabian Nights stories. What 
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Stevenson took from these two mid-nineteenth century 
writers was a lax and dissolute social world, animated by 
class warfare, with criminality the currency of action, and 
disaster averted only by the presence of an all-knowing 

“detective”, akin to an omniscient author, who could penetrate 
the puzzles and intervene before the plot (and everybody in 
it) collapsed into chaos. Since Stevenson was by nature and 
habit imbued with French culture, which dealt more openly 
with rough life, Sue and Gaboriau gave him license to write 
about subjects that were by custom outside the boundaries 
of English language fiction.

Another writer identified with crime and sensationalism, 
an American, was instrumental in blending those elements 
in a nascent literary form. Edgar Allen Poe was a shadow for 
Stevenson, both in his tales of detection, like “The Murders 
in the Rue Morgue”, and in stories like “William Wilson” that 
utilized the doppelganger, or double, a device he borrowed 
from the German E. T. A. Hoffman, and that travels in a 
direct line to “Markheim” and “Jekyll and Hyde”. But this 
eccentric craftsman cast an even larger shadow. Readers of 
the “new” Arabian Nights kept throwing out Poe’s name as 
if it were a talisman that might convey or explain the strange-
ness of these stories, their odd mixing of extravagance and 
reality, and above all the odor of death that permeated the 
whole. It is a nice side question how an author fascinated 
with morbidity ended up on children’s bookshelves in public 
libraries. One reviewer of the Arabian Nights was so turned 
off by the “coarse brutality” that he proclaimed the “ghoul-
like stories” outdid Zola, just about the lowest slur that  
could be leveled against any English language author. If the 



xvi barry menikoff

content of Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque was seminal, 
the form was more so. For Poe, along with his northern 
countryman, Nathaniel Hawthorne, whom Stevenson also 
read assiduously, and whose temperament he inclined 
towards, was a practitioner of shorter narrative fiction, what 
later came to be called “short stories”. This construction, 
which had its own name in France, conte, and its own artisans 
there, namely Prosper Mériméee and Théophile Gautier, had 
no serious counterpart in the kingdom by the sea. It took an 
Edinburgh intellectual, a man saturated with cross-Channel 
and transatlantic culture, to meld the American “tale” with 
the French “conte”. Where the new world writers focused  
on the moral implications in their narratives, the French 
honed in on style and technical mastery. In Stevenson’s first 
short story, “A Lodging for the Night”, the two cultures are 
amalgamated, a polished vernacular at one with the brutalism 
throughout, making beauty out of ugliness, and a discourse 
on character and destiny, searching for truth and meaning 
in a world blanketed in white. Neither French nor Americans 
are advantaged. In essence, Stevenson created a short prose 
narrative that I call an art fable  

Literary history follows no course, wrecking good writers 
by chance, as if they had struck an unseen reef, while blithely 
carrying ordinary ones way beyond their natural docking 
stations. For much of the twentieth century the reputation 
of R. L. S., whose death generated a worldwide obituary, had 
degraded to the point that he was the most famous author 
that nobody knew. But one aspect of his writing—amidst 
the essays and novels and poetry and travels and letters—held 
firm all the while with general and serious readers. Stevenson’s 
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short stories were admired from the start, when Arthur 
Conan Doyle sent him a laudatory letter after reading “The 
Pavilion on the Links”, down to Jorge Luis Borges, blind and 
old, reciting to interviewers lines by heart from the Arabian 
Nights. Why did young men like Kipling and Jack London 
fix on these tales told by a distant Scot who had long since 
left the European orbit, or as he would have put it, the ruins 
of Rome? It would be easy to say that everybody loves a 
thriller, and Stevenson gave them enough murders for any 
addict’s delight. Yet crime was never his rationale, simply 
the “peg” (as he called it) upon which to hang the plot, the 
device that enabled him to create meaning, starting with  
the words and phrases whose sounds and definitions method-
ically built sentences, one after the other, until the final line 
and the last unspoken yet heard word concluded a braided 
story. Stevenson’s essay on style in literature is a primer on 
art in prose, and a key to understanding one facet of his 
creative process. Aspiring writers instantly saw him as both 
master and mentor. The stark opening of the Villon story, 
an imagined incident in the life of one of France’s great poètes 
maudits, long before that phrase had any currency: “It was 
late in November 1456”. Nobody struck by that simple 
sentence would believe that she was being transported to 
medieval Paris because she was already there, reading old 
history as if it were happening in real time, and in a lan- 
guage that sounded modern. In how-to manuals on fiction 
this would be called objective narration, a manner that 
Hemingway later styled to perfection, and in the paragraph 
that followed Stevenson fashioned a composition in white 
that became the very texture of the story, almost as if it were 
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a character itself. For the impenetrable snow (think white 
whale) is a cold cover for the impossibility of resolving the 
fierce argument between the two principals as to whether 
character is a determinant of fate, or conversely destiny’s 
creature. And the impulsive killing that propels the action, 
however shocking and arbitrary, in fact makes up part of the 
debate, just as the calculated stabbing of the dealer in 

“Markheim” carries an element of chance within its action. 
If the death of a king at a moment of triumph is a random 
occurrence, Markheim’s declaration not to kill again places 
the act of will itself within the sphere of chance behavior. 
Edward Hyde could not have made that decision. But Dr. 
Jekyll could, albeit at the expense of his life. Will and destiny 
are twined together, and there is no way to ever determine 
which is the more prominent.

In crime, as in all life, nothing is fixed or certain. Put 
another way, it is part of the mystery of being, which has its 
origin in religious faith, and Stevenson’s stories abound in 
mysteries. They are among the maze of incidents that make 
up the multiplicity of his plots—murder and theft in the 
cosmopolitan Arabian Nights, shipwreck and pillaging in 
the northern isles of “The Merry Men”, sexual and commercial 
appropriation in the sunny South Seas. Whatever the form, 
short story, folktale, novella, whenever the time, 1456 or 1890, 
the subject was always greed, for as he told Henry James, 
perhaps channeling Balzac, that was the great subject of the 
nineteenth century. As it was of Treasure Island, visible today 
only after cutting through the accumulated tinsel of pirate 
land. But if greed drives men to murder, it is insufficient to 
explain why they covet in the first place. For the answer to 
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that lay in the jungle of the mind, a blind dark place driven 
helter-skelter by its own silent and unconscious propellants. 

“While one portion of [Markheim’s] mind was still alert and 
cunning, another trembled on the brink of lunacy”. Stevenson 
worked to penetrate the nature of character, for he was at 
bottom, like James, a psychological realist, and exploring 
pen-and-ink figures was another way to search the essence 
of the self, a project that one of his most cherished authors, 
Montaigne, made the major purpose of his life. Starting with 
the Arabian Nights stories, he reveled in disclosing the 
alternating and contradictory sides that people displayed to 
the world, like the young cleric who had an uncommon 
talent for thievery, or Villon, who moved in the realms of 
gold while writing his ballade, and then probed for small 
coins in the underclothes on the body of a woman who froze 
to death in the street. Oh where indeed are the snows of 
yesteryear  Stevenson, the scholar-artist, surely reflected on 
Villon’s famous verses on the suddenness of death, and the 
inconsequence of life, as he fashioned this brilliant portrait 
of another artist, long gone, but living still, torn forever 
between his gift and his avarice. 

“Call me Ishmael.” An immortal opening line, but remove 
the name and put in its place Isolato, a word Herman Melville 
invented to describe someone detached from society, without 
friends, possibly even an outcast. Although the term never 
moved far beyond the brooding American’s work, it fittingly 
describes many of Stevenson’s figures. In his first book of 
stories we find a “solitary” narrator living reclusively in a 
desolate pavilion near a bleak and sand-swept Scottish 
coastline. And in his last book we encounter an exiled  
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English trader, monolingual, about to start life anew on yet 
another Pacific island where the language and culture are 
like Samoan and Tongan to him. Even Markheim occupies 
a world unto himself, living as he does in his own mind, 
despite the cluttered shop and the crowded city space just 
beyond the door. And all ask themselves the same question, 
Who am I? What am I doing here? Stevenson strips away the 
externals of living in order to open up the internal dialogue 
that motivates his characters, who find themselves compelled 
to ask philosophical questions they are ill-equipped to answer. 
Wiltshire in “The Beach of Falesá” lacks the education to 
understand his own transformation, and the last sentence 
of the story is a question. The French poet has the learning, 
but no answer, and he also leaves at the end with a question 
running round his brain. Markheim’s dark night of the soul 
finishes uplifted, but that may be nothing more than an act 
of exhaustion. It is no surprise that Jekyll and Hyde became 
an ur-text by the end of the century, with the emergence of 
psychology as a field of study. But Stevenson had been 
exploring the enigma of personality from the start, and  
the idea of a man at war with himself, drawn both from the 
Bible and Sir Thomas Browne’s image of a man within, 
rebuking and commanding, was central to his imagination. 
There never was a single personality strand in any one of  
us. Stevenson saw in that Gordian tangle of the self the 
ambiguity and uncertainty of the world, on one side its glory, 
on the other its negligibility. The pervasiveness of crime 
made for a convenient way to capture the reader, rupturing 
her bland and settled social order that existed in some 
Platonic reality, and drawing her into a violent yet imaginative 
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symposium on the puzzlement of life, as well as art. And 
curiously it is art that gets the better deal. For unlike the 
classic detective story, where the disrupted scheme is made 
right again, nothing here is resolved, and the reader is left, 
as in Shakespeare’s tragedies, with nothing so much as a 
sense of the folly and waste of it all. But the art of the stories 
is never disordered or compromised. If the world as given 
is hard, with suffering the norm, and the world as we would 
have it lies beyond our grasp, still the passion for perfection 
could be displayed in an artifice that showed both places, 
the one we lived in, and that we dreamed upon. 
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A Lodging for the Night: 
a story of Francis Villon

It was late in November, 1456. The snow fell over Paris 
with rigorous, relentless persistence; sometimes the wind 

made a sally and scattered it in flying vortices; sometimes 
there was a lull, and flake after flake descended out of the 
black night air, silent, circuitous, interminable. To poor 
people, looking up under moist eyebrows, it seemed a wonder 
where it all came from. Master Francis Villon had propounded 
an alternative that afternoon, at a tavern window: was it only 
Pagan Jupiter plucking geese upon Olympus? or were the 
holy angels moulting? He was only a poor Master of Arts, 
he went on; and as the question somewhat touched upon 
divinity, he durst not venture to conclude. A silly old priest 
from Montargis, who was among the company, treated the 
young rascal to a bottle of wine in honour of the jest and 
grimaces with which it was accompanied, and swore on his 
own white beard that he had been just such another irreverent 
dog when he was Villon’s age.



2 robert louis stevenson

The air was raw and pointed, but not far below freezing; 
and the flakes were large, damp, and adhesive. The whole 
city was sheeted up. An army might have marched from end 
to end and not a footfall given the alarm. If there were any 
belated birds in heaven, they saw the island like a large white 
patch, and the bridges like slim white spars, on the black 
ground of the river. High up overhead the snow settled among 
the tracery of the cathedral towers. Many a niche was drifted 
full; many a statue wore a long white bonnet on its grotesque 
or sainted head. The gargoyles had been transformed into 
great false noses, drooping towards the point. The crockets 
were like upright pillows swollen on one side. In the intervals 
of the wind, there was a dull sound of dripping about the 
precincts of the church.

The cemetery of St. John had taken its own share of  
the snow. All the graves were decently covered; tall white 
housetops stood around in grave array; worthy burghers 
were long ago in bed, be-nightcapped like their domiciles; 
there was no light in all the neighbourhood but a little peep 
from a lamp that hung swinging in the church choir, and 
tossed the shadows to and fro in time to its oscillations. The 
clock was hard on ten when the patrol went by with halberds 
and a lantern, beating their hands; and they saw nothing 
suspicious about the cemetery of St. John.

Yet there was a small house, backed up against the cemetery 
wall, which was still awake, and awake to evil purpose, in 
that snoring district. There was not much to betray it from 
without; only a stream of warm vapour from the chimney-top, 
a patch where the snow melted on the roof, and a few 
half-obliterated footprints at the door. But within, behind 
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the shuttered windows, Master Francis Villon the poet, and 
some of the thievish crew with whom he consorted, were 
keeping the night alive and passing round the bottle.

A great pile of living embers diffused a strong and ruddy 
glow from the arched chimney. Before this straddled Dom 
Nicolas, the Picardy monk, with his skirts picked up and his 
fat legs bared to the comfortable warmth. His dilated shadow 
cut the room in half; and the firelight only escaped on either 
side of his broad person, and in a little pool between his 
out-spread feet. His face had the beery, bruised appearance 
of the continual drinker’s; it was covered with a network of 
congested veins, purple in ordinary circumstances, but now 
pale violet, for even with his back to the fire the cold pinched 
him on the other side. His cowl had half fallen back, and 
made a strange excrescence on either side of his bull neck. 
So he straddled, grumbling, and cut the room in half with 
the shadow of his portly frame.

On the right, Villon and Guy Tabary were huddled 
together over a scrap of parchment; Villon making a ballade 
which he was to call the “Ballade of Roast Fish,” and Tabary 
spluttering admiration at his shoulder. The poet was a rag 
of a man, dark, little, and lean, with hollow cheeks and thin 
black locks. He carried his four-and-twenty years with feverish 
animation. Greed had made folds about his eyes, evil smiles 
had puckered his mouth. The wolf and pig struggled together 
in his face. It was an eloquent, sharp, ugly, earthly coun- 
tenance. His hands were small and prehensile, with fingers 
knotted like a cord; and they were continually flickering in 
front of him in violent and expressive pantomime. As for 
Tabary, a broad, complacent, admiring imbecility breathed 
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from his squash nose and slobbering lips: he had become  
a thief, just as he might have become the most decent of 
burgesses, by the imperious chance that rules the lives  
of human geese and human donkeys.

At the monk’s other hand, Montigny and Thevenin Pensete 
played a game of chance. About the first there clung some 
flavour of good birth and training, as about a fallen angel; 
something long, lithe, and courtly in the person; something 
aquiline and darkling in the face. Thevenin, poor soul, was 
in great feather: he had done a good stroke of knavery that 
afternoon in the Faubourg St. Jacques, and all night he had 
been gaining from Montigny. A flat smile illuminated his 
face; his bald head shone rosily in a garland of red curls;  
his little protuberant stomach shook with silent chucklings 
as he swept in his gains.

“Doubles or quits?” said Thevenin.
Montigny nodded grimly.

“Some may prefer to dine in state” wrote Villon, “On bread 
and cheese on silver plate  Or, or—help me out, Guido!”

Tabary giggled. “Or parsley on a golden dish” scribbled 
the poet.

The wind was freshening without; it drove the snow before 
it, and sometimes raised its voice in a victorious whoop, and 
made sepulchral grumblings in the chimney. The cold was 
growing sharper as the night went on. Villon, protruding 
his lips, imitated the gust with something between a whistle 
and a groan. It was an eerie, uncomfortable talent of the 
poet’s, much detested by the Picardy monk.

“Can’t you hear it rattle in the gibbet?” said Villon. “They 
are all dancing the devil’s jig on nothing, up there. You may 
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dance, my gallants, you’ll be none the warmer! Whew! what 
a gust! Down went somebody just now! A medlar the fewer 
on the three-legged medlar-tree!—I say, Dom Nicolas, it’ll 
be cold to-night on the St. Denis Road?” he asked.

Dom Nicolas winked both his big eyes, and seemed to 
choke upon his Adam’s apple. Montfaucon, the great grisly 
Paris gibbet, stood hard by the St. Denis Road, and the 
pleasantry touched him on the raw. As for Tabary, he laughed 
immoderately over the medlars; he had never heard anything 
more light-hearted; and he held his sides and crowed. Villon 
fetched him a fillip on the nose, which turned his mirth into 
an attack of coughing.

“Oh, stop that row,” said Villon, “and think of rhymes  
to ‘fish.’”

“Doubles or quits,” said Montigny doggedly.
“With all my heart,” quoth Thevenin.
“Is there any more in that bottle?” asked the monk.
“Open another,” said Villon. “How do you ever hope to 

fill that big hogshead, your body, with little things like bottles? 
And how do you expect to get to heaven? How many angels, 
do you fancy, can be spared to carry up a single monk from 
Picardy? Or do you think yourself another Elias—and they’ll 
send the coach for you?”

“Hominibus impossibile” replied the monk as he filled  
his glass.

Tabary was in ecstasies.
Villon filliped his nose again.
“Laugh at my jokes, if you like,” he said.
“It was very good,” objected Tabary.
Villon made a face at him. “Think of rhymes to ‘fish,’” he 
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said. “What have you to do with Latin? You’ll wish you knew 
none of it at the great assizes, when the devil calls for Guido 
Tabary, clericus—the devil with the hump-back and red-hot 
finger-nails. Talking of the devil,” he added in a whisper, 

“look at Montigny!”
All three peered covertly at the gamester. He did not seem 

to be enjoying his luck. His mouth was a little to a side; one 
nostril nearly shut, and the other much inflated. The black 
dog was on his back, as people say, in terrifying nursery 
metaphor; and he breathed hard under the gruesome burden.

“He looks as if he could knife him,” whispered Tabary, with 
round eyes.

The monk shuddered, and turned his face and spread  
his open hands to the red embers. It was the cold that  
thus affected Dom Nicolas, and not any excess of moral 
sensibility.

“Come now,” said Villon—“about this ballade. How does 
it run so far?” And beating time with his hand, he read it 
aloud to Tabary.

They were interrupted at the fourth rhyme by a brief  
and fatal movement among the gamesters. The round was 
completed, and Thevenin was just opening his mouth to 
claim another victory, when Montigny leaped up, swift  
as an adder, and stabbed him to the heart. The blow took 
effect before he had time to utter a cry, before he had  
time to move. A tremor or two convulsed his frame; his 
hands opened and shut, his heels rattled on the floor; then 
his head rolled backward over one shoulder with the eyes 
wide open; and Thevenin Pensete’s spirit had returned to 
Him who made it.
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Everyone sprang to his feet; but the business was over in 
two twos. The four living fellows looked at each other in 
rather a ghastly fashion; the dead man contemplating a corner 
of the roof with a singular and ugly leer.

“My God!” said Tabary; and he began to pray in Latin.
Villon broke out into hysterical laughter. He came a step 

forward and ducked a ridiculous bow at Thevenin, and 
laughed still louder. Then he sat down suddenly, all of a heap, 
upon a stool, and continued laughing bitterly as though he 
would shake himself to pieces.

Montigny recovered his composure first.
“Let’s see what he has about him,” he remarked, and he 

picked the dead man’s pockets with a practiced hand, and 
divided the money into four equal portions on the table. 

“There’s for you,” he said.
The monk received his share with a deep sigh, and a single 

stealthy glance at the dead Thevenin, who was beginning to 
sink into himself and topple sideways off the chair.

“We’re all in for it,” cried Villon, swallowing his mirth. “It’s 
a hanging job for every man jack of us that’s here—not to 
speak of those who aren’t.” He made a shocking gesture in 
the air with his raised right hand, and put out his tongue 
and threw his head on one side, so as to counterfeit the 
appearance of one who has been hanged. Then he pocketed 
his share of the spoil, and executed a shuffle with his feet as 
if to restore the circulation.

Tabary was the last to help himself; he made a dash at the 
money, and retired to the other end of the apartment.

Montigny stuck Thevenin upright in the chair, and drew 
out the dagger, which was followed by a jet of blood.
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“You fellows had better be moving,” he said, as he wiped 
the blade on his victim’s doublet.

“I think we had,” returned Villon, with a gulp.
“Damn his fat head!” he broke out, “It sticks in my throat 

like phlegm. What right has a man to have red hair when he 
is dead?” And he fell all of a heap again upon the stool, and 
fairly covered his face with his hands.

Montigny and Dom Nicolas laughed aloud, even Tabary 
feebly chiming in.

“Cry baby,” said the monk.
“I always said he was a woman,” added Montigny, with a 

sneer. “Sit up, can’t you?” he went on, giving another shake 
to the murdered body. “Tread out that fire, Nick!”

But Nick was better employed; he was quietly taking 
Villon’s purse, as the poet sat, limp and trembling, on the 
stool where he had been making a ballade not three minutes 
before. Montigny and Tabary dumbly demanded a share of 
the booty, which the monk silently promised as he passed 
the little bag into the bosom of his gown. In many ways an 
artistic nature unfits a man for practical existence.

No sooner had the theft been accomplished than Villon 
shook himself, jumped to his feet, and began helping to 
scatter and extinguish the embers. Meanwhile Montigny 
opened the door and cautiously peered into the street. The 
coast was clear; there was no meddlesome patrol in sight. 
Still it was judged wiser to slip out severally; and as Villon 
was himself in a hurry to escape from the neighbourhood 
of the dead Thevenin, and the rest were in a still greater 
hurry to get rid of him before he should discover the loss of 
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his money, he was the first by general consent to issue forth 
into the street.

The wind had triumphed and swept all the clouds from 
heaven. Only a few vapours, as thin as moonlight, fleeted 
rapidly across the stars. It was bitter cold; and by a common 
optical effect, things seemed almost more definite than in 
the broadest daylight. The sleeping city was absolutely still; 
a company of white hoods, a field full of little alps, below 
the twinkling stars. Villon cursed his fortune. Would it were 
still snowing! Now, wherever he went, he left an indelible 
trail behind him on the glittering streets; wherever he went 
he was still tethered to the house by the cemetery of St. John; 
wherever he went he must weave, with his own plodding 
feet, the rope that bound him to the crime and would bind 
him to the gallows. The leer of the dead man came back to 
him with a new significance. He snapped his fingers as if to 
pluck up his own spirits, and choosing a street at random, 
stepped boldly forward in the snow.

Two things preoccupied him as he went: the aspect of the 
gallows at Montfaucon in this bright, windy phase of the 
night’s existence, for one; and for another, the look of the 
dead man with his bald head and garland of red curls. Both 
struck cold upon his heart, and he kept quickening his pace 
as if he could escape from unpleasant thoughts by mere 
fleetness of foot. Sometimes he looked back over his shoulder 
with a sudden nervous jerk; but he was the only moving 
thing in the white streets, except when the wind swooped 
round a corner and threw up the snow, which was beginning 
to freeze, in spouts of glittering dust.



10 robert louis stevenson

Suddenly he saw, a long way before him, a black clump 
and a couple of lanterns. The clump was in motion, and the 
lanterns swung as though carried by men walking. It was a 
patrol. And though it was merely crossing his line of march 
he judged it wiser to get out of eyeshot as speedily as he could. 
He was not in the humour to be challenged, and he was 
conscious of making a very conspicuous mark upon the 
snow. Just on his left hand there stood a great hotel, with 
some turrets and a large porch before the door; it was half- 
ruinous, he remembered, and had long stood empty; and  
so he made three steps of it, and jumped in to the shelter of 
the porch. It was pretty dark inside, after the glimmer of the 
snowy streets, and he was groping forward with outspread 
hands, when he stumbled over some substance which offered 
an indescribable mixture of resistances, hard and soft, firm 
and loose. His heart gave a leap, and he sprang two steps 
back and stared dreadfully at the obstacle. Then he gave a 
little laugh of relief. It was only a woman, and she dead. He 
knelt beside her to make sure upon this latter point. She was 
freezing cold, and rigid like a stick. A little ragged finery 
fluttered in the wind about her hair, and her cheeks had been 
heavily rouged that same afternoon. Her pockets were quite 
empty; but in her stocking, underneath the garter, Villon 
found two of the small coins that went by the name of whites. 
It was little enough; but it was always something; and the 
poet was moved with a deep sense of pathos that she should 
have died before she had spent her money. That seemed to 
him a dark and pitiable mystery; and he looked from the 
coins in his hand to the dead woman, and back again to  
the coins, shaking his head over the riddle of man’s life.  
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Henry V of England, dying at Vincennes just after he had 
conquered France, and this poor jade cut off by a cold  
draught in a great man’s doorway, before she had time to 
spend her couple of whites—it seemed a cruel way to carry 
on the world. Two whites would have taken such a little while 
to squander; and yet it would have been one more good taste 
in the mouth, one more smack of the lips, before the devil 
got the soul, and the body was left to birds and vermin. He 
would like to use all his tallow before the light was blown 
out and the lantern broken.

While these thoughts were passing through his mind, he 
was feeling, half mechanically, for his purse. Suddenly his 
heart stopped beating; a feeling of cold scales passed up the 
back of his legs, and a cold blow seemed to fall upon his 
scalp. He stood petrified for a moment; then he felt again 
with one feverish movement; and then his loss burst upon 
him, and he was covered at once with perspiration. To spend-
thrifts money is so living and actual—it is such a thin veil 
between them and their pleasures! There is only one limit 
to their fortune—that of time; and a spendthrift with only a 
few crowns is the Emperor of Rome until they are spent. For 
such a person to lose his money is to suffer the most shocking 
reverse, and fall from heaven to hell, from all to nothing, in 
a breath. And all the more if he has put his head in the halter 
for it; if he may be hanged to-morrow for that same purse, 
so dearly earned, so foolishly departed! Villon stood and 
cursed; he threw the two whites into the street; he shook his 
fist at heaven; he stamped, and was not horrified to find 
himself trampling the poor corpse. Then he began rapidly 
to retrace his steps towards the house beside the cemetery. 
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He had forgotten all fear of the patrol, which was long gone 
by at any rate, and had no idea but that of his lost purse. It 
was in vain that he looked right and left upon the snow: 
nothing was to be seen. He had not dropped it in the streets. 
Had it fallen in the house? He would have liked dearly to go 
in and see; but the idea of the grisly occupant unmanned 
him. And he saw besides, as he drew near, that their efforts 
to put out the fire had been unsuccessful; on the contrary, it 
had broken into a blaze, and a changeful light played in the 
chinks of door and window, and revived his terror for the 
authorities and Paris gibbet.

He returned to the hotel with the porch, and groped about 
upon the snow for the money he had thrown away in his 
childish passion. But he could only find one white; the other 
had probably struck sideways and sunk deeply in. With a 
single white in his pocket, all his projects for a rousing night 
in some wild tavern vanished utterly away. And it was not 
only pleasure that fled laughing from his grasp; positive 
discomfort, positive pain, attacked him as he stood ruefully 
before the porch. His perspiration had dried upon him; and 
although the wind had now fallen, a binding frost was setting 
in stronger with every hour, and he felt benumbed and  
sick at heart. What was to be done? Late as was the hour, 
improbable as was success, he would try the house of his 
adopted father, the chaplain of St. Benoît.

He ran there all the way, and knocked timidly. There was 
no answer. He knocked again and again, taking heart with 
every stroke; and at last steps were heard approaching from 
within. A barred wicket fell open in the iron-studded door, 
and emitted a gush of yellow light.
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“Hold up your face to the wicket,” said the chaplain  
from within.

“It’s only me,” whimpered Villon.
“Oh, it’s only you, is it?” returned the chaplain; and he 

cursed him with foul unpriestly oaths for disturbing him  
at such an hour, and bade him be off to hell, where he  
came from.

“My hands are blue to the wrist,” pleaded Villon; “my  
feet are dead and full of twinges; my nose aches with the 
sharp air; the cold lies at my heart. I may be dead before 
morning. Only this once, father, and before God, I will never 
ask again!”

“You should have come earlier,” said the ecclesiastic coolly. 
“Young men require a lesson now and then.” He shut the 
wicket and retired deliberately into the interior of the house.

Villon was beside himself; he beat upon the door with his 
hands and feet, and shouted hoarsely after the chaplain.

“Wormy old fox!” he cried. “If I had my hand under  
your twist, I would send you flying headlong into the 
bottomless pit.”

A door shut in the interior, faintly audible to the poet 
down long passages. He passed his hand over his mouth with 
an oath. And then the humour of the situation struck him, 
and he laughed and looked lightly up to heaven, where the 
stars seemed to be winking over his discomfiture.

What was to be done? It looked very like a night in the 
frosty streets. The idea of the dead woman popped into  
his imagination, and gave him a hearty fright; what had 
happened to her in the early night might very well happen 
to him before morning. And he so young! and with such 
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immense possibilities of disorderly amusement before him! 
He felt quite pathetic over the notion of his own fate, as if it 
had been some one else’s, and made a little imaginative 
vignette of the scene in the morning when they should find 
his body. He passed all his chances under review, turning 
the white between his thumb and forefinger. Unfortunately 
he was on bad terms with some old friends who would once 
have taken pity on him in such a plight. He had lampooned 
them in verses; he had beaten and cheated them; and yet 
now, when he was in so close a pinch, he thought there was 
at least one who might perhaps relent. It was a chance. It  
was worth trying at least, and he would go and see.

On the way, two little accidents happened to him which 
coloured his musings in a very different manner. For, first, 
he fell in with the track of a patrol, and walked in it for some 
hundred yards, although it lay out of his direction. And this 
spirited him up; at least he had confused his trail; for he was 
still possessed with the idea of people tracking him all about 
Paris over the snow, and collaring him next morning before 
he was awake. The other matter affected him quite differently. 
He passed a street corner, where, not so long before, a woman 
and her child had been devoured by wolves. This was just 
the kind of weather, he reflected, when wolves might take it 
into their heads to enter Paris again; and a lone man in these 
deserted streets would run the chance of something worse 
than a mere scare. He stopped and looked upon the place 
with an unpleasant interest—it was a centre where several 
lanes intersected each other; and he looked down them all, 
one after another, and held his breath to listen, lest he should 
detect some galloping black things on the snow or hear the 
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sound of howling between him and the river. He remembered 
his mother telling him the story and pointing out the  
spot, while he was yet a child. His mother! If he only knew  
where she lived, he might make sure at least of shelter.  
He determined he would inquire upon the morrow; nay,  
he would go and see her too, poor old girl! So thinking, he 
arrived at his destination—his last hope for the night.

The house was quite dark, like its neighbours; and yet 
after a few taps, he heard a movement overhead, a door 
opening, and a cautious voice asking who was there. The 
poet named himself in a loud whisper, and waited, not without 
some trepidation, the result. Nor had he to wait long. A 
window was suddenly opened, and a pailful of slops splashed 
down upon the doorstep. Villon had not been unprepared 
for something of the sort, and had put himself as much in 
shelter as the nature of the porch admitted; but for all that, 
he was deplorably drenched below the waist. His hose began 
to freeze almost at once. Death from cold and exposure 
stared him in the face; he remembered he was of phthisical 
tendency, and began coughing tentatively. But the gravity of 
the danger steadied his nerves. He stopped a few hundred 
yards from the door where he had been so rudely used, and 
reflected with his finger to his nose. He could only see one 
way of getting a lodging, and that was to take it. He had 
noticed a house not far away, which looked as if it might be 
easily broken into, and thither he betook himself promptly, 
entertaining himself on the way with the idea of a room still 
hot, with a table still loaded with the remains of supper, 
where he might pass the rest of the black hours and whence 
he should issue, on the morrow, with an armful of valuable 
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plate. He even considered on what viands and what wines 
he should prefer; and as he was calling the roll of his favourite 
dainties, roast fish presented itself to his mind with an odd 
mixture of amusement and horror.

“I shall never finish that ballade,” he thought to himself; 
and then, with another shudder at the recollection, “Oh, 
damn his fat head!” he repeated fervently, and spat upon  
the snow.

The house in question looked dark at first sight; but as 
Villon made a preliminary inspection in search

of the handiest point of attack, a little twinkle of light 
caught his eye from behind a curtained window.

“The devil!” he thought. “People awake! Some student or 
some saint, confound the crew! Can’t they get drunk and lie 
in bed snoring like their neighbours! What’s the good of 
curfew, and poor devils of bell-ringers jumping at a rope’s 
end in bell-towers? What’s the use of day, if people sit up all 
night? The gripes to them!” He grinned as he saw where his 
logic was leading him. “Every man to his business, after all,” 
added he, “and if they’re awake, by the Lord, I may come by 
a supper honestly for once, and cheat the devil.”

He went boldly to the door and knocked with an assured 
hand. On both previous occasions, he had knocked timidly 
and with some dread of attracting notice; but now when  
he had just discarded the thought of a burglarious entry, 
knocking at a door seemed a mighty simple and innocent 
proceeding. The sound of his blows echoed through the 
house with thin, phantasmal reverberations, as though it 
were quite empty; but these had scarcely died away before a 
measured tread drew near, a couple of bolts were withdrawn, 
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and one wing was opened broadly, as though no guile or fear 
of guile were known to those within.

A tall figure of a man, muscular and spare, but a little  
bent, confronted Villon. The head was massive in bulk, but 
finely sculptured; the nose blunt at the bottom, but refining 
upward to where it joined a pair of strong and honest 
eyebrows; the mouth and eyes surrounded with delicate 
markings, and the whole face based upon a thick white beard, 
boldly and squarely trimmed. Seen as it was by the light of 
a flickering hand-lamp, it looked perhaps nobler than it  
had a right to do; but it was a fine face, honourable rather 
than intelligent, strong, simple, and righteous.

“You knock late, sir,” said the old man in resonant, 
courteous tones.

Villon cringed, and brought up many servile words of 
apology; at a crisis of this sort, the beggar was uppermost in 
him, and the man of genius hid his head with confusion.

“You are cold,” repeated the old man, “and hungry? Well, 
step in.” And he ordered him into the house with a noble 
enough gesture.

“Some great seigneur,” thought Villon, as his host, setting 
down the lamp on the flagged pavement of the entry, shot 
the bolts once more into their places.

“You will pardon me if I go in front,” he said, when this 
was done; and he preceded the poet upstairs into a large 
apartment, warmed with a pan of charcoal and lit by a great 
lamp hanging from the roof. It was very bare of furniture: 
only some gold plate on a sideboard; some folios; and a stand 
of armour between the windows. Some smart tapestry hung 
upon the walls, representing the crucifixion of our Lord in 
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one piece, and in another a scene of shepherds and shep-
herdesses by a running stream. Over the chimney was a 
shield of arms.

“Will you seat yourself,” said the old man, “and forgive me 
if I leave you? I am alone in my house to-night, and if you 
are to eat I must forage for you myself.”

No sooner was his host gone than Villon leaped from  
the chair on which he had just seated himself, and began 
examining the room, with the stealth and passion of a cat. 
He weighed the gold flagons in his hand, opened all the folios, 
and investigated the arms upon the shield, and the stuff with 
which the seats were lined. He raised the window curtains, 
and saw that the windows were set with rich stained glass 
in figures, so far as he could see, of martial import. Then he 
stood in the middle of the room, drew a long breath, and 
retaining it with puffed cheeks, looked round and round him, 
turning on his heels, as if to impress every feature of the 
apartment on his memory.

“Seven pieces of plate,” he said. “If there had been ten, I 
would have risked it. A fine house, and a fine old master, so 
help me all the saints!”

And just then, hearing the old man’s tread returning along 
the corridor, he stole back to his chair, and began humbly 
toasting his wet legs before the charcoal pan.

His entertainer had a plate of meat in one hand and a jug 
of wine in the other. He sat down the plate upon the table, 
motioning Villon to draw in his chair, and going to the 
sideboard, brought back two goblets, which he filled.

“I drink your better fortune,” he said, gravely touching 
Villon’s cup with his own.
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“To our better acquaintance,” said the poet, growing  
bold. A mere man of the people would have been awed by 
the courtesy of the old seigneur, but Villon was hardened  
in that matter; he had made mirth for great lords before  
now, and found them as black rascals as himself. And so he 
devoted himself to the viands with a ravenous gusto, while 
the old man, leaning backward, watched him with steady, 
curious eyes.

“You have blood on your shoulder, my man,” he said.
Montigny must have laid his wet right hand upon him as 

he left the house. He cursed Montigny in his heart.
“It was none of my shedding,” he stammered.
“I had not supposed so,” returned his host quietly. “A brawl?”
“Well, something of that sort,” Villon admitted with  

a quaver.
“Perhaps a fellow murdered?”
“Oh, no, not murdered,” said the poet, more and more 

confused. “It was all fair play—murdered by accident. I had 
no hand in it, God strike me dead!” he added fervently.

“One rogue the fewer, I dare say,” observed the master of 
the house.

“You may dare to say that,” agreed Villon, infinitely relieved. 
“As big a rogue as there is between here and Jerusalem. He 
turned up his toes like a lamb. But it was a nasty thing to 
look at. I dare say you’ve seen dead men in your time, my 
lord?” he added, glancing at the armour.

“Many,” said the old man. “I have followed the wars, as 
you imagine.”

Villon laid down his knife and fork, which he had just 
taken up again.
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“Were any of them bald?” he asked.
“Oh yes, and with hair as white as mine.”
“I don’t think I should mind the white so much,” said 

Villon. “His was red.” And he had a return of his shuddering 
and tendency to laughter, which he drowned with a great 
draught of wine. “I’m a little put out when I think of it,”  
he went on. “I knew him—damn him! And then the cold 
gives a man fancies—or the fancies give a man cold, I don’t 
know which.”

“Have you any money?” asked the old man.
“I have one white,” returned the poet, laughing. “I got it 

out of a dead jade’s stocking in a porch. She was as dead as 
Caesar, poor wench, and as cold as a church, with bits of 
ribbon sticking in her hair. This is a hard world in winter for 
wolves and wenches and poor rogues like me.”

“I,” said the old man, “am Enguerrand de la Feuillée, 
seigneur de Brisetout, bailly du Patatrac. Who and what may 
you be?”

Villon rose and made a suitable reverence. “I am called 
Francis Villon,” he said, “a poor Master of Arts of this 
university. I know some Latin, and a deal of vice. I can make 
chansons, ballades, lais, virelais, and roundels, and I am very 
fond of wine. I was born in a garret, and I shall not improbably 
die upon the gallows. I may add, my lord, that from this 
night forward I am your lordship’s very obsequious servant 
to command.”

“No servant of mine,” said the knight “my guest for this 
evening, and no more.”

“A very grateful guest,” said Villon politely, and he drank 
in dumb show to his entertainer.
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“You are shrewd,” began the old man, tapping his forehead, 
“very shrewd; you have learning; you are a clerk; and yet you 
take a small piece of money off a dead woman in the street. 
Is it not a kind of theft?”

“It is a kind of theft much practised in the wars, my lord.”
“The wars are the field of honour,” returned the old man 

proudly. “There a man plays his life upon the cast; he fights 
in the name of his lord the king, his Lord God, and all their 
lordships the holy saints and angels.”

“Put it,” said Villon, “that I were really a thief, should I not 
play my life also, and against heavier odds?”

“For gain, but not for honour.”
“Gain?” repeated Villon with a shrug. “Gain! The poor 

fellow wants supper, and takes it. So does the soldier in a 
campaign. Why, what are all these requisitions we hear so 
much about? If they are not gain to those who take them, 
they are loss enough to the others. The men-at-arms drink 
by a good fire, while the burgher bites his nails to buy  
them wine and wood. I have seen a good many ploughmen 
swinging on trees about the country; ay, I have seen thirty 
on one elm, and a very poor figure they made; and when I 
asked someone how all these came to be hanged, I was told 
it was because they could not scrape together enough crowns 
to satisfy the men-at-arms.”

“These things are a necessity of war, which the low-born 
must endure with constancy. It is true that some captains 
drive overhard; there are spirits in every rank not easily 
moved by pity; and indeed many follow arms who are no 
better than brigands.”

“You see,” said the poet, “you cannot separate the soldier 
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from the brigand; and what is a thief but an isolated brigand 
with circumspect manners? I steal a couple of mutton chops, 
without so much as disturbing people’s sleep; the farmer 
grumbles a bit, but sups none the less wholesomely on what 
remains. You come up blowing gloriously on a trumpet,  
take away the whole sheep, and beat the farmer pitifully into 
the bargain. I have no trumpet; I am only Tom, Dick, or 
Harry; I am a rogue and a dog, and hanging’s too good for 
me—with all my heart; but just ask the farmer which of us 
he prefers, just find out which of us he lies awake to curse 
on cold nights.”

“Look at us two,” said his lordship. “I am old, strong,  
and honored. If I were turned from my house to-morrow, 
hundreds would be proud to shelter me. Poor people would 
go out and pass the night in the streets with their children, 
if I merely hinted that I wished to be alone. And I find you 
up, wandering homeless, and picking farthings off dead 
women by the wayside! I fear no man and nothing; I have 
seen you tremble and lose countenance at a word. I wait 
God’s summons contentedly in my own house, or, if it please 
the king to call me out again, upon the field of battle. You 
look for the gallows; a rough, swift death, without hope or 
honour. Is there no difference between these two?”

“As far as to the moon,” Villon acquiesced. “But if I had 
been born lord of Brisetout, and you had been the poor 
scholar Francis, would the difference have been any the  
less? Should not I have been warming my knees at this 
charcoal pan, and would not you have been groping for 
farthings in the snow? Should not I have been the soldier, 
and you the thief?”
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“A thief?” cried the old man. “I a thief! If you understood 
your words, you would repent them.”

Villon turned out his hands with a gesture of inimitable 
impudence. “If your lordship had done me the honour to 
follow my argument!” he said.

“I do you too much honour in submitting to your presence,” 
said the knight. “Learn to curb your tongue when you speak 
with old and honourable men, or someone hastier than I 
may reprove you in a sharper fashion.” And he rose and 
paced the lower end of the apartment, struggling with anger 
and antipathy. Villon surreptitiously refilled his cup, and 
settled himself more comfortably in the chair, crossing his 
knees and leaning his head upon one hand and the elbow 
against the back of the chair. He was now replete and warm; 
and he was in nowise frightened for his host, having gauged 
him as justly as was possible between two such different 
characters. The night was far spent, and in a very comfortable 
fashion after all; and he felt morally certain of a safe departure 
on the morrow.

“Tell me one thing,” said the old man, pausing in his walk. 
“Are you really a thief?”

“I claim the sacred rights of hospitality,” returned the poet. 
“My lord, I am.”

“You are very young,” the knight continued.
“I should never have been so old,” replied Villon, showing 

his fingers, “if I had not helped myself with these ten talents. 
They have been my nursing mothers and my nursing fathers.”

“You may still repent and change.”
“I repent daily,” said the poet. “There are few people more 

given to repentance than poor Francis. As for change, let 
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somebody change my circumstances. A man must continue 
to eat, if it were only that he may continue to repent.”

“The change must begin in the heart,” returned the old 
man solemnly.

“My dear lord,” answered Villon, “do you really fancy that 
I steal for pleasure? I hate stealing, like any other piece of 
work or of danger. My teeth chatter when I see a gallows. But 
I must eat, I must drink, I must mix in society of some sort. 
What the devil! Man is not a solitary animal—Cui Deus 
fæminam tradit. Make me king’s pantler—make me abbot 
of St. Denis; make me bailly of the Patatrac; and then I shall 
be changed indeed. But as long as you leave me the poor 
scholar Francis Villon, without a farthing, why, of course, I 
remain the same.”

“The grace of God is all-powerful.”
“I should be a heretic to question it,” said Francis. “It has 

made you lord of Brisetout and bailly of the Patatrac; it has 
given me nothing but the quick wits under my hat and these 
ten toes upon my hands. May I help myself to wine? I thank 
you respectfully. By God’s grace, you have a very superior 
vintage.”

The lord of Brisetout walked to and fro with his hands 
behind his back. Perhaps he was not yet quite settled in  
his mind about the parallel between thieves and soldiers;  
perhaps Villon had interested him by some cross-thread of 
sympathy; perhaps his wits were simply muddled by so much 
unfamiliar reasoning; but whatever the cause, he somehow 
yearned to convert the young man to a better way of thinking, 
and could not make up his mind to drive him forth again 
into the street.
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“There is something more than I can understand in this,” 
he said at length. “Your mouth is full of subtleties, and the 
devil has led you very far astray; but the devil is only a very 
weak spirit before God’s truth, and all his subtleties vanish 
at a word of true honour, like darkness at morning. Listen 
to me once more. I learned long ago that a gentleman should 
live chivalrously and lovingly to God, and the king, and his 
lady; and though I have seen many strange things done, I 
have still striven to command my ways upon that rule. It is 
not only written in all noble histories, but in every man’s 
heart, if he will take care to read. You speak of food and wine, 
and I know very well that hunger is a difficult trial to endure; 
but you do not speak of other wants; you say nothing of 
honour, of faith to God and other men, of courtesy, of love 
without reproach. It may be that I am not very wise—and 
yet I think I am—but you seem to me like one who has lost 
his way and made a great error in life. You are attending to 
the little wants, and you have totally forgotten the great  
and only real ones, like a man who should be doctoring a 
toothache on the Judgment Day. For such things as honour 
and love and faith are not only nobler than food and drink, 
but indeed I think we desire them more, and suffer more 
sharply for their absence. I speak to you as I think you will 
most easily understand me. Are you not, while careful to  
fill your belly, disregarding another appetite in your heart, 
which spoils the pleasure of your life and keeps you contin-
ually wretched?”

Villon was sensibly nettled under all this sermonising. 
“You think I have no sense of honour!” he cried. “I’m poor 
enough, God knows! It’s hard to see rich people with their 
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gloves, and you blowing in your hands. An empty belly is a 
bitter thing, although you speak so lightly of it. If you had 
had as many as I, perhaps you would change your tune. Any 
way I’m a thief—make the most of that—but I’m not a devil 
from hell, God strike me dead! I would have you to know 
I’ve an honour of my own, as good as yours, though I don’t 
prate about it all day long, as if it was a God’s miracle to have 
any. It seems quite natural to me; I keep it in its box till its 
wanted. Why now, look you here, how long have I been in 
this room with you? Did you not tell me you were alone  
in the house? Look at your gold plate! You’re strong, if you 
like, but you’re old and unarmed, and I have my knife. What 
did I want but a jerk of the elbow and here would have been 
you with the cold steel in your bowels, and there would have 
been me, linking in the streets, with an armful of golden 
cups! Did you suppose I hadn’t wit enough to see that? And 
I scorned the action. There are your damned goblets, as safe 
as in a church; there are you, with your heart ticking as good 
as new; and here am I, ready to go out again as poor as I 
came in, with my one white that you threw in my teeth! And 
you think I have no sense of honour—God strike me dead!”

The old man stretched out his right arm. “I will tell you 
what you are,” he said. “You are a rogue, my man, an impudent 
and black-hearted rogue and vagabond. I have passed an 
hour with you. Oh! believe me, I feel myself disgraced! And 
you have eaten and drunk at my table. But now I am sick at 
your presence; the day has come, and the night-bird should 
be off to his roost. Will you go before, or after?”

“Which you please,” returned the poet, rising. “I believe 
you to be strictly honourable.” He thoughtfully emptied his 
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cup. “I wish I could add you were intelligent,” he went on, 
knocking on his head with his knuckles. “Age! age! the brains 
stiff and rheumatic.”

The old man preceded him from a point of self-respect; 
Villon followed, whistling, with his thumbs in his girdle.

“God pity you,” said the lord of Brisetout at the door.
“Good-bye, papa,” returned Villon with a yawn. “Many 

thanks for the cold mutton.”
The door closed behind him. The dawn was breaking 

over the white roofs. A chill, uncomfortable morning ushered 
in the day. Villon stood and heartily stretched himself in the 
middle of the road.

“A very dull old gentleman,” he thought. “I wonder what 
his goblets may be worth.”
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Markheim

Yes,” said the dealer, “our windfalls are of various 
kinds. Some customers are ignorant, and then I touch 

a dividend on my superior knowledge. Some are dishonest,” 
and here he held up the candle, so that the light fell strongly 
on his visitor, “and in that case,” he continued, “I profit by 
my virtue.”

Markheim had but just entered from the daylight streets, 
and his eyes had not yet grown familiar with the mingled 
shine and darkness in the shop. At these pointed words, and 
before the near presence of the flame, he blinked painfully 
and looked aside.

The dealer chuckled. “You come to me on Christmas Day,” 
he resumed, “when you know that I am alone in my house, 
put up my shutters, and make a point of refusing business. 
Well, you will have to pay for that; you will have to pay for 
my loss of time, when I should be balancing my books; you 
will have to pay, besides, for a kind of manner that I remark 
in you to-day very strongly. I am the essence of discretion, 
and ask no awkward questions; but when a customer cannot 
look me in the eye, he has to pay for it.” The dealer once 



30 robert louis stevenson

more chuckled; and then, changing to his usual business 
voice, though still with a note of irony, “You can give, as usual, 
a clear account of how you came into the possession of  
the object?” he continued. “Still your uncle’s cabinet? A 
remarkable collector, sir!”

And the little pale, round-shouldered dealer stood almost 
on tip-toe, looking over the top of his gold spectacles, and 
nodding his head with every mark of disbelief. Markheim 
returned his gaze with one of infinite pity, and a touch of 
horror.

“This time,” said he, “you are in error. I have not come to 
sell, but to buy. I have no curios to dispose of; my uncle’s 
cabinet is bare to the wainscot; even were it still intact, I have 
done well on the Stock Exchange, and should more likely 
add to it than otherwise, and my errand to-day is simplicity 
itself. I seek a Christmas present for a lady,” he continued, 
waxing more fluent as he struck into the speech he had 
prepared; “and certainly I owe you every excuse for thus 
disturbing you upon so small a matter. But the thing was 
neglected yesterday; I must produce my little compliment 
at dinner; and, as you very well know, a rich marriage is not 
a thing to be neglected.”

There followed a pause, during which the dealer seemed 
to weigh this statement incredulously. The ticking of many 
clocks among the curious lumber of the shop, and the faint 
rushing of the cabs in a near thoroughfare, filled up the 
interval of silence.

“Well, sir,” said the dealer, “be it so. You are an old customer 
after all; and if, as you say, you have the chance of a good 
marriage, far be it from me to be an obstacle. Here is a nice 
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thing for a lady now,” he went on, “this hand glass—fifteenth 
century, warranted; comes from a good collection, too; but 
I reserve the name, in the interests of my customer, who was 
just like yourself, my dear sir, the nephew and sole heir of a 
remarkable collector.”

The dealer, while he thus ran on in his dry and biting 
voice, had stooped to take the object from its place; and,  
as he had done so, a shock had passed through Markheim, 
a start both of hand and foot, a sudden leap of many 
tumultuous passions to the face. It passed as swiftly as it 
came, and left no trace beyond a certain trembling of the 
hand that now received the glass.

“A glass,” he said hoarsely, and then paused, and repeated 
it more clearly. “A glass? For Christmas? Surely not?”

“And why not?” cried the dealer. “Why not a glass?”
Markheim was looking upon him with an indefinable 

expression. “You ask me why not?” he said. “Why, look 
here—look in it—look at yourself! Do you like to see it? No! 
nor I—nor any man.”

The little man had jumped back when Markheim  
had so suddenly confronted him with the mirror; but  
now, perceiving there was nothing worse on hand, he 
chuckled. “Your future lady, sir, must be pretty hard favoured,” 
said he.

“I ask you,” said Markheim, “for a Christmas present, and 
you give me this—this damned reminder of years, and sins 
and follies—this hand-conscience! Did you mean it? Had 
you a thought in your mind? Tell me. It will be better for you 
if you do. Come, tell me about yourself. I hazard a guess now, 
that you are in secret a very charitable man?”
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The dealer looked closely at his companion. It was very 
odd, Markheim did not appear to be laughing; there was 
something in his face like an eager sparkle of hope, but 
nothing of mirth.

“What are you driving at?” the dealer asked.
“Not charitable?” returned the other gloomily. “Not 

charitable; not pious; not scrupulous; unloving, unbeloved; 
a hand to get money, a safe to keep it. Is that all? Dear God, 
man, is that all?”

“I will tell you what it is,” began the dealer, with some 
sharpness, and then broke off again into a chuckle. “But I 
see this is a love match of yours, and you have been drinking 
the lady’s health.”

“Ah!” cried Markheim, with a strange curiosity. “Ah, have 
you been in love? Tell me about that.”

“I,” cried the dealer. “I in love! I never had the time, nor 
have I the time to-day for all this nonsense. Will you take 
the glass?”

“Where is the hurry?” returned Markheim. “It is very 
pleasant to stand here talking; and life is so short and insecure 
that I would not hurry away from any pleasure—no, not 
even from so mild a one as this. We should rather cling, cling 
to what little we can get, like a man at a cliff ’s edge. Every 
second is a cliff, if you think upon it—a cliff a mile high—high 
enough, if we fall, to dash us out of every feature of humanity. 
Hence it is best to talk pleasantly. Let us talk of each other: 
why should we wear this mask? Let us be confidential. Who 
knows, we might become friends?”

“I have just one word to say to you,” said the dealer. “Either 
make your purchase, or walk out of my shop!” “True, true,” 
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said Markheim. “Enough fooling. To business. Show me 
something else.”

The dealer stooped once more, this time to replace the 
glass upon the shelf, his thin blond hair falling over his eyes 
as he did so. Markheim moved a little nearer, with one hand 
in the pocket of his greatcoat; he drew himself up and filled 
his lungs; at the same time many different emotions were 
depicted together on his face—terror, horror, and resolve, 
fascination and a physical repulsion; and through a haggard 
lift of his upper lip, his teeth looked out.

“This, perhaps, may suit,” observed the dealer: and then, 
as he began to re-arise, Markheim bounded from behind 
upon his victim. The long, skewer-like dagger flashed and 
fell. The dealer struggled like a hen, striking his temple on 
the shelf, and then tumbled on the floor in a heap.

Time had some score of small voices in that shop, some 
stately and slow as was becoming to their great age; others 
garrulous and hurried. All these told out the seconds in an 
intricate chorus of tickings. Then the passage of a lad’s feet, 
heavily running on the pavement, broke in upon these smaller 
voices and startled Markheim into the consciousness of his 
surroundings. He looked about him awfully. The candle stood 
on the counter, its flame solemnly wagging in a draught; and 
by that inconsiderable movement, the whole room was filled 
with noiseless bustle and kept heaving like a sea: the tall 
shadows nodding, the gross blots of darkness swelling and 
dwindling as with respiration, the faces of the portraits  
and the china gods changing and wavering like images in 
water. The inner door stood ajar, and peered into that leaguer 
of shadows with a long slit of daylight like a pointing finger.
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From these fear-stricken rovings Markheim’s eyes returned 
to the body of his victim, where it lay both humped and 
sprawling, incredibly small and strangely meaner than in 
life. In these poor, miserly clothes, in that ungainly attitude, 
the dealer lay like so much sawdust. Markheim had feared 
to see it, and, lo! it was nothing. And yet, as he gazed, this 
bundle of old clothes and pool of blood began to find eloquent 
voices. There it must lie; there was none to work the cunning 
hinges or direct the miracle of locomotion—there it must 
lie till it was found. Found! ay, and then? Then would this 
dead flesh lift up a cry that would ring over England, and 
fill the world with the echoes of pursuit. Ay, dead or not,  
this was still the enemy. “Time was that when the brains 
were out,” he thought; and the first word struck into his  
mind. Time, now that the deed was accomplished—time, 
which had closed for the victim, had become instant and 
momentous for the slayer.

The thought was yet in his mind, when, first one and then 
another, with every variety of pace and voice—one deep as 
the bell from a cathedral turret, another ringing on its treble 
notes the prelude of a waltz—the clocks began to strike the 
hour of three in the afternoon.

The sudden outbreak of so many tongues in that dumb 
chamber staggered him. He began to bestir himself, going 
to and fro with the candle, beleaguered by moving shadows, 
and startled to the soul by chance reflections. In many  
rich mirrors, some of home design, some from Venice or 
Amsterdam, he saw his face repeated and repeated, as it were 
an army of spies; his own eyes met and detected him; and 
the sound of his own steps, lightly as they fell, vexed the 



 markheim 35

surrounding quiet. And still, as he continued to fill his pockets, 
his mind accused him with a sickening iteration, of the 
thousand faults of his design. He should have chosen a more 
quiet hour; he should have prepared an alibi; he should not 
have used a knife; he should have been more cautious, and 
only bound and gagged the dealer, and not killed him; he 
should have been more bold, and killed the servant also;  
he should have done all things otherwise: poignant regrets, 
weary, incessant toiling of the mind to change what was 
unchangeable, to plan what was now useless, to be the 
architect of the irrevocable past. Meanwhile, and behind all 
this activity, brute terrors, like the scurrying of rats in a 
deserted attic, filled the more remote chambers of his brain 
with riot; the hand of the constable would fall heavy on his 
shoulder, and his nerves would jerk like a hooked fish; or he 
beheld, in galloping defile, the dock, the prison, the gallows, 
and the black coffin.

Terror of the people in the street sat down before his mind 
like a besieging army. It was impossible, he thought, but  
that some rumour of the struggle must have reached their 
ears and set on edge their curiosity; and now, in all the 
neighbouring houses, he divined them sitting motionless 
and with uplifted ear—solitary people, condemned to spend 
Christmas dwelling alone on memories of the past, and now 
startingly recalled from that tender exercise; happy family 
parties, struck into silence round the table, the mother still 
with raised finger: every degree and age and humour, but all, 
by their own hearths, prying and hearkening and weaving 
the rope that was to hang him. Sometimes it seemed to him 
he could not move too softly; the clink of the tall Bohemian 
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goblets rang out loudly like a bell; and alarmed by the bigness 
of the ticking, he was tempted to stop the clocks. And then, 
again, with a swift transition of his terrors, the very silence 
of the place appeared a source of peril, and a thing to strike 
and freeze the passer-by; and he would step more boldly, 
and bustle aloud among the contents of the shop, and imitate, 
with elaborate bravado, the movements of a busy man at ease 
in his own house.

But he was now so pulled about by different alarms that, 
while one portion of his mind was still alert and cunning, 
another trembled on the brink of lunacy. One hallucin- 
ation in particular took a strong hold on his credulity. The 
neighbour hearkening with white face beside his window, 
the passer-by arrested by a horrible surmise on the pavement—
these could at worst suspect, they could not know; through 
the brick walls and shuttered windows only sounds could 
penetrate. But here, within the house, was he alone?’ He 
knew he was; he had watched the servant set forth sweet-
hearting, in her poor best, “out for the day “ written in every 
ribbon and smile. Yes, he was alone, of course; and yet, in 
the bulk of empty house above him, he could surely hear a 
stir of delicate footing—he was surely conscious, inexplicably 
conscious of some presence. Ay, surely; to every room and 
corner of the house his imagination followed it; and now it 
was a faceless thing, and yet had eyes to see with; and again 
it was a shadow of himself; and yet again behold the image 
of the dead dealer, reinspired with cunning and hatred.

At times, with a strong effort, he would glance at the open 
door which still seemed to repel his eyes. The house was tall, 
the skylight small and dirty, the day blind with fog; and the 
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light that filtered down to the ground story was exceedingly 
faint, and showed dimly on the threshold of the shop. And 
yet, in that strip of doubtful brightness, did there not hang 
wavering a shadow?

Suddenly, from the street outside, a very jovial gentleman 
began to beat with a staff on the shop-door, accompanying 
his blows with shouts and railleries in which the dealer was 
continually called upon by name. Markheim, smitten into 
ice, glanced at the dead man. But no! he lay quite still; he 
was fled away far beyond earshot of these blows and shoutings; 
he was sunk beneath seas of silence; and his name, which 
would once have caught his notice above the howling of a 
storm, had become an empty sound. And presently the jovial 
gentleman desisted from his knocking and departed.

Here was a broad hint to hurry what remained to be done, 
to get forth from this accusing neighbourhood, to plunge 
into a bath of London multitudes, and to reach, on the other 
side of day, that haven of safety and apparent innocence—his 
bed. One visitor had come: at any moment another might 
follow and be more obstinate. To have done the deed, and 
yet not to reap the profit, would be too abhorrent a failure. 
The money, that was now Markheim’s concern; and as a 
means to that, the keys.

He glanced over his shoulder at the open door, where  
the shadow was still lingering and shivering; and with no 
conscious repugnance of the mind, yet with a tremor of  
the belly, he drew near the body of his victim. The human 
character had quite departed. Like a suit half-stuffed with 
bran, the limbs lay scattered, the trunk doubled, on the  
floor; and yet the thing repelled him. Although so dingy  
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and inconsiderable to the eye, he feared it might have  
more significance to the touch. He took the body by the 
shoulders, and turned it on its back. It was strangely light 
and supple, and the limbs, as if they had been broken,  
fell into the oddest postures. The face was robbed of all 
expression; but it was as pale as wax, and shockingly smeared 
with blood about one temple. That was, for Markheim, the 
one displeasing circumstance. It carried him back, upon  
the instant, to a certain fair-day in a fishers’ village: a grey 
day, a piping wind, a crowd upon the street, a blare of  
brasses, the booming of drums, the nasal voice of a ballad-
singer; and a boy going to and fro, buried over head in the 
crowd and divided between interest and fear, until, coming 
out upon the chief place of concourse, he beheld a booth 
and a great screen with pictures, dismally designed, garishly 
coloured: Brownrigg with her apprentice; the Mannings with 
their murdered guest; Weare in the death-grip of Thurtell; 
and a score besides of famous crimes. The thing was as clear 
as an illusion; he was once again that little boy; he was looking 
once again, and with the same sense of physical revolt, at 
these vile pictures; he was still stunned by the thumping of 
the drums. A bar of that day’s music returned upon his 
memory; and at that, for the first time, a qualm came over 
him, a breath of nausea, a sudden weakness of the joints, 
which he must instantly resist and conquer.

He judged it more prudent to confront than to flee from 
these considerations; looking the more hardily in the dead 
face, bending his mind to realise the nature and greatness 
of his crime. So little a while ago that face had moved with 
every change of sentiment, that pale mouth had spoken, that 
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body had been all on fire with governable energies; and  
now, and by his act, that piece of life had been arrested, as 
the horologist, with interjected finger, arrests the beating  
of the clock. So he reasoned in vain; he could rise to no  
more remorseful consciousness; the same heart which had 
shuddered before the painted effigies of crime, looked on its 
reality unmoved. At best, he felt a gleam of pity for one  
who had been endowed in vain with all those faculties that 
can make the world a garden of enchantment, one who had 
never lived and who was now dead. But of penitence, no,  
not a tremor.

With that, shaking himself clear of these considerations, 
he found the keys and advanced towards the open door of 
the shop. Outside, it had begun to rain smartly; and the 
sound of the shower upon the roof had banished silence. 
Like some dripping cavern, the chambers of the house were 
haunted by an incessant echoing, which filled the ear and 
mingled with the ticking of the clocks. And, as Markheim 
approached the door, he seemed to hear, in answer to his 
own cautious tread, the steps of another foot withdrawing 
up the stair. The shadow still palpitated loosely on the 
threshold. He threw a ton’s weight of resolve upon his muscles, 
and drew back the door.

The faint, foggy daylight glimmered dimly on the bare 
floor and stairs; on the bright suit of armour posted, halbert 
in hand, upon the landing; and on the dark wood-carvings, 
and framed pictures that hung against the yellow panels of 
the wainscot. So loud was the beating of the rain through 
all the house that, in Markheim’s ears, it began to be distin-
guished into many different sounds. Footsteps and sighs, the 
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tread of regiments marching in the distance, the chink of 
money in the counting, and the creaking of doors held 
stealthily ajar, appeared to mingle with the patter of the drops 
upon the cupola and the gushing of the water in the pipes. 
The sense that he was not alone grew upon him to the verge 
of madness. On every side he was haunted and begirt by 
presences. He heard them moving in the upper chambers; 
from the shop, he heard the dead man getting to his legs; 
and as he began with a great effort to mount the stairs, feet 
fled quietly before him and followed stealthily behind. If he 
were but deaf, he thought, how tranquilly he would possess 
his soul! And then again, and hearkening with ever fresh 
attention, he blessed himself for that unresting sense which 
held the outposts and stood a trusty sentinel upon his life. 
His head turned continually on his neck; his eyes, which 
seemed starting from their orbits, scouted on every side, and 
on every side were half-rewarded as with the tail of something 
nameless vanishing. The four-and-twenty steps to the first 
floor were four-and-twenty agonies.

On that first storey, the doors stood ajar, three of them 
like three ambushes, shaking his nerves like the throats of 
cannon. He could never again, he felt, be sufficiently immured 
and fortified from men’s observing eyes; he longed to be 
home, girt in by walls, buried among bedclothes, and invisible 
to all but God. And at that thought he wondered a little, 
recollecting tales of other murderers and the fear they  
were said to entertain of heavenly avengers. It was not so, at 
least, with him. He feared the laws of nature, lest, in their 
callous and immutable procedure, they should preserve some 
damning evidence of his crime. He feared tenfold more,  
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with a slavish, superstitious terror, some scission in the 
continuity of man’s experience, some wilful illegality of  
nature. He played a game of skill, depending on the rules, 
calculating consequence from cause; and what if nature, as 
the defeated tyrant overthrew the chess-board, should break 
the mould of their succession? The like had befallen Napoleon 
(so writers said) when the winter changed the time of its 
appearance. The like might befall Markheim: the solid walls 
might become transparent and reveal his doings like those 
of bees in a glass hive; the stout planks might yield under 
his foot like quicksands and detain him in their clutch; ay, 
and there were soberer accidents that might destroy him: if, 
for instance, the house should fall and imprison him beside 
the body of his victim; or the house next door should fly on 
fire, and the firemen invade him from all sides. These things 
he feared; and, in a sense, these things might be called the 
hands of God reached forth against sin. But about God 
Himself he was at ease; his act was doubtless exceptional, 
but so were his excuses, which God knew; it was there, and 
not among men, that he felt sure of justice.

When he had got safe into the drawing-room, and shut 
the door behind him, he was aware of a respite from alarms. 
The room was quite dismantled, uncarpeted besides, and 
strewn with packing cases and incongruous furniture; several 
great pier-glasses, in which he beheld himself at various 
angles, like an actor on a stage; many pictures, framed and 
unframed, standing, with their faces to the wall; a fine 
Sheraton sideboard, a cabinet of marquetry, and a great old 
bed, with tapestry hangings. The windows opened to the 
floor; but by great good fortune the lower part of the shutters 
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had been closed, and this concealed him from the neighbours. 
Here, then, Markheim drew in a packing case before the 
cabinet, and began to search among the keys. It was a long 
business, for there were many; and it was irksome, besides; 
for, after all, there might be nothing in the cabinet, and time 
was on the wing. But the closeness of the occupation sobered 
him. With the tail of his eye he saw the door—even glanced 
at it from time to time directly, like a besieged commander 
pleased to verify the good estate of his defences. But in truth 
he was at peace.

The rain falling in the street sounded natural and  
pleasant. Presently, on the other side, the notes of a piano 
were wakened to the music of a hymn, and the voices of 
many children took up the air and words. How stately,  
how comfortable was the melody! How fresh the youthful  
voices! Markheim gave ear to it smilingly, as he sorted out 
the keys; and his mind was thronged with answerable ideas 
and images; church-going children and the pealing of  
the high organ; children afield, bathers by the brookside, 
ramblers on the brambly common, kite-flyers in the windy 
and cloud-navigated sky; and then, at another cadence  
of the hymn, back again to church, and the somnolence of 
summer Sundays, and the high genteel voice of the parson 
(which he smiled a little to recall) and the painted Jacobean 
tombs, and the dim lettering of the Ten Commandments in 
the chancel.

And as he sat thus, at once busy and absent, he was startled 
to his feet. A flash of ice, a flash of fire, a bursting gush of 
blood, went over him, and then he stood transfixed and 
thrilling. A step mounted the stair slowly and steadily, and 
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presently a hand was laid upon the knob, and the lock clicked, 
and the door opened.

Fear held Markheim in a vice. What to expect he knew 
not, whether the dead man walking, or the official ministers 
of human justice, or some chance witness blindly stumbling 
in to consign him to the gallows. But when a face was thrust 
into the aperture, glanced round the room, looked at him, 
nodded and smiled as if in friendly recognition, and then 
withdrew again, and the door closed behind it, his fear broke 
loose from his control in a hoarse cry. At the sound of this 
the visitant returned.

“Did you call me?” he asked pleasantly, and with that he 
entered the room and closed the door behind him.

Markheim stood and gazed at him with all his eyes. 
Perhaps there was a film upon his sight, but the outlines of 
the new-comer seemed to change and waver like those  
of the idols in the wavering candlelight of the shop; and at 
times he thought he knew him; and at times he thought he 
bore a likeness to himself; and always, like a lump of living 
terror, there lay in his bosom the conviction that this thing 
was not of the earth and not of God.

And yet the creature had a strange air of the commonplace, 
as he stood looking on Markheim with a smile; and when 
he added: “You are looking for the money, I believe?” it was 
in the tones of everyday politeness.

Markheim made no answer.
“I should warn you,” resumed the other, “that the maid 

has left her sweetheart earlier than usual and will soon be 
here. If Mr. Markheim be found in this house, I need not 
describe to him the consequences.”
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“You know me?” cried the murderer.
The visitor smiled. “You have long been a favourite of 

mine,” he said; “and I have long observed and often sought 
to help you.”

“What are you?” cried Markheim: “the devil?”
“What I may be,” returned the other, “cannot affect the 

service I propose to render you.”
“It can,” cried Markheim; “it does! Be helped by you? No, 

never; not by you! You do not know me yet; thank God,  
you do not know me!”

“I know you,” replied the visitant, with a sort of kind 
severity or rather firmness. “I know you to the soul.”

“Know me!” cried Markheim. “Who can do so? My life is 
but a travesty and slander on myself. I have lived to belie my 
nature. All men do; all men are better than this disguise that 
grows about and stifles them. You see each dragged away by 
life, like one whom bravos have seized and muffled in a cloak. 
If they had their own control—if you could see their faces, 
they would be altogether different, they would shine out for 
heroes and saints! I am worse than most; myself is more 
overlaid; my excuse is known to me and God. But, had I the 
time, I could disclose myself.”

“To me?” inquired the visitant.
“To you before all,” returned the murderer. “I supposed 

you were intelligent. I thought—since you exist—you would 
prove a reader of the heart. And yet you would propose to 
judge me by my acts! Think of it; my acts! I was born and I 
have lived in a land of giants; giants have dragged me by the 
wrists since I was born out of my mother—the giants of 
circumstance. And you would judge me by my acts! But can 
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you not look within? Can you not understand that evil is 
hateful to me? Can you not see within me the clear writing 
of conscience, never blurred by any wilful sophistry, although 
too often disregarded? Can you not read me for a thing that 
surely must be common as humanity—the unwilling sinner?”

“All this is very feelingly expressed,” was the reply, “but it 
regards me not. These points of consistency are beyond my 
province, and I care not in the least by what compulsion you 
may have been dragged away, so as you are but carried in 
the right direction. But time flies; the servant delays, looking 
in the faces of the crowd and at the pictures on the hoardings, 
but still she keeps moving nearer; and remember, it is as if 
the gallows itself was striding towards you through the 
Christmas streets! Shall I help you; I, who know all? Shall I 
tell you where to find the money?”

“For what price?” asked Markheim.
“I offer you the service for a Christmas gift,” returned  

the other.
Markheim could not refrain from smiling with a kind  

of bitter triumph. “No,” said he, “I will take nothing at  
your hands; if I were dying of thirst, and it was your hand 
that put the pitcher to my lips, I should find the courage to 
refuse. It may be credulous, but I will do nothing to commit 
myself to evil.”

“I have no objection to a deathbed repentance,” observed 
the visitant.

“Because you disbelieve their efficacy!” Markheim cried.
“I do not say so,” returned the other; “but I look on these 

things from a different side, and when the life is done my 
interest falls. The man has lived to serve me, to spread black 
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looks under colour of religion, or to sow tares in the wheat-
field, as you do, in a course of weak compliance with desire. 
Now that he draws so near to his deliverance, he can add but 
one act of service—to repent, to die smiling, and thus to 
build up in confidence and hope the more timorous of my 
surviving followers. I am not so hard a master. Try me. Accept 
my help. Please yourself in life as you have done hitherto; 
please yourself more amply, spread your elbows at the board; 
and when the night begins to fall and the curtains to be 
drawn, I tell you, for your greater comfort, that you will find 
it even easy to compound your quarrel with your conscience, 
and to make a truckling peace with God. I came but now 
from such a deathbed, and the room was full of sincere 
mourners, listening to the man’s last words: and when I 
looked into that face, which had been set as a flint against 
mercy, I found it smiling with hope.”

“And do you, then, suppose me such a creature?” asked 
Markheim. “Do you think I have no more generous aspir-
ations than to sin, and sin, and sin, and, at the last, sneak 
into heaven? My heart rises at the thought. Is this, then,  
your experience of mankind? or is it because you find me 
with red hands that you presume such baseness? and is this 
crime of murder indeed so impious as to dry up the very 
springs of good?”

“Murder is to me no special category,” replied the other. 
“All sins are murder, even as all life is war. I behold your race, 
like starving mariners on a raft, plucking crusts out of the 
hands of famine and feeding on each other’s lives. I follow 
sins beyond the moment of their acting; I find in all that the 
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last consequence is death; and to my eyes, the pretty maid 
who thwarts her mother with such taking graces on a question 
of a ball, drips no less visibly with human gore than such a 
murderer as yourself. Do I say that I follow sins? I follow 
virtues also; they differ not by the thickness of a nail, they 
are both scythes for the reaping angel of Death. Evil, for 
which I live, consists not in action but in character. The  
bad man is dear to me; not the bad act, whose fruits, if we 
could follow them far enough down the hurtling cataract of 
the ages, might yet be found more blessed than those of the 
rarest virtues. And it is not because you have killed a dealer, 
but because you are Markheim, that I offer to forward your 
escape.” “I will lay my heart open to you,” answered Markheim. 

“This crime on which you find me is my last. On my way to 
it I have learned many lessons; itself is a lesson, a momentous 
lesson. Hitherto I have been driven with revolt to what I 
would not; I was a bond-slave to poverty, driven and scourged. 
There are robust virtues that can stand in these temptations; 
mine was not so: I had a thirst of pleasure. But to-day, and 
out of this deed, I pluck both warning and riches—both the 
power and a fresh resolve to be myself. I become in all things 
a free actor in the world; I begin to see myself all changed, 
these hands the agents of good, this heart at peace. Something 
comes over me out of the past; something of what I have 
dreamed on Sabbath evenings to the sound of the church 
organ, of what I forecast when I shed tears over noble books, 
or talked, an innocent child, with my mother. There lies my 
life; I have wandered a few years, but now I see once more 
my city of destination.”
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“You are to use this money on the Stock Exchange, I think?” 
remarked the visitor; “and there, if I mistake not, you have 
already lost some thousands?”

“Ah,” said Markheim, “but this time I have a sure thing.”
“This time, again, you will lose,” replied the visitor quietly.
“Ah, but I keep back the half!” cried Markheim.
“That also you will lose,” said the other.
The sweat started upon Markheim’s brow. “Well, then, 

what matter?” he exclaimed. “Say it be lost, say I am plunged 
again in poverty, shall one part of me, and that the worse, 
continue until the end to override the better? Evil and good 
run strong in me, haling me both ways. I do not love the one 
thing, I love all. I can conceive great deeds, renunciations, 
martyrdoms; and though I be fallen to such a crime as murder, 
pity is no stranger to my thoughts. I pity the poor; who knows 
their trials better than myself? I pity and help them; I prize 
love, I love honest laughter; there is no good thing nor true 
thing on earth but I love it from my heart. And are my vices 
only to direct my life, and my virtues to lie without effect, 
like some passive lumber of the mind? Not so; good, also, is 
a spring of acts.”

But the visitant raised his finger. “For six-and-thirty years 
that you have been in this world,” said he, “through many 
changes of fortune and varieties of humour, I have watched 
you steadily fall. Fifteen years ago you would have started at 
a theft. Three years back you would have blenched at the 
name of murder. Is there any crime, is there any cruelty or 
meanness, from which you still recoil?—five years from now 
I shall detect you in the fact! Downward, downward, lies 
your way; nor can anything but death avail to stop you.”
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“It is true,” Markheim said huskily, “I have in some degree 
complied with evil. But it is so with all: the very saints, in 
the mere exercise of living, grow less dainty, and take on the 
tone of their surroundings.”

“I will propound to you one simple question,” said the 
other; “and as you answer, I shall read to you your moral 
horoscope. You have grown in many things more lax; possibly 
you do right to be so; and at any account, it is the same with 
all men. But granting that, are you in any one particular, 
however trifling, more difficult to please with your own 
conduct, or do you go in all things with a looser rein?”

“In any one?” repeated Markheim, with an anguish of 
consideration. “No,” he added, with despair, “in none! I have 
gone down in all.”

“Then,” said the visitor, “content yourself with what you 
are, for you will never change; and the words of your part 
on this stage are irrevocably written down.”

Markheim stood for a long while silent, and indeed it was 
the visitor who first broke the silence. “That being so,” he 
said, “shall I show you the money?”

“And grace?” cried Markheim.
“Have you not tried it?” returned the other. “Two or  

three years ago, did I not see you on the platform of revival 
meetings, and was not your voice the loudest in the hymn?”

“It is true,” said Markheim; “and I see clearly what remains 
for me by way of duty. I thank you for these lessons from my 
soul; my eyes are opened, and I behold myself at last for  
what I am.”

At this moment, the sharp note of the door-bell rang 
through the house; and the visitant, as though this were some 
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concerted signal for which he had been waiting, changed at 
once in his demeanour.

“The maid!” he cried. “She has returned, as I forewarned 
you, and there is now before you one more difficult passage. 
Her master, you must say, is ill; you must let her in, with  
an assured but rather serious countenance—no smiles, no 
overacting, and I promise you success! Once the girl within, 
and the door closed, the same dexterity that has already rid 
you of the dealer will relieve you of this last danger in your 
path. Thenceforward you have the whole evening—the whole 
night, if needful—to ransack the treasures of the house and 
to make good your safety. This is help that comes to you 
with the mask of danger. Up!” he cried; “up, friend; your life 
hangs trembling in the scales: up, and act!”

Markheim steadily regarded his counsellor. “If I be 
condemned to evil acts,” he said, “there is still one door of 
freedom open—I can cease from action. If my life be an ill 
thing, I can lay it down. Though I be, as you say truly, at the 
beck of every small temptation, I can yet, by one decisive 
gesture, place myself beyond the reach of all. My love of good 
is damned to barrenness; it may, and let it be! But I have still 
my hatred of evil; and from that, to your galling disappoint-
ment, you shall see that I can draw both energy and courage.”

The features of the visitor began to undergo a wonderful 
and lovely change: they brightened and softened with a tender 
triumph, and, even as they brightened, faded and dislimned. 
But Markheim did not pause to watch or understand the 
transformation. He opened the door and went downstairs 
very slowly, thinking to himself. His past went soberly before 
him; he beheld it as it was, ugly and strenuous like a dream, 
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random as chance-medley—a scene of defeat. Life, as he 
thus reviewed it, tempted him no longer; but on the farther 
side he perceived a quiet haven for his bark. He paused in 
the passage, and looked into the shop, where the candle still 
burned by the dead body. It was strangely silent. Thoughts 
of the dealer swarmed into his mind, as he stood gazing. And 
then the bell once more broke out into impatient clamour.

He confronted the maid upon the threshold with some- 
thing like a smile.

“You had better go for the police,” said he: “I have killed 
your master.” 
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The Body-Snatcher

Every night in the year, four of us sat in the small 
parlour of the George at Debenham—the undertaker, 

and the landlord, and Fettes, and myself. Sometimes there 
would be more; but blow high, blow low, come rain or snow 
or frost, we four would be each planted in his own particular 
armchair. Fettes was an old drunken Scotchman, a man of 
education obviously, and a man of some property, since he 
lived in idleness. He had come to Debenham years ago, while 
still young, and by a mere continuance of living had grown 
to be an adopted townsman. His blue camlet cloak was a 
local antiquity, like the church-spire. His place in the parlour 
at the George, his absence from church, his old, crapulous, 
disreputable vices, were all things of course in Debenham. 
He had some vague Radical opinions and some fleeting 
infidelities, which he would now and again set forth and 
emphasise with tottering slaps upon the table. He drank 
rum—five glasses regularly every evening; and for the  
greater portion of his nightly visit to the George sat, with 
his glass in his right hand, in a state of melancholy alcoholic 
saturation. We called him the Doctor, for he was supposed 
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to have some special knowledge of medicine, and had been 
known, upon a pinch, to set a fracture or reduce a dislocation; 
but beyond these slight particulars, we had no knowledge 
of his character and antecedents.

One dark winter night—it had struck nine some time 
before the landlord joined us—there was a sick man in  
the George, a great neighbouring proprietor suddenly  
struck down with apoplexy on his way to Parliament; and 
the great man’s still greater London doctor had been tele-
graphed to his bedside. It was the first time that such a  
thing had happened in Debenham, for the railway was but  
newly open, and we were all proportionately moved by  
the occurrence.

“He’s come,” said the landlord, after he had filled and 
lighted his pipe.

“He?” said I. “Who?—not the doctor?”
“Himself,” replied our host.
“What is his name?”
“Doctor Macfarlane,” said the landlord.
Fettes was far through his third tumbler, stupidly fuddled, 

now nodding over, now staring mazily around him; but at 
the last word he seemed to awaken, and repeated the name 

“Macfarlane” twice, quietly enough the first time, but with 
sudden emotion at the second.

“Yes,” said the landlord, “that’s his name, Doctor Wolfe 
Macfarlane.”

Fettes became instantly sober; his eyes awoke, his voice 
became clear, loud, and steady, his language forcible and 
earnest. We were all startled by the transformation, as if a 
man had risen from the dead.
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“I beg your pardon,” he said, “I am afraid I have not been 
paying much attention to your talk. Who is this Wolfe 
Macfarlane?” And then, when he had heard the landlord  
out, “It cannot be, it cannot be,” he added; “and yet I would 
like well to see him face to face.”

“Do you know him, Doctor?” asked the undertaker, with 
a gasp.

“God forbid!” was the reply. “And yet the name is a  
strange one; it were too much to fancy two. Tell me, landlord, 
is he old?”

“Well,” said the host, “he’s not a young man, to be sure, 
and his hair is white; but he looks younger than you.”

“He is older, though; years older. But,” with a slap upon 
the table, “it’s the rum you see in my face—rum and sin. This 
man, perhaps, may have an easy conscience and a good 
digestion. Conscience! Hear me speak. You would think I 
was some good, old, decent Christian, would you not? But 
no, not I; I never canted. Voltaire might have canted if he’d 
stood in my shoes; but the brains”—with a rattling fillip on 
his bald head—“the brains were clear and active, and I saw 
and made no deductions.”

“If you know this doctor,” I ventured to remark, after a 
somewhat awful pause, “I should gather that you do not 
share the landlord’s good opinion.”

Fettes paid no regard to me.
“Yes,” he said, with sudden decision, “I must see him face 

to face.”
There was another pause, and then a door was closed 

rather sharply on the first floor, and a step was heard upon 
the stair.
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“That’s the doctor,” cried the landlord. “Look sharp, and 
you can catch him.”

It was but two steps from the small parlour to the door 
of the old George Inn; the wide oak staircase landed almost 
in the street; there was room for a Turkey rug and nothing 
more between the threshold and the last round of the  
descent; but this little space was every evening brilliantly  
lit up, not only by the light upon the stair and the great 
signal-lamp below the sign, but by the warm radiance of 
the bar-room window. The George thus brightly advertised 
itself to passers-by in the cold street. Fettes walked steadily 
to the spot, and we, who were hanging behind, beheld the 
two men meet, as one of them had phrased it, face to face. 
Dr. Macfarlane was alert and vigorous. His white hair set 
off his pale and placid, although energetic, countenance.  
He was richly dressed in the finest of broadcloth and the 
whitest of linen, with a great gold watch-chain, and studs 
and spectacles of the same precious material. He wore a 
broad-folded tie, white and speckled with lilac, and he 
carried on his arm a comfortable driving-coat of fur. There 
was no doubt but he became his years, breathing, as he  
did, of wealth and consideration; and it was a surprising 
contrast to see our parlour sot—bald, dirty, pimpled, and 
robed in his old camlet cloak—confront him at the bottom 
of the stairs.

“Macfarlane!” he said somewhat loudly, more like a herald 
than a friend.

The great doctor pulled up short on the fourth step, as 
though the familiarity of the address surprised and somewhat 
shocked his dignity.
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“Toddy Macfarlane!” repeated Fettes.
The London man almost staggered. He stared for the 

swiftest of seconds at the man before him, glanced behind 
him with a sort of scare, and then in a startled whisper, 

“Fettes!” he said, “you!”
“Ay,” said the other, “me! Did you think I was dead too? 

We are not so easy shut of our acquaintance.”
“Hush, hush!” exclaimed the doctor. “Hush, hush! this 

meeting is so unexpected—I can see you are unmanned. I 
hardly knew you, I confess, at first; but I am overjoyed—
overjoyed to have this opportunity. For the present it must 
be how-d’ye-do and good-bye in one, for my fly is waiting, 
and I must not fail the train; but you shall—let me see—yes—
you shall give me your address, and you can count on early 
news of me. We must do something for you, Fettes. I fear 
you are out at elbows; but we must see to that for auld lang 
syne, as once we sang at suppers.”

“Money!” cried Fettes; “money from you! The money that 
I had from you is lying where I cast it in the rain.”

Dr. Macfarlane had talked himself into some measure  
of superiority and confidence, but the uncommon energy of 
this refusal cast him back into his first confusion.

A horrible, ugly look came and went across his almost 
venerable countenance. “My dear fellow,” he said, “be it as 
you please; my last thought is to offend you. I would intrude 
on none. I will leave you my address, however—”

“I do not wish it—I do not wish to know the roof that 
shelters you,” interrupted the other. “I heard your name; I 
feared it might be you; I wished to know if, after all, there 
were a God; I know now that there is none. Begone!”
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He still stood in the middle of the rug, between the stair 
and doorway; and the great London physician, in order to 
escape, would be forced to step to one side. It was plain that 
he hesitated before the thought of this humiliation. White 
as he was, there was a dangerous glitter in his spectacles;  
but while he still paused uncertain, he became aware that 
the driver of his fly was peering in from the street at this 
unusual scene and caught a glimpse at the same time of our 
little body from the parlour, huddled by the corner of the 
bar. The presence of so many witnesses decided him at once 
to flee. He crouched together, brushing on the wainscot, and 
made a dart like a serpent, striking for the door. But his 
tribulation was not yet entirely at an end, for even as he was 
passing Fettes clutched him by the arm and these words 
came in a whisper, and yet painfully distinct, “Have you  
seen it again?”

The great rich London doctor cried out aloud with a sharp, 
throttling cry; he dashed his questioner across the open 
space, and, with his hands over his head, fled out of the  
door like a detected thief. Before it had occurred to one of 
us to make a movement the fly was already rattling toward 
the station.

The scene was over like a dream, but the dream had  
left proofs and traces of its passage. Next day the servant 
found the fine gold spectacles broken on the threshold,  
and that very night we were all standing breathless by the 
bar-room window, and Fettes at our side, sober, pale, and 
resolute in look.

“God protect us, Mr. Fettes!” said the landlord, coming 
first into possession of his customary senses. “What in the 
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universe is all this? These are strange things you have  
been saying.”

Fettes turned toward us; he looked us each in succession 
in the face. “See if you can hold your tongues,” said he. “That 
man Macfarlane is not safe to cross; those that have done so 
already have repented it too late.”

And then, without so much as finishing his third glass, 
far less waiting for the other two, he bade us good-bye and 
went forth, under the lamp of the hotel, into the black night.

We three turned to our places in the parlour, with the big 
red fire and four clear candles; and as we recapitulated what 
had passed, the first chill of our surprise soon changed into 
a glow of curiosity. We sat late; it was the latest session I  
have known in the old George. Each man, before we parted, 
had his theory that he was bound to prove; and none of  
us had any nearer business in this world than to track out 
the past of our condemned companion, and surprise the 
secret that he shared with the great London doctor. It is no 
great boast, but I believe I was a better hand at worming out 
a story than either of my fellows at the George; and perhaps 
there is now no other man alive who could narrate to you 
the following foul and unnatural events.

In his young days Fettes studied medicine in the schools 
of Edinburgh. He had talent of a kind, the talent that picks 
up swiftly what it hears and readily retails it for its own. He 
worked little at home; but he was civil, attentive, and intel-
ligent in the presence of his masters. They soon picked him 
out as a lad who listened closely and remembered well; nay, 
strange as it seemed to me when I first heard it, he was in 
those days well favoured, and pleased by his exterior. There 
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was, at that period, a certain extra-mural teacher of anatomy, 
whom I shall here designate by the letter K. His name was 
subsequently too well known. The man who bore it skulked 
through the streets of Edinburgh in disguise, while the mob 
that applauded at the execution of Burke called loudly for 
the blood of his employer. But Mr. K—— was then at the top 
of his vogue; he enjoyed a popularity due partly to his own 
talent and address, partly to the incapacity of his rival, the 
university professor. The students, at least, swore by his name, 
and Fettes believed himself, and was believed by others, to 
have laid the foundations of success when he had acquired 
the favour of this meteorically famous man. Mr. K—— was 
a bon vivant as well as an accomplished teacher; he liked a 
sly illusion no less than a careful preparation. In both 
capacities Fettes enjoyed and deserved his notice, and by the 
second year of his attendance he held the half-regular position 
of second demonstrator or sub-assistant in his class.

In this capacity the charge of the theatre and lecture-room 
devolved in particular upon his shoulders. He had to answer 
for the cleanliness of the premises and the conduct of the 
other students, and it was a part of his duty to supply, receive, 
and divide the various subjects. It was with a view to this 
last—at that time very delicate—affair that he was lodged by 
Mr. K—— in the same wynd, and at last in the same building, 
with the dissecting-rooms. Here, after a night of turbulent 
pleasures, his hand still tottering, his sight still misty and 
confused, he would be called out of bed in the black hours 
before the winter dawn by the unclean and desperate inter-
lopers who supplied the table. He would open the door to 
these men, since infamous throughout the land. He would 
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help them with their tragic burden, pay them their sordid 
price, and remain alone, when they were gone, with the 
unfriendly relics of humanity. From such a scene he would 
return to snatch another hour or two of slumber, to repair 
the abuses of the night, and refresh himself for the labours 
of the day.

Few lads could have been more insensible to the impres-
sions of a life thus passed among the ensigns of mortality. 
His mind was closed against all general considerations. He 
was incapable of interest in the fate and fortunes of another, 
the slave of his own desires and low ambitions. Cold, light, 
and selfish in the last resort, he had that modicum of  
prudence, miscalled morality, which keeps a man from 
inconvenient drunkenness or punishable theft. He coveted, 
besides, a measure of consideration from his masters and 
his fellow-pupils, and he had no desire to fail conspicuously 
in the external parts of life. Thus he made it his pleasure  
to gain some distinction in his studies, and day after day 
rendered unimpeachable eye-service to his employer,  
Mr. K——. For his day of work he indemnified himself  
by nights of roaring, blackguardly enjoyment; and when  
that balance had been struck, the organ that he called his 
conscience declared itself content.

The supply of subjects was a continual trouble to him as 
well as to his master. In that large and busy class, the raw 
material of the anatomists kept perpetually running out; and 
the business thus rendered necessary was not only unpleasant 
in itself, but threatened dangerous consequences to all who 
were concerned. It was the policy of Mr. K—— to ask no 
questions in his dealings with the trade. “They bring the 
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body, and we pay the price,” he used to say, dwelling on the 
alliteration—“quid pro quo” And, again, and somewhat 
profanely, “Ask no questions,” he would tell his assistants, 

“for conscience’ sake.” There was no understanding that the 
subjects were provided by the crime of murder. Had that 
idea been broached to him in words, he would have recoiled 
in horror; but the lightness of his speech upon so grave a 
matter was, in itself, an offence against good manners, and 
a temptation to the men with whom he dealt. Fettes, for 
instance, had often remarked to himself upon the singular 
freshness of the bodies. He had been struck again and again 
by the hang-dog, abominable looks of the ruffians who came 
to him before the dawn; and putting things together clearly 
in his private thoughts, he perhaps attributed a meaning too 
immoral and too categorical to the unguarded counsels of 
his master. He understood his duty, in short, to have three 
branches: to take what was brought, to pay the price, and to 
avert the eye from any evidence of crime.

One November morning this policy of silence was put 
sharply to the test. He had been awake all night with a racking 
toothache pacing his room like a caged beast or throwing 
himself in fury on his bed and had fallen at last into that 
profound, uneasy slumber that so often follows on a night 
of pain, when he was awakened by the third or fourth angry 
repetition of the concerted signal. There was a thin, bright 
moonshine; it was bitter cold, windy, and frosty; the town 
had not yet awakened, but an indefinable stir already preluded 
the noise and business of the day. The ghouls had come later 
than usual, and they seemed more than usually eager to be 
gone. Fettes, sick with sleep, lighted them upstairs. He heard 
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their grumbling Irish voices through a dream; and as they 
stripped the sack from their sad merchandise he leaned 
dozing, with his shoulder propped against the wall; he had 
to shake himself to find the men their money. As he did so 
his eyes lighted on the dead face. He started; he took two 
steps nearer, with the candle raised.

“God Almighty!” he cried. “That is Jane Galbraith!”
The men answered nothing, but they shuffled nearer the 

door.
“I know her, I tell you,” he continued. “She was alive  

and hearty yesterday. It’s impossible she can be dead; it’s 
impossible you should have got this body fairly.”

“Sure, sir, you’re mistaken entirely,” said one of the men.
But the other looked Fettes darkly in the eyes, and 

demanded the money on the spot.
It was impossible to misconceive the threat or to exag-

gerate the danger. The lad’s heart failed him. He stammered 
some excuses, counted out the sum, and saw his hateful 
visitors depart. No sooner were they gone than he hastened 
to confirm his doubts. By a dozen unquestionable marks he 
identified the girl he had jested with the day before. He saw, 
with horror, marks upon her body that might well betoken 
violence. A panic seized him, and he took refuge in his room. 
There he reflected at length over the discovery that he had 
made; considered soberly the bearing of Mr. K——’s instruc-
tions and the danger to himself of interference in so serious 
a business, and at last, in sore perplexity, determined to wait 
for the advice of his immediate superior, the class assistant.

This was a young doctor, Wolfe Macfarlane, a high 
favourite among all the reckless students, clever, dissipated, 
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and unscrupulous to the last degree. He had travelled and 
studied abroad. His manners were agreeable and a little 
forward. He was an authority on the stage, skilful on the  
ice or the links with skate or golf-club; he dressed with nice 
audacity, and, to put the finishing touch upon his glory, he 
kept a gig and a strong trotting-horse. With Fettes he was 
on terms of intimacy; indeed, their relative positions called 
for some community of life; and when subjects were scarce 
the pair would drive far into the country in Macfarlane’s gig, 
visit and desecrate some lonely graveyard, and return before 
dawn with their booty to the door of the dissecting-room.

On that particular morning Macfarlane arrived somewhat 
earlier than his wont. Fettes heard him, and met him on the 
stairs, told him his story, and showed him the cause of his 
alarm. Macfarlane examined the marks on her body.

“Yes,” he said with a nod, “it looks fishy.”
“Well, what should I do?” asked Fettes.
“Do?” repeated the other. “Do you want to do anything? 

Least said soonest mended, I should say.”
“Some one else might recognise her,” objected Fettes. “She 

was as well known as the Castle Rock.”
“We’ll hope not,” said Macfarlane, “and if anybody does—

well, you didn’t, don’t you see, and there’s an end. The fact 
is, this has been going on too long. Stir up the mud, and 
you’ll get K—— into the most unholy trouble; you’ll be in a 
shocking box yourself. So will I, if you come to that. I should 
like to know how any one of us would look, or what the devil 
we should have to say for ourselves, in any Christian witness- 
box. For me, you know, there’s one thing certain—that,  
practically speaking, all our subjects have been murdered.”
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“Macfarlane!” cried Fettes.
“Come now!” sneered the other. “As if you hadn’t suspected 

it yourself!”
“Suspecting is one thing—”
“And proof another. Yes, I know; and I’m as sorry as you 

are this should have come here,” tapping the body with his 
cane. “The next best thing for me is not to recognise it; and,” 
he added coolly, “I don’t. You may, if you please. I don’t dictate, 
but I think a man of the world would do as I do; and I may 
add, I fancy that is what K—— would look for at our hands. 
The question is, Why did he choose us two for his assistants? 
And I answer, because he didn’t want old wives.”

This was the tone of all others to affect the mind of a lad 
like Fettes. He agreed to imitate Macfarlane. The body of the 
unfortunate girl was duly dissected, and no one remarked 
or appeared to recognise her.

One afternoon, when his day’s work was over, Fettes 
dropped into a popular tavern and found Macfarlane sitting 
with a stranger. This was a small man, very pale and dark, 
with coal-black eyes. The cut of his features gave a promise 
of intellect and refinement which was but feebly realised in 
his manners, for he proved, upon a nearer acquaintance, 
coarse, vulgar, and stupid. He exercised, however, a very 
remarkable control over Macfarlane; issued orders like the 
Great Bashaw; became inflamed at the least discussion or 
delay, and commented rudely on the servility with which he 
was obeyed. This most offensive person took a fancy to  
Fettes on the spot, plied him with drinks, and honoured him 
with unusual confidences on his past career. If a tenth part 
of what he confessed were true, he was a very loathsome 
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rogue; and the lad’s vanity was tickled by the attention of so 
experienced a man.

“I’m a pretty bad fellow myself,” the stranger remarked, 
“but Macfarlane is the boy—Toddy Macfarlane I call him. 
Toddy, order your friend another glass.” Or it might be, 

“Toddy, you jump up and shut the door.” “Toddy hates me,” 
he said again. “Oh yes, Toddy, you do!”

“Don’t you call me that confounded name,” growled 
Macfarlane.

“Hear him! Did you ever see the lads play knife? He would 
like to do that all over my body,” remarked the stranger.

“We medicals have a better way than that,” said Fettes. 
“When we dislike a dead friend of ours, we dissect him.”

Macfarlane looked up sharply, as though this jest were 
scarcely to his mind.

The afternoon passed. Gray, for that was the stranger’s 
name, invited Fettes to join them at dinner, ordered a feast 
so sumptuous that the tavern was thrown into commotion, 
and when all was done commanded Macfarlane to settle  
the bill. It was late before they separated; the man Gray  
was incapably drunk. Macfarlane, sobered by his fury,  
chewed the cud of the money he had been forced to squander 
and the slights he had been obliged to swallow. Fettes, with 
various liquors singing in his head, returned home with 
devious footsteps and a mind entirely in abeyance. Next day 
Macfarlane was absent from the class, and Fettes smiled to 
himself as he imagined him still squiring the intolerable 
Gray from tavern to tavern. As soon as the hour of liberty 
had struck, he posted from place to place in quest of his last 
night’s companions. He could find them, however, nowhere; 
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so returned early to his rooms, went early to bed, and slept 
the sleep of the just.

At four in the morning he was awakened by the well- 
known signal. Descending to the door, he was filled with 
astonishment to find Macfarlane with his gig, and in the gig 
one of those long and ghastly packages with which he was 
so well acquainted.

“What?” he cried. “Have you been out alone? How did 
you manage?”

But Macfarlane silenced him roughly, bidding him turn 
to business. When they had got the body upstairs and laid 
it on the table, Macfarlane made at first as if he were going 
away. Then he paused and seemed to hesitate; and then,  

“You had better look at the face,” said he, in tones of some 
constraint. “You had better,” he repeated, as Fettes only stared 
at him in wonder.

“But where, and how, and when did you come by it?” cried 
the other.

“Look at the face,” was the only answer.
Fettes was staggered; strange doubts assailed him. He 

looked from the young doctor to the body, and then back 
again. At last, with a start, he did as he was bidden. He had 
almost expected the sight that met his eyes, and yet the shock 
was cruel. To see, fixed in the rigidity of death and naked on 
that coarse layer of sackcloth, the man whom he had left well 
clad and full of meat and sin upon the threshold of a tavern, 
awoke, even in the thoughtless Fettes, some of the terrors of 
the conscience. It was a cras tibi which re-echoed in his soul, 
that two whom he had known should have come to lie upon 
these icy tables. Yet these were only secondary thoughts. His 
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first concern regarded Wolfe. Unprepared for a challenge so 
momentous, he knew not how to look his comrade in the 
face. He durst not meet his eye, and he had neither words 
nor voice at his command.

It was Macfarlane himself who made the first advance. 
He came up quietly behind and laid his hand gently but 
firmly on the other’s shoulder.

“Richardson,” said he, “may have the head.”
Now, Richardson was a student who had long been anxious 

for that portion of the human subject to dissect. There was 
no answer, and the murderer resumed: “Talking of business, 
you must pay me; your accounts, you see, must tally.”

Fettes found a voice, the ghost of his own: “Pay you!” he 
cried. “Pay you for that?”

“Why, yes, of course you must. By all means and on every 
possible account, you must, “returned the other. “I dare not 
give it for nothing, you dare not take it for nothing; it would 
compromise us both. This is another case like Jane Galbraith’s. 
The more things are wrong, the more we must act as if all 
were right. Where does old K—— keep his money?”

“There,” answered Fettes hoarsely, pointing to a cupboard 
in the corner.

“Give me the key, then,” said the other calmly, holding out 
his hand.

There was an instant’s hesitation, and the die was cast. 
Macfarlane could not suppress a nervous twitch, the infinit- 
esimal mark of an immense relief, as he felt the key between 
his fingers. He opened the cupboard, brought out pen and 
ink and a paper-book that stood in one compartment,  
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and separated from the funds in a drawer a sum suitable to 
the occasion.

“Now, look here,” he said, “there is the payment made—first 
proof of your good faith: first step to your security. You have 
now to clinch it by a second. Enter the payment in your book, 
and then you for your part may defy the devil.”

The next few seconds were for Fettes an agony of thought; 
but in balancing his terrors it was the most immediate that 
triumphed. Any future difficulty seemed almost welcome if 
he could avoid a present quarrel with Macfarlane. He set 
down the candle which he had been carrying all this time, 
and with a steady hand entered the date, the nature, and the 
amount of the transaction.

“And now,” said Macfarlane, “it’s only fair that you should 
pocket the lucre. I’ve had my share already. By-the-bye, when 
a man of the world falls into a bit of luck, has a few shillings 
extra in his pocket—I’m ashamed to speak of it, but there’s 
a rule of conduct in the case. No treating, no purchase of 
expensive class-books, no squaring of old debts; borrow, 
don’t lend.”

“Macfarlane,” began Fettes, still somewhat hoarsely, “I  
have put my neck in a halter to oblige you.”

“To oblige me?” cried Wolfe. “Oh, come! You did, as  
near as I can see the matter, what you downright had to do 
in self-defence. Suppose I got into trouble, where would  
you be? This second little matter flows clearly from the  
first. Mr. Gray is the continuation of Miss Galbraith. You 
can’t begin and then stop. If you begin, you must keep on 
beginning; that’s the truth. No rest for the wicked.”
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A horrible sense of blackness and the treachery of fate 
seized hold upon the soul of the unhappy student.

“My God!” he cried, “but what have I done? and when did 
I begin? To be made a class assistant—in the name of reason, 
where’s the harm in that? Service wanted the position; Service 
might have got it. Would he have been where I am now?”

“My dear fellow,” said Macfarlane, “what a boy you are! 
What harm has come to you? What harm can come to you 
if you hold your tongue? Why, man, do you know what this 
life is? There are two squads of us—the lions and the lambs. 
If you’re a lamb, you’ll come to lie upon these tables like Gray 
or Jane Galbraith; if you’re a lion, you’ll live and drive a  
horse like me, like K——, like all the world with any wit or 
courage. You’re staggered at the first. But look at K——! My 
dear fellow, you’re clever, you have pluck. I like you, and 
K—— likes you. You were born to lead the hunt; and I tell 
you, on my honour and my experience of life, three days 
from now you’ll laugh at all these scarecrows like a High 
School boy at a farce.”

And with that Macfarlane took his departure and drove 
off up the wynd in his gig to get under cover before daylight. 
Fettes was thus left alone with his regrets. He saw the 
miserable peril in which he stood involved. He saw, with 
inexpressible dismay, that there was no limit to his weakness, 
and that, from concession to concession, he had fallen from 
the arbiter of Macfarlane’s destiny to his paid and helpless 
accomplice. He would have given the world to have been a 
little braver at the time, but it did not occur to him that he 
might still be brave. The secret of Jane Galbraith and the 
cursed entry in the day-book closed his mouth.
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Hours passed; the class began to arrive; the members of 
the unhappy Gray were dealt out to one and to another,  
and received without remark. Richardson was made happy 
with the head; and before the hour of freedom rang, Fettes 
trembled with exultation to perceive how far they had already 
gone toward safety.

For two days he continued to watch, with increasing joy, 
the dreadful process of disguise.

On the third day Macfarlane made his appearance. He 
had been ill, he said; but he made up for lost time by the 
energy with which he directed the students. To Richardson 
in particular he extended the most valuable assistance and 
advice, and that student, encouraged by the praise of the 
demonstrator, burned high with ambitious hopes, and saw 
the medal already in his grasp.

Before the week was out Macfarlane’s prophecy had been 
fulfilled. Fettes had outlived his terrors and had forgotten 
his baseness. He began to plume himself upon his courage, 
and had so arranged the story in his mind that he could  
look back on these events with an unhealthy pride. Of his 
accomplice he saw but little. They met, of course, in the 
business of the class; they received their orders together from 
Mr. K——. At times they had a word or two in private, and 
Macfarlane was from first to last particularly kind and  
jovial. But it was plain that he avoided any reference to their 
common secret; and even when Fettes whispered to him  
that he had cast in his lot with the lions and forsworn the 
lambs, he only signed to him smilingly to hold his peace.

At length an occasion arose which threw the pair once 
more into a closer union. Mr. K—— was again short of 
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subjects; pupils were eager, and it was a part of this teacher’s 
pretensions to be always well supplied. At the same time 
there came the news of a burial in the rustic graveyard of 
Glencorse. Time has little changed the place in question.  
It stood then, as now, upon a cross-road, out of call of human 
habitations, and buried fathom deep in the foliage of six 
cedar trees. The cries of the sheep upon the neighbouring 
hills, the streamlets upon either hand, one loudly singing 
among pebbles, the other dripping furtively from pond  
to pond, the stir of the wind in mountainous old flower- 
ing chestnuts, and once in seven days the voice of the bell 
and the old tunes of the precentor, were the only sounds 
that disturbed the silence around the rural church. The 
Resurrection Man—to use a byname of the period—was 
not to be deterred by any of the sanctities of customary  
piety. It was part of his trade to despise and desecrate the 
scrolls and trumpets of old tombs, the paths worn by the 
feet of worshippers and mourners, and the offerings and 
the inscriptions of bereaved affection. To rustic neighbour-
hoods, where love is more than commonly tenacious, and 
where some bonds of blood or fellowship unite the entire 
society of a parish, the body-snatcher, far from being  
repelled by natural respect, was attracted by the ease and 
safety of the task. To bodies that had been laid in earth,  
in joyful expectation of a far different awakening, there  
came that hasty, lamp-lit, terror-haunted resurrection  
of the spade and mattock. The coffin was forced, the  
cerements torn, and the melancholy relics, clad in sackcloth, 
after being rattled for hours on moonless byways, were at  
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length exposed to uttermost indignities before a class of 
gaping boys.

Somewhat as two vultures may swoop upon a dying lamb, 
Fettes and Macfarlane were to be let loose upon a grave in 
that green and quiet resting-place. The wife of a farmer, a 
woman who had lived for sixty years, and been known for 
nothing but good butter and a godly conversation, was to 
be rooted from her grave at midnight and carried, dead and 
naked, to that far-away city that she had always honoured 
with her Sunday’s best; the place beside her family was to  
be empty till the crack of doom; her innocent and almost 
venerable members to be exposed to that last curiosity of 
the anatomist.

Late one afternoon the pair set forth, well wrapped in 
cloaks and furnished with a formidable bottle. It rained 
without remission—a cold, dense, lashing rain. Now and 
again there blew a puff of wind, but these sheets of falling 
water kept it down. Bottle and all, it was a sad and silent 
drive as far as Penicuik, where they were to spend the evening. 
They stopped once, to hide their implements in a thick bush 
not far from the churchyard, and once again at the Fisher’s 
Tryst, to have a toast before the kitchen fire and vary their 
nips of whisky with a glass of ale. When they reached their 
journey’s end the gig was housed, the horse was fed and 
comforted, and the two young doctors in a private room sat 
down to the best dinner and the best wine the house afforded. 
The lights, the fire, the beating rain upon the window, the 
cold, incongruous work that lay before them, added zest to 
their enjoyment of the meal. With every glass their cordiality 
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increased. Soon Macfarlane handed a little pile of gold to 
his companion.

“A compliment,” he said. “Between friends these little 
d——d accommodations ought to fly like pipe-lights.”

Fettes pocketed the money, and applauded the sentiment 
to the echo. “You are a philosopher,” he cried. “I was an ass 
till I knew you. You and K—— between you, by the Lord 
Harry! but you’ll make a man of me.”

“Of course we shall,” applauded Macfarlane. “A man? I tell 
you, it required a man to back me up the other morning. 
There are some big, brawling, forty-year-old cowards who 
would have turned sick at the look of the d——d thing; but 
not you—you kept your head. I watched you.”

“Well, and why not?” Fettes thus vaunted himself. “It was 
no affair of mine. There was nothing to gain on the one side 
but disturbance, and on the other I could count on your 
gratitude, don’t you see?” And he slapped his pocket till the 
gold pieces rang.

Macfarlane somehow felt a certain touch of alarm at  
these unpleasant words. He may have regretted that he had 
taught his young companion so successfully, but he had no 
time to interfere, for the other noisily continued in this 
boastful strain:

“The great thing is not to be afraid. Now, between you  
and me, I don’t want to hang—that’s practical; but for  
all cant, Macfarlane, I was born with a contempt. Hell,  
God, Devil, right, wrong, sin, crime, and all the old gallery 
of curiosities—they may frighten boys, but men of the  
world, like you and me, despise them. Here’s to the memory 
of Gray!”
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It was by this time growing somewhat late. The gig, 
according to order, was brought round to the door with both 
lamps brightly shining, and the young men had to pay their 
bill and take the road. They announced that they were bound 
for Peebles, and drove in that direction till they were clear 
of the last houses of the town; then, extinguishing the lamps, 
returned upon their course, and followed a by-road toward 
Glencorse. There was no sound but that of their own passage, 
and the incessant, strident pouring of the rain. It was pitch 
dark; here and there a white gate or a white stone in the wall 
guided them for a short space across the night; but for the 
most part it was at a foot pace, and almost groping, that they 
picked their way through that resonant blackness to their 
solemn and isolated destination. In the sunken woods that 
traverse the neighbourhood of the burying-ground the last 
glimmer failed them, and it became necessary to kindle a 
match and re-illumine one of the lanterns of the gig. Thus, 
under the dripping trees, and environed by huge and moving 
shadows, they reached the scene of their unhallowed labours.

They were both experienced in such affairs, and powerful 
with the spade; and they had scarce been twenty minutes at 
their task before they were rewarded by a dull rattle on the 
coffin lid. At the same moment Macfarlane, having hurt his 
hand upon a stone, flung it carelessly above his head. The 
grave, in which they now stood almost to the shoulders, was 
close to the edge of the plateau of the graveyard; and the gig 
lamp had been propped, the better to illuminate their labours, 
against a tree, and on the immediate verge of the steep bank 
descending to the stream. Chance had taken a sure aim with 
the stone. Then came a clang of broken glass; night fell upon 
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them; sounds alternately dull and ringing announced the 
bounding of the lantern down the bank, and its occasional 
collision with the trees. A stone or two, which it had dislodged 
in its descent, rattled behind it into the profundities of the 
glen; and then silence, like night, resumed its sway; and they 
might bend their hearing to its utmost pitch, but naught was 
to be heard except the rain, now marching to the wind, now 
steadily falling over miles of open country.

They were so nearly at an end of their abhorred task that 
they judged it wisest to complete it in the dark. The coffin 
was exhumed and broken open; the body inserted in the 
dripping sack and carried between them to the gig; one 
mounted to keep it in its place, and the other, taking the 
horse by the mouth, groped along by wall and bush until 
they reached the wider road by the Fisher’s Tryst. Here was 
a faint, diffused radiancy, which they hailed like daylight; by 
that they pushed the horse to a good pace and began to rattle 
along merrily in the direction of the town.

They had both been wetted to the skin during their 
operations, and now, as the gig jumped among the deep ruts, 
the thing that stood propped between them fell now upon 
one and now upon the other. At every repetition of the horrid 
contact each instinctively repelled it with the greater haste; 
and the process, natural although it was, began to tell upon 
the nerves of the companions. Macfarlane made some ill- 
favoured jest about the farmer’s wife, but it came hollowly 
from his lips, and was allowed to drop in silence. Still their 
unnatural burden bumped from side to side; and now the 
head would be laid, as if in confidence, upon their shoulders, 
and now the drenching sackcloth would flap icily about their 
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faces. A creeping chill began to possess the soul of Fettes. 
He peered at the bundle, and it seemed somehow larger than 
at first. All over the country-side, and from every degree of 
distance, the farm dogs accompanied their passage with 
tragic ululations; and it grew and grew upon his mind that 
some unnatural miracle had been accomplished, that some 
nameless change had befallen the dead body, and that it was 
in fear of their unholy burden that the dogs were howling.

“For God’s sake,” said he, making a great effort to arrive 
at speech, “for God’s sake, let’s have a light!”

Seemingly Macfarlane was affected in the same direction; 
for, though he made no reply, he stopped the horse, passed 
the reins to his companion, got down, and proceeded to 
kindle the remaining lamp. They had by that time got no 
farther than the cross-road down to Auchendinny. The rain 
still poured as though the deluge were returning, and it was 
no easy matter to make a light in such a world of wet and 
darkness. When at last the flickering blue flame had been 
transferred to the wick and began to expand and clarify, and 
shed a wide circle of misty brightness round the gig, it became 
possible for the two young men to see each other and the 
thing they had along with them. The rain had moulded  
the rough sacking to the outlines of the body underneath; the 
head was distinct from the trunk, the shoulders plainly 
modelled; something at once spectral and human riveted 
their eyes upon the ghastly comrade of their drive.

For some time Macfarlane stood motionless, holding up 
the lamp. A nameless dread was swathed, like a wet sheet, 
about the body, and tightened the white skin upon the face 
of Fettes; a fear that was meaningless, a horror of what could 
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not be, kept mounting to his brain. Another beat of the watch, 
and he had spoken. But his comrade forestalled him.

“That is not a woman,” said Macfarlane, in a hushed voice.
“It was a woman when we put her in,” whispered Fettes.
“Hold that lamp,” said the other. “I must see her face.”
And as Fettes took the lamp his companion untied  

the fastenings of the sack and drew down the cover from the 
head. The light fell very clear upon the dark, well-moulded 
features and smooth-shaven cheeks of a too familiar coun-
tenance, often beheld in dreams of both of these young  
men. A wild yell rang up into the night; each leaped from 
his own side into the roadway: the lamp fell, broke, and  
was extinguished; and the horse, terrified by this unusual 
commotion, bounded and went off toward Edinburgh at  
a gallop, bearing along with it, sole occupant of the gig,  
the body of the dead and long-dissected Gray.
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Notes
A Lodging for the Night

p. 1 Francis Villon – François Villon (1431–1463) was the most significant 
French poet of his period. The elegance of his writing forms a distinct 
contrast to his dissipated behaviour: he was frequently jailed during 
the course of his short life. Stevenson wrote a short study, “François 
Villon, Student, Poet, and Housebreaker”, included in Familiar Studies 
of Men and Books, which examines the writer and his work. 

p. 5 Or do you think yourself another Elias—and they’ll send the coach 
for you? – Elias is the archaic English form of Elijah. Villon is here 
making an ironic allusion to an episode in the Biblical Book of Kings 
in which a flaming chariot transports the prophet to heaven as a 
reward for his exceptional holiness: see ii Kings 2. 11.

 hominibus impossibile – from “Quod hominibus, inquit, impossibile 
est, Deo facile est”, a phrase in the epistles of St Augustine, which 
in turn is an adaptation of a phrase in the Gospels (see Matthew 
19. 26): “With men this is impossible; but with God all things are 
possible.”

p. 14 wolves might take it into their heads to enter Paris again – a reference 
to the events of the harsh winter of 1450, where a large pack of wolves 
were driven by starvation into the environs of Paris. According to 
legend, forty Parisians were devoured before the pack was trapped 
on the Île de la Cité and stoned to death. 

p. 24 Cui Deus fæminam tradit – Villon’s Latin is somewhat shaky here, 
but the sense is “which is why God bequeathed woman”, an allusion 
to Genesis 2. 18: “Then the Lord God said, It is not good that the 
man should be alone; I will make him an help meet for him.” 
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Markheim

p. 34 Time was that when the brains were out – a quotation from Macbeth, 
Act iii Scene 4, where Macbeth responds to the appearance of 
Banquo’s ghost with:

the times have been,
That, when the brains were out, the man would die,
And there an end; but now they rise again [. . .]

Markheim is recognising his similarity to the conscience-stricken 
murderer of Shakespeare’s play.

p. 38 Brownrigg with her apprentice; the Mannings with their murdered 
guest; Weare in the death-grip of Thurtell; and a score besides of 
famous crimes – these examples of violent crimes are taken from 
The Newgate Calendar, a compilation of accounts of real offences 
which was extremely popular in the nineteenth century. Despite its 
lurid content and sensationalist style, it was commonly seen as 

“improving” literature in Victorian households. Stevenson requested 
a copy be sent to him while living in France in 1882.

p. 39 as the horologist, with interjected finger, arrests the beating of the  
clock – This phrase was to become notorious after the Irish realist 
novelist George Moore described it in the Daily Chronicle of 24 
April 1897 as being the essence of Stevenson. Moore describes  
the “interjected finger” as “point[ing] the way” to the realisation  
that Stevenson’s “whole art consisted in substituting rare words and 
new turns of phrase for old and familiar epithets and locutions”.  
In the same article, Moore also remarked that Stevenson “invented 
no story that anyone will remember”.

The Body-Snatcher

p. 60 a certain extra-mural teacher of anatomy, whom I shall here designate 
by the letter K – the plot of “The Body-Snatcher” is closely based 
on the case of Burke and Hare. Burke and Hare were “Resurrection 
Men” (see p. 72) or “body snatchers”, a class of criminal who engaged 
in the illegal trade of corpses to medical schools. Burke and Hare 
went from exhuming the dead to murder in order to supply bodies 
to the Royal College of Surgeons. The “K——” of Stevenson’s story 
is clearly Dr Robert Knox (1793–1862), the anatomist who purchased 
the bodies from Burke and Hare. Knox claimed to be ignorant  
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of the origin of the bodies he purchased, but his association with 
the notorious case ruined his reputation in Edinburgh. He reloc- 
ated to London, however, and in his later career became a noted 
ethnologist and gained many new supporters – hence Stevenson’s 
reluctance to name him outright.

p. 63 “God Almighty!” he cried  “That is Jane Galbraith!” – This episode 
closely recalls two separate incidents during the course of the Burke 
and Hare murders in which medical students recognised the victim 
who had been brought to them. The first instance, where a student 
recognised a woman called Mary Paterson, had no immediate 
consequences, but in the second case several students recognised 
James Wilson as a well-known local figure: the suspicions aroused 
led directly to the exposure of the crimes.

p. 65 issued orders like the Great Bashaw – otherwise “pasha”, a high-
ranking dignitary or leader in the Ottoman Empire. Figuratively, 

“to play the pasha” refers to a high-handed expectation of deferential 
and indulgent treatment.

p. 67 It was a cras tibi which re-echoed in his soul – shortened from hodie 
mihi, cras tibi, an inscription often found on gravestones, and with 
the sense of “today it is me, tomorrow it shall be you”. Thus, a cras 
tibi is a reminder of one’s own mortality.

p. 72 the rustic graveyard of Glencorse – Glencorse is a village some seven 
miles south of Edinburgh; the choice of a rural burial ground as 
offering “ease and safety” reflects the fact that in the period the 
graveyards of Edinburgh were increasingly being put under guard 
at nights. Urban burials were also more likely to make use of the 
protection known as the mortsafe: an iron cage or casket designed 
to prevent the exhumation of a body. A remarkable example of  
one of these, doubtless known to Stevenson, can be seen at Colinton 
Parish Church, where the writer’s grandfather was the minister.

 precentor – in the Presbyterianism of the period, the precentor led 
the congregation in the a Capella singing of hymns or psalms.








