


The Anthology of Ghost
Stories of M. R. James

(tales of horror and mystery):

The Mezzotint, The Stalls of
Barchester, The Ash Tree,

Number 13, Count Magnus, A
Warning to the Curious and

others



The Collected Ghost Stories of M. R. James is an omnibus collection of ghost
stories.

Many of these stories are time-tested classics.
Montague Rhodes James is best remembered for his ghost stories, which

some consider among the best in the genre. He redefined the ghost story for the
new century by abandoning many of the formal Gothic clichés of his
predecessors and using more realistic contemporary settings.

However, his protagonists and plots tend to reflect his own antiquarian
interests. Accordingly, he is known as the originator of the "antiquarian ghost
story".

H. P. Lovecraft was an admirer of James's work, extolling the stories as the
peak of the ghost story form in his essay "Supernatural Horror in Literature".

 
CANON ALBERIC’S SCRAP-BOOK
LOST HEARTS
THE MEZZOTINT
THE ASH-TREE
NUMBER 13
COUNT MAGNUS
THE TREASURE OF ABBOT THOMAS
A SCHOOL STORY
THE ROSE GARDEN
THE STALLS OF BARCHESTER CATHEDRAL
THE DIARY OF MR. POYNTER
AN EPISODE OF CATHEDRAL HISTORY
THE STORY OF A DISAPPEARANCE AND AN APPEARANCE
AN EVENING’S ENTERTAINMENT
A WARNING TO THE CURIOUS
A NEIGHBOUR’S LANDMARK
THE UNCOMMON PRAYER-BOOK
THE HAUNTED DOLLS’ HOUSE
WAILING WELL
THERE WAS A MAN DWELT BY A CHURCHYARD
RATS
AFTER DARK IN THE PLAYING FIELDS
THE EXPERIMENT
THE MALICE OF INANIMATE OBJECTS
A VIGNETTE



TABLE OF CONTENTS
CANON ALBERIC’S SCRAP-BOOK
LOST HEARTS
THE MEZZOTINT
THE ASH-TREE
NUMBER 13
COUNT MAGNUS
THE TREASURE OF ABBOT THOMAS
A SCHOOL STORY
THE ROSE GARDEN
THE STALLS OF BARCHESTER CATHEDRAL
THE DIARY OF MR. POYNTER
AN EPISODE OF CATHEDRAL HISTORY
THE STORY OF A DISAPPEARANCE AND AN APPEARANCE
AN EVENING’S ENTERTAINMENT
A WARNING TO THE CURIOUS
A NEIGHBOUR’S LANDMARK
THE UNCOMMON PRAYER-BOOK
THE HAUNTED DOLLS’ HOUSE
WAILING WELL
THERE WAS A MAN DWELT BY A CHURCHYARD
RATS
AFTER DARK IN THE PLAYING FIELDS
THE EXPERIMENT
THE MALICE OF INANIMATE OBJECTS
A VIGNETTE



CANON ALBERIC’S SCRAP-
BOOK

ST. BERTRAND DE COMMINGES is a decayed town on the
spurs of the Pyrenees, not very far from Toulouse, and still
nearer to Bagnères-de-Luchon. It was the site of a bishopric
until the Revolution, and has a cathedral which is visited by
a certain number of tourists. In the spring of 1883 an
Englishman arrived at this old-world place—I can hardly
dignify it with the name of city, for there are not a thousand
inhabitants. He was a Cambridge man, who had come
specially from Toulouse to see St. Bertrand’s Church, and
had left two friends, who were less keen archæologists than
himself, in their hotel at Toulouse, under promise to join him
on the following morning. Half an hour at the church would
satisfy them, and all three could then pursue their journey in
the direction of Auch. But our Englishman had come early
on the day in question, and proposed to himself to fill a
notebook and to use several dozens of plates in the process
of describing and photographing every corner of the
wonderful church that dominates the little hill of
Comminges. In order to carry out this design satisfactorily, it
was necessary to monopolize the verger of the church for
the day. The verger or sacristan (I prefer the latter
appellation, inaccurate as it may be) was accordingly sent
for by the somewhat brusque lady who keeps the inn of the
Chapeau Rouge; and when he came, the Englishman found
him an unexpectedly interesting object of study. It was not
in the personal appearance of the little, dry, wizened old
man that the interest lay, for he was precisely like dozens of
other church-guardians in France, but in a curious furtive, or
rather hunted and oppressed, air which he had. He was
perpetually half glancing behind him; the muscles of his



back and shoulders seemed to be hunched in a continual
nervous contraction, as if he were expecting every moment
to find himself in the clutch of an enemy. The Englishman
hardly knew whether to put him down as a man haunted by
a fixed delusion, or as one oppressed by a guilty conscience,
or as an unbearably henpecked husband. The probabilities,
when reckoned up, certainly pointed to the last idea; but,
still, the impression conveyed was that of a more formidable
persecutor even than a termagant wife.

However, the Englishman (let us call him Dennistoun)
was soon too deep in his notebook and too busy with his
camera to give more than an occasional glance to the
sacristan. Whenever he did look at him, he found him at no
great distance, either huddling himself back against the wall
or crouching in one of the gorgeous stalls. Dennistoun
became rather fidgety after a time. Mingled suspicions that
he was keeping the old man from his déjeuner, that he was
regarded as likely to make away with St. Bertrand’s ivory
crozier, or with the dusty stuffed crocodile that hangs over
the font, began to torment him.

‘Won’t you go home?’ he said at last; ‘I’m quite well able
to finish my notes alone; you can lock me in if you like. I
shall want at least two hours more here, and it must be cold
for you, isn’t it?’

‘Good heavens!’ said the little man, whom the
suggestion seemed to throw into a state of unaccountable
terror, ‘such a thing cannot be thought of for a moment.
Leave monsieur alone in the church? No, no; two hours,
three hours, all will be the same to me. I have breakfasted, I
am not at all cold, with many thanks to monsieur.’

‘Very well, my little man,’ quoth Dennistoun to himself:
‘you have been warned, and you must take the
consequences.’

Before the expiration of the two hours, the stalls, the
enormous dilapidated organ, the choir-screen of Bishop John
de Mauléon, the remnants of glass and tapestry, and the



objects in the treasure-chamber, had been well and truly
examined; the sacristan still keeping at Dennistoun’s heels,
and every now and then whipping round as if he had been
stung, when one or other of the strange noises that trouble
a large empty building fell on his ear. Curious noises they
were sometimes.

‘Once,’ Dennistoun said to me, ‘I could have sworn I
heard a thin metallic voice laughing high up in the tower. I
darted an inquiring glance at my sacristan. He was white to
the lips. “It is he—that is—it is no one; the door is locked,”
was all he said, and we looked at each other for a full
minute.’

Another little incident puzzled Dennistoun a good deal.
He was examining a large dark picture that hangs behind
the altar, one of a series illustrating the miracles of St.
Bertrand. The composition of the picture is wellnigh
indecipherable, but there is a Latin legend below, which
runs thus:

‘Qualiter S. Bertrandus liberavit hominem quem diabolus
diu volebat strangulare.’ (How St. Bertrand delivered a man
whom the Devil long sought to strangle.)

Dennistoun was turning to the sacristan with a smile and
a jocular remark of some sort on his lips, but he was
confounded to see the old man on his knees, gazing at the
picture with the eye of a suppliant in agony, his hands
tightly clasped, and a rain of tears on his cheeks.
Dennistoun naturally pretended to have noticed nothing, but
the question would not [go] away from him, ‘Why should a
daub of this kind affect anyone so strongly?’ He seemed to
himself to be getting some sort of clue to the reason of the
strange look that had been puzzling him all the day: the
man must be a monomaniac; but what was his monomania?

It was nearly five o’clock; the short day was drawing in,
and the church began to fill with shadows, while the curious
noises—the muffled footfalls and distant talking voices that
had been perceptible all day—seemed, no doubt because of



the fading light and the consequently quickened sense of
hearing, to become more frequent and insistent.

 

 
The sacristan began for the first time to show signs of

hurry and impatience. He heaved a sigh of relief when
camera and notebook were finally packed up and stowed
away, and hurriedly beckoned Dennistoun to the western
door of the church, under the tower. It was time to ring the
Angelus. A few pulls at the reluctant rope, and the great bell
Bertrande, high in the tower, began to speak, and swung
her voice up among the pines and down to the valleys, loud
with mountain-streams, calling the dwellers on those lonely
hills to remember and repeat the salutation of the angel to
her whom he called Blessed among women. With that a
profound quiet seemed to fall for the first time that day
upon the little town, and Dennistoun and the sacristan went
out of the church.

On the doorstep they fell into conversation.
‘Monsieur seemed to interest himself in the old choir-

books in the sacristy.’



‘Undoubtedly. I was going to ask you if there were a
library in the town.’

‘No, monsieur; perhaps there used to be one belonging
to the Chapter, but it is now such a small place——’ Here
came a strange pause of irresolution, as it seemed; then,
with a sort of plunge, he went on: ‘But if monsieur is
amateur des vieux livres, I have at home something that
might interest him. It is not a hundred yards.’

At once all Dennistoun’s cherished dreams of finding
priceless manuscripts in untrodden corners of France
flashed up, to die down again the next moment. It was
probably a stupid missal of Plantin’s printing, about 1580.
Where was the likelihood that a place so near Toulouse
would not have been ransacked long ago by collectors?
However, it would be foolish not to go; he would reproach
himself for ever after if he refused. So they set off. On the
way the curious irresolution and sudden determination of
the sacristan recurred to Dennistoun, and he wondered in a
shamefaced way whether he was being decoyed into some
purlieu to be made away with as a supposed rich
Englishman. He contrived, therefore, to begin talking with
his guide, and to drag in, in a rather clumsy fashion, the fact
that he expected two friends to join him early the next
morning. To his surprise, the announcement seemed to
relieve the sacristan at once of some of the anxiety that
oppressed him.

‘That is well,’ he said quite brightly—‘that is very well.
Monsieur will travel in company with his friends; they will be
always near him. It is a good thing to travel thus in company
—sometimes.’

The last word appeared to be added as an afterthought,
and to bring with it a relapse into gloom for the poor little
man.

They were soon at the house, which was one rather
larger than its neighbours, stone-built, with a shield carved
over the door, the shield of Alberic de Mauléon, a collateral



descendant, Dennistoun tells me, of Bishop John de
Mauléon. This Alberic was a Canon of Comminges from 1680
to 1701. The upper windows of the mansion were boarded
up, and the whole place bore, as does the rest of
Comminges, the aspect of decaying age.

Arrived on his doorstep, the sacristan paused a moment.
‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘perhaps, after all, monsieur has not

the time?’
‘Not at all—lots of time—nothing to do till tomorrow. Let

us see what it is you have got.’
The door was opened at this point, and a face looked out,

a face far younger than the sacristan’s, but bearing
something of the same distressing look: only here it seemed
to be the mark, not so much of fear for personal safety as of
acute anxiety on behalf of another. Plainly, the owner of the
face was the sacristan’s daughter; and, but for the
expression I have described, she was a handsome girl
enough. She brightened up considerably on seeing her
father accompanied by an able-bodied stranger. A few
remarks passed between father and daughter, of which
Dennistoun only caught these words, said by the sacristan,
‘He was laughing in the church,’ words which were
answered only by a look of terror from the girl.

But in another minute they were in the sitting-room of
the house, a small, high chamber with a stone floor, full of
moving shadows cast by a wood-fire that flickered on a
great hearth. Something of the character of an oratory was
imparted to it by a tall crucifix, which reached almost to the
ceiling on one side; the figure was painted of the natural
colours, the cross was black. Under this stood a chest of
some age and solidity, and when a lamp had been brought,
and chairs set, the sacristan went to this chest, and
produced therefrom, with growing excitement and
nervousness, as Dennistoun thought, a large book, wrapped
in a white cloth, on which cloth a cross was rudely
embroidered in red thread. Even before the wrapping had



been removed, Dennistoun began to be interested by the
size and shape of the volume. ‘Too large for a missal,’ he
thought, ‘and not the shape of an antiphoner; perhaps it
may be something good, after all.’ The next moment the
book was open, and Dennistoun felt that he had at last lit
upon something better than good. Before him lay a large
folio, bound, perhaps, late in the seventeenth century, with
the arms of Canon Alberic de Mauléon stamped in gold on
the sides. There may have been a hundred and fifty leaves
of paper in the book, and on almost every one of them was
fastened a leaf from an illuminated manuscript. Such a
collection Dennistoun had hardly dreamed of in his wildest
moments. Here were ten leaves from a copy of Genesis,
illustrated with pictures, which could not be later than A.D.
700. Further on was a complete set of pictures from a
Psalter, of English execution, of the very finest kind that the
thirteenth century could produce; and, perhaps best of all,
there were twenty leaves of uncial writing in Latin, which, as
a few words seen here and there told him at once, must
belong to some very early unknown patristic treatise. Could
it possibly be a fragment of the copy of Papias ‘On the
Words of Our Lord,’ which was known to have existed as late
as the twelfth century at Nîmes?1 In any case, his mind was
made up; that book must return to Cambridge with him,
even if he had to draw the whole of his balance from the
bank and stay at St. Bertrand till the money came. He
glanced up at the sacristan to see if his face yielded any
hint that the book was for sale. The sacristan was pale, and
his lips were working.

‘If monsieur will turn on to the end,’ he said.
So monsieur turned on, meeting new treasures at every

rise of a leaf; and at the end of the book he came upon two
sheets of paper, of much more recent date than anything he
had yet seen, which puzzled him considerably. They must be
contemporary, he decided, with the unprincipled Canon



Alberic, who had doubtless plundered the Chapter library of
St. Bertrand to form this priceless scrap-book. On the first of
the paper sheets was a plan, carefully drawn and instantly
recognizable by a person who knew the ground, of the south
aisle and cloisters of St. Bertrand’s. There were curious
signs looking like planetary symbols, and a few Hebrew
words, in the corners; and in the north-west angle of the
cloister was a cross drawn in gold paint. Below the plan
were some lines of writing in Latin, which ran thus:

‘Responsa 12mi Dec. 1694. Interrogatum est:
Inveniamne? Responsum est: Invenies. Fiamne dives? Fies.
Vivamne invidendus? Vives. Moriarne in lecto meo? Ita.’
(Answers of the 12th of December, 1694. It was asked: Shall
I find it? Answer: Thou shalt. Shall I become rich? Thou wilt.
Shall I live an object of envy? Thou wilt. Shall I die in my
bed? Thou wilt.)

‘A good specimen of the treasure-hunter’s record—quite
reminds one of Mr. Minor-Canon Quatremain in “Old St.
Paul’s,”’ was Dennistoun’s comment, and he turned the leaf.

What he then saw impressed him, as he has often told
me, more than he could have conceived any drawing or
picture capable of impressing him. And, though the drawing
he saw is no longer in existence, there is a photograph of it
(which I possess) which fully bears out that statement. The
picture in question was a sepia drawing at the end of the
seventeenth century, representing, one would say at first
sight, a Biblical scene; for the architecture (the picture
represented an interior) and the figures had that
semiclassical flavour about them which the artists of two
hundred years ago thought appropriate to illustrations of
the Bible. On the right was a King on his throne, the throne
elevated on twelve steps, a canopy overhead, lions on
either side—evidently King Solomon. He was bending
forward with outstretched sceptre, in attitude of command;
his face expressed horror and disgust, yet there was in it



also the mark of imperious will and confident power. The left
half of the picture was the strangest, however. The interest
plainly centred there. On the pavement before the throne
were grouped four soldiers, surrounding a crouching figure
which must be described in a moment. A fifth soldier lay
dead on the pavement, his neck distorted, and his eyeballs
starting from his head. The four surrounding guards were
looking at the King. In their faces the sentiment of horror
was intensified; they seemed, in fact, only restrained from
flight by their implicit trust in their master. All this terror was
plainly excited by the being that crouched in their midst. I
entirely despair of conveying by any words the impression
which this figure makes upon anyone who looks at it. I
recollect once showing the photograph of the drawing to a
lecturer on morphology—a person of, I was going to say,
abnormally sane and unimaginative habits of mind. He
absolutely refused to be alone for the rest of that evening,
and he told me afterwards that for many nights he had not
dared to put out his light before going to sleep. However,
the main traits of the figure I can at least indicate. At first
you saw only a mass of coarse, matted black hair; presently
it was seen that this covered a body of fearful thinness,
almost a skeleton, but with the muscles standing out like
wires. The hands were of a dusky pallor, covered, like the
body, with long, coarse hairs, and hideously taloned. The
eyes, touched in with a burning yellow, had intensely black
pupils, and were fixed upon the throned King with a look of
beast-like hate. Imagine one of the awful bird-catching
spiders of South America translated into human form, and
endowed with intelligence just less than human, and you
will have some faint conception of the terror inspired by this
appalling effigy. One remark is universally made by those to
whom I have shown the picture: ‘It was drawn from the life.’

As soon as the first shock of his irresistible fright had
subsided, Dennistoun stole a look at his hosts. The
sacristan’s hands were pressed upon his eyes; his daughter,



looking up at the cross on the wall, was telling her beads
feverishly.

At last the question was asked, ‘Is this book for sale?’
There was the same hesitation, the same plunge of

determination that he had noticed before, and then came
the welcome answer, ‘If monsieur pleases.’

‘How much do you ask for it?’
‘I will take two hundred and fifty francs.’
This was confounding. Even a collector’s conscience is

sometimes stirred, and Dennistoun’s conscience was
tenderer than a collector’s.

‘My good man!’ he said again and again, ‘your book is
worth far more than two hundred and fifty francs, I assure
you—far more.’

But the answer did not vary: ‘I will take two hundred and
fifty francs, not more.’

There was really no possibility of refusing such a chance.
The money was paid, the receipt signed, a glass of wine
drunk over the transaction, and then the sacristan seemed
to become a new man. He stood upright, he ceased to throw
those suspicious glances behind him, he actually laughed or
tried to laugh. Dennistoun rose to go.

‘I shall have the honour of accompanying monsieur to his
hotel?’ said the sacristan.

‘Oh no, thanks! it isn’t a hundred yards. I know the way
perfectly, and there is a moon.’

The offer was pressed three or four times, and refused as
often.

‘Then, monsieur will summon me if—if he finds occasion;
he will keep the middle of the road, the sides are so rough.’

‘Certainly, certainly,’ said Dennistoun, who was impatient
to examine his prize by himself; and he stepped out into the
passage with his book under his arm.

Here he was met by the daughter; she, it appeared, was
anxious to do a little business on her own account; perhaps,



like Gehazi, to ‘take somewhat’ from the foreigner whom her
father had spared.

‘A silver crucifix and chain for the neck; monsieur would
perhaps be good enough to accept it?’

Well, really, Dennistoun hadn’t much use for these
things. What did mademoiselle want for it?

‘Nothing—nothing in the world. Monsieur is more than
welcome to it.’

The tone in which this and much more was said was
unmistakably genuine, so that Dennistoun was reduced to
profuse thanks, and submitted to have the chain put round
his neck. It really seemed as if he had rendered the father
and daughter some service which they hardly knew how to
repay. As he set off with his book they stood at the door
looking after him, and they were still looking when he waved
them a last good night from the steps of the Chapeau
Rouge.

Dinner was over, and Dennistoun was in his bedroom,
shut up alone with his acquisition. The landlady had
manifested a particular interest in him since he had told her
that he had paid a visit to the sacristan and bought an old
book from him. He thought, too, that he had heard a hurried
dialogue between her and the said sacristan in the passage
outside the salle à manger; some words to the effect that
‘Pierre and Bertrand would be sleeping in the house’ had
closed the conversation.

All this time a growing feeling of discomfort had been
creeping over him—nervous reaction, perhaps, after the
delight of his discovery. Whatever it was, it resulted in a
conviction that there was someone behind him, and that he
was far more comfortable with his back to the wall. All this,
of course, weighed light in the balance as against the
obvious value of the collection he had acquired. And now, as
I said, he was alone in his bedroom, taking stock of Canon
Alberic’s treasures, in which every moment revealed
something more charming.



‘Bless Canon Alberic!’ said Dennistoun, who had an
inveterate habit of talking to himself. ‘I wonder where he is
now? Dear me! I wish that landlady would learn to laugh in a
more cheering manner; it makes one feel as if there was
someone dead in the house. Half a pipe more, did you say? I
think perhaps you are right. I wonder what that crucifix is
that the young woman insisted on giving me? Last century, I
suppose. Yes, probably. It is rather a nuisance of a thing to
have round one’s neck—just too heavy. Most likely her
father has been wearing it for years. I think I might give it a
clean up before I put it away.’

He had taken the crucifix off, and laid it on the table,
when his attention was caught by an object lying on the red
cloth just by his left elbow. Two or three ideas of what it
might be flitted through his brain with their own incalculable
quickness.

‘A penwiper? No, no such thing in the house. A rat? No,
too black. A large spider? I trust to goodness not—no. Good
God! a hand like the hand in that picture!’

In another infinitesimal flash he had taken it in. Pale,
dusky skin, covering nothing but bones and tendons of
appalling strength; coarse black hairs, longer than ever
grew on a human hand; nails rising from the ends of the
fingers and curving sharply down and forward, grey, horny
and wrinkled.

He flew out of his chair with deadly, inconceivable terror
clutching at his heart. The shape, whose left hand rested on
the table, was rising to a standing posture behind his seat,
its right hand crooked above his scalp. There was black and
tattered drapery about it; the coarse hair covered it as in
the drawing. The lower jaw was thin—what can I call it?—
shallow, like a beast’s; teeth showed behind the black lips;
there was no nose; the eyes, of a fiery yellow, against which
the pupils showed black and intense, and the exulting hate
and thirst to destroy life which shone there, were the most
horrifying features in the whole vision. There was



intelligence of a kind in them—intelligence beyond that of a
beast, below that of a man.

The feelings which this horror stirred in Dennistoun were
the intensest physical fear and the most profound mental
loathing. What did he do? What could he do? He has never
been quite certain what words he said, but he knows that he
spoke, that he grasped blindly at the silver crucifix, that he
was conscious of a movement towards him on the part of
the demon, and that he screamed with the voice of an
animal in hideous pain.

Pierre and Bertrand, the two sturdy little servingmen,
who rushed in, saw nothing, but felt themselves thrust aside
by something that passed out between them, and found
Dennistoun in a swoon. They sat up with him that night, and
his two friends were at St. Bertrand by nine o’clock next
morning. He himself, though still shaken and nervous, was
almost himself by that time, and his story found credence
with them, though not until they had seen the drawing and
talked with the sacristan.

Almost at dawn the little man had come to the inn on
some pretence, and had listened with the deepest interest
to the story retailed by the landlady. He showed no surprise.

‘It is he—it is he! I have seen him myself,’ was his only
comment; and to all questionings but one reply was
vouchsafed: ‘Deux fois je l’ai vu; mille fois je l’ai senti.’ He
would tell them nothing of the provenance of the book, nor
any details of his experiences. ‘I shall soon sleep, and my
rest will be sweet. Why should you trouble me?’ he said.1

We shall never know what he or Canon Alberic de
Mauléon suffered. At the back of that fateful drawing were
some lines of writing which may be supposed to throw light
on the situation:

‘Contradictio Salomonis cum demonio nocturno.
Albericus de Mauleone delineavit.

V. Deus in adiutorium. Ps. Qui habitat.



Sancte Bertrande, demoniorum effugator, intercede pro
me miserrimo. Primum uidi nocte 12ml Dec. 1694: uidebo
mox ultimum. Peccaui et passus sum, plura adhuc passurus.
Dec. 29, 1701.’

I have never quite understood what was Dennistoun’s
view of the events I have narrated. He quoted to me once a
text from Ecclesiasticus: ‘Some spirits there be that are
created for vengeance, and in their fury lay on sore strokes.’
On another occasion he said: ‘Isaiah was a very sensible
man; doesn’t he say something about night monsters living
in the ruins of Babylon? These things are rather beyond us
at present.’

Another confidence of his impressed me rather, and I
sympathized with it. We had been, last year, to Comminges,
to see Canon Alberic’s tomb. It is a great marble erection
with an effigy of the Canon in a large wig and soutane, and
an elaborate eulogy of his learning below. I saw Dennistoun
talking for some time with the Vicar of St. Bertrand’s, and as
we drove away he said to me: ‘I hope it isn’t wrong: you
know I am a Presbyterian—but I—I believe there will be
“saying of Mass and singing of dirges” for Alberic de
Mauléon’s rest.’ Then he added, with a touch of the
Northern British in his tone, ‘I had no notion they came so
dear.’



LOST HEARTS
IT was, as far as I can ascertain, in September of the year

1811 that a post-chaise drew up before the door of Aswarby
Hall, in the heart of Lincolnshire. The little boy who was the
only passenger in the chaise, and who jumped out as soon
as it had stopped, looked about him with the keenest
curiosity during the short interval that elapsed between the
ringing of the bell and the opening of the hall door. He saw a
tall, square, red-brick house, built in the reign of Anne; a
stone-pillared porch had been added in the purer classical
style of 1790; the windows of the house were many, tall and
narrow, with small panes and thick white woodwork. A
pediment, pierced with a round window, crowned the front.
There were wings to right and left, connected by curious
glazed galleries, supported by colonnades, with the central
block. These wings plainly contained the stables and offices
of the house. Each was surmounted by an ornamental
cupola with a gilded vane.

An evening light shone on the building, making the
window-panes glow like so many fires. Away from the Hall in
front stretched a flat park studded with oaks and fringed
with firs, which stood out against the sky. The clock in the
church-tower, buried in trees on the edge of the park, only
its golden weather-cock catching the light, was striking six,
and the sound came gently beating down the wind. It was
altogether a pleasant impression, though tinged with the
sort of melancholy appropriate to an evening in early
autumn, that was conveyed to the mind of the boy who was
standing in the porch waiting for the door to open to him.

The post-chaise had brought him from Warwickshire,
where, some six months before, he had been left an orphan.
Now, owing to the generous offer of his elderly cousin, Mr.
Abney, he had come to live at Aswarby. The offer was



unexpected, because all who knew anything of Mr. Abney
looked upon him as a somewhat austere recluse, into whose
steady-going household the advent of a small boy would
import a new and, it seemed, incongruous element. The
truth is that very little was known of Mr. Abney’s pursuits or
temper. The Professor of Greek at Cambridge had been
heard to say that no one knew more of the religious beliefs
of the later pagans than did the owner of Aswarby. Certainly
his library contained all the then available books bearing on
the Mysteries, the Orphic poems, the worship of Mithras,
and the Neo-Platonists. In the marble-paved hall stood a fine
group of Mithras slaying a bull, which had been imported
from the Levant at great expense by the owner. He had
contributed a description of it to the Gentleman’s Magazine,
and he had written a remarkable series of articles in the
Critical Museum on the superstitions of the Romans of the
Lower Empire. He was looked upon, in fine, as a man
wrapped up in his books, and it was a matter of great
surprise among his neighbours that he should even have
heard of his orphan cousin, Stephen Elliott, much more that
he should have volunteered to make him an inmate of
Aswarby Hall.

Whatever may have been expected by his neighbours, it
is certain that Mr. Abney—the tall, the thin, the austere—
seemed inclined to give his young cousin a kindly reception.
The moment the front door was opened he darted out of his
study, rubbing his hands with delight.

‘How are you, my boy?—how are you? How old are you?’
said he—‘that is, you are not too much tired, I hope, by your
journey to eat your supper?’

‘No, thank you, sir,’ said Master Elliott; ‘I am pretty well.’
‘That’s a good lad,’ said Mr. Abney. ‘And how old are you,

my boy?’
It seemed a little odd that he should have asked the

question twice in the first two minutes of their
acquaintance.



‘I’m twelve years old next birthday, sir,’ said Stephen.
‘And when is your birthday, my dear boy? Eleventh of

September, eh? That’s well—that’s very well. Nearly a year
hence, isn’t it? I like—ha, ha!—I like to get these things
down in my book. Sure it’s twelve? Certain?’

‘Yes, quite sure, sir.’
‘Well, well! Take him to Mrs. Bunch’s room, Parkes, and

let him have his tea—supper—whatever it is.’
‘Yes, sir,’ answered the staid Mr. Parkes; and conducted

Stephen to the lower regions.
Mrs. Bunch was the most comfortable and human person

whom Stephen had as yet met in Aswarby. She made him
completely at home; they were great friends in a quarter of
an hour: and great friends they remained. Mrs. Bunch had
been born in the neighbourhood some fifty-five years before
the date of Stephen’s arrival, and her residence at the Hall
was of twenty years’ standing. Consequently, if anyone
knew the ins and outs of the house and the district, Mrs.
Bunch knew them; and she was by no means disinclined to
communicate her information.

Certainly there were plenty of things about the Hall and
the Hall gardens which Stephen, who was of an adventurous
and inquiring turn, was anxious to have explained to him.
‘Who built the temple at the end of the laurel walk? Who
was the old man whose picture hung on the staircase,
sitting at a table, with a skull under his hand?’ These and
many similar points were cleared up by the resources of
Mrs. Bunch’s powerful intellect. There were others, however,
of which the explanations furnished were less satisfactory.

One November evening Stephen was sitting by the fire in
the housekeeper’s room reflecting on his surroundings.

‘Is Mr. Abney a good man, and will he go to heaven?’ he
suddenly asked, with the peculiar confidence which children
possess in the ability of their elders to settle these
questions, the decision of which is believed to be reserved
for other tribunals.



‘Good?—bless the child!’ said Mrs. Bunch. ‘Master’s as
kind a soul as ever I see! Didn’t I never tell you of the little
boy as he took in out of the street, as you may say, this
seven years back? and the little girl, two years after I first
come here?’

‘No. Do tell me all about them, Mrs. Bunch—now this
minute!’

‘Well,’ said Mrs. Bunch, ‘the little girl I don’t seem to
recollect so much about. I know master brought her back
with him from his walk one day, and give orders to Mrs. Ellis,
as was housekeeper then, as she should be took every care
with. And the pore child hadn’t no one belonging to her—
she telled me so her own self—and here she lived with us a
matter of three weeks it might be; and then, whether she
were somethink of a gipsy in her blood or what not, but one
morning she out of her bed afore any of us had opened a
eye, and neither track nor yet trace of her have I set eyes
on since. Master was wonderful put about, and had all the
ponds dragged; but it’s my belief she was had away by
them gipsies, for there was singing round the house for as
much as an hour the night she went, and Parkes, he declare
as he heard them a-calling in the woods all that afternoon.
Dear, dear! a hodd child she was, so silent in her ways and
all, but I was wonderful taken up with her, so domesticated
she was—surprising.’

‘And what about the little boy?’ said Stephen.
‘Ah, that pore boy!’ sighed Mrs. Bunch. ‘He were a

foreigner—Jevanny he called hisself—and he come a-
tweaking his’urdy-gurdy round and about the drive one
winter day, and master’ad him in that minute, and ast all
about where he came from, and how old he was, and how
he made his way, and where was his relatives, and all as
kind as heart could wish. But it went the same way with
him. They’re a hunruly lot, them foreign nations, I do
suppose, and he was off one fine morning just the same as
the girl. Why he went and what he done was our question



for as much as a year after; for he never took his’urdy-
gurdy, and there it lays on the shelf.’

The remainder of the evening was spent by Stephen in
miscellaneous cross-examination of Mrs. Bunch and in
efforts to extract a tune from the hurdy-gurdy.

That night he had a curious dream. At the end of the
passage at the top of the house, in which his bedroom was
situated, there was an old disused bathroom. It was kept
locked, but the upper half of the door was glazed, and, since
the muslin curtains which used to hang there had long been
gone, you could look in and see the lead-lined bath affixed
to the wall on the right hand, with its head towards the
window.

On the night of which I am speaking, Stephen Elliott
found himself, as he thought, looking through the glazed
door. The moon was shining through the window, and he
was gazing at a figure which lay in the bath.

His description of what he saw reminds me of what I once
beheld myself in the famous vaults of St. Michan’s Church in
Dublin, which possess the horrid property of preserving
corpses from decay for centuries. A figure inexpressibly thin
and pathetic, of a dusty leaden colour, enveloped in a
shroud-like garment, the thin lips crooked into a faint and
dreadful smile, the hands pressed tightly over the region of
the heart.

As he looked upon it, a distant, almost inaudible moan
seemed to issue from its lips, and the arms began to stir.
The terror of the sight forced Stephen backwards, and he
awoke to the fact that he was indeed standing on the cold
boarded floor of the passage in the full light of the moon.
With a courage which I do not think can be common among
boys of his age, he went to the door of the bathroom to
ascertain if the figure of his dream were really there. It was
not, and he went back to bed.

Mrs. Bunch was much impressed next morning by his
story, and went so far as to replace the muslin curtain over



the glazed door of the bathroom. Mr. Abney, moreover, to
whom he confided his experiences at breakfast, was greatly
interested, and made notes of the matter in what he called
‘his book.’

The spring equinox was approaching, as Mr. Abney
frequently reminded his cousin, adding that this had been
always considered by the ancients to be a critical time for
the young: that Stephen would do well to take care of
himself, and to shut his bedroom window at night; and that
Censorinus had some valuable remarks on the subject. Two
incidents that occurred about this time made an impression
upon Stephen’s mind.

The first was after an unusually uneasy and oppressed
night that he had passed—though he could not recall any
particular dream that he had had.

The following evening Mrs. Bunch was occupying herself
in mending his nightgown.

‘Gracious me, Master Stephen!’ she broke forth rather
irritably, ‘how do you manage to tear your nightdress all to
flinders this way? Look here, sir, what trouble you do give to
poor servants that have to darn and mend after you!’

There was indeed a most destructive and apparently
wanton series of slits or scorings in the garment, which
would undoubtedly require a skilful needle to make good.
They were confined to the left side of the chest—long,
parallel slits, about six inches in length, some of them not
quite piercing the texture of the linen. Stephen could only
express his entire ignorance of their origin: he was sure they
were not there the night before.

‘But,’ he said, ‘Mrs. Bunch, they are just the same as the
scratches on the outside of my bedroom door; and I’m sure I
never had anything to do with making them.’

Mrs. Bunch gazed at him open-mouthed, then snatched
up a candle, departed hastily from the room, and was heard
making her way upstairs. In a few minutes she came down.



‘Well,’ she said, ‘Master Stephen, it’s a funny thing to me
how them marks and scratches can ’a’ come there—too
high up for any cat or dog to ’ave made’em, much less a
rat: for all the world like a Chinaman’s finger-nails, as my
uncle in the tea-trade used to tell us of when we was girls
together. I wouldn’t say nothing to master, not if I was you,
Master Stephen, my dear; and just turn the key of the door
when you go to your bed.’

‘I always do, Mrs. Bunch, as soon as I’ve said my
prayers.’

‘Ah, that’s a good child: always say your prayers, and
then no one can’t hurt you.’

Herewith Mrs. Bunch addressed herself to mending the
injured nightgown, with intervals of meditation, until bed-
time. This was on a Friday night in March, 1812.

On the following evening the usual duet of Stephen and
Mrs. Bunch was augmented by the sudden arrival of Mr.
Parkes, the butler, who as a rule kept himself rather to
himself in his own pantry. He did not see that Stephen was
there: he was, moreover, flustered, and less slow of speech
than was his wont.

‘Master may get up his own wine, if he likes, of an
evening,’ was his first remark. ‘Either I do it in the daytime
or not at all, Mrs. Bunch. I don’t know what it may be: very
like it’s the rats, or the wind got into the cellars; but I’m not
so young as I was, and I can’t go through with it as I have
done.’

‘Well, Mr. Parkes, you know it is a surprising place for the
rats, is the Hall.’

‘I’m not denying that, Mrs. Bunch; and, to be sure, many
a time I’ve heard the tale from the men in the shipyards
about the rat that could speak. I never laid no confidence in
that before; but to-night, if I’d demeaned myself to lay my
ear to the door of the further bin, I could pretty much have
heard what they was saying.’



‘Oh, there, Mr. Parkes, I’ve no patience with your fancies!
Rats talking in the wine-cellar indeed!’

‘Well, Mrs. Bunch, I’ve no wish to argue with you: all I say
is, if you choose to go to the far bin, and lay your ear to the
door, you may prove my words this minute.’

‘What nonsense you do talk, Mr. Parkes—not fit for
children to listen to! Why, you’ll be frightening Master
Stephen there out of his wits.’

‘What! Master Stephen?’ said Parkes, awaking to the
consciousness of the boy’s presence. ‘Master Stephen
knows well enough when I’m a-playing a joke with you, Mrs.
Bunch.’

In fact, Master Stephen knew much too well to suppose
that Mr. Parkes had in the first instance intended a joke. He
was interested, not altogether pleasantly, in the situation;
but all his questions were unsuccessful in inducing the
butler to give any more detailed account of his experiences
in the wine-cellar.

We have now arrived at March 24, 1812. It was a day of
curious experiences for Stephen: a windy, noisy day, which
filled the house and the gardens with a restless impression.
As Stephen stood by the fence of the grounds, and looked
out into the park, he felt as if an endless procession of
unseen people were sweeping past him on the wind, borne
on resistlessly and aimlessly, vainly striving to stop
themselves, to catch at something that might arrest their
flight and bring them once again into contact with the living
world of which they had formed a part. After luncheon that
day Mr. Abney said:

‘Stephen, my boy, do you think you could manage to
come to me to-night as late as eleven o’clock in my study? I
shall be busy until that time, and I wish to show you
something connected with your future life which it is most
important that you should know. You are not to mention this
matter to Mrs. Bunch nor to anyone else in the house; and
you had better go to your room at the usual time.’



Here was a new excitement added to life: Stephen
eagerly grasped at the opportunity of sitting up till eleven
o’clock. He looked in at the library door on his way upstairs
that evening, and saw a brazier, which he had often noticed
in the corner of the room, moved out before the fire; an old
silver-gilt cup stood on the table, filled with red wine, and
some written sheets of paper lay near it. Mr. Abney was
sprinkling some incense on the brazier from a round silver
box as Stephen passed, but did not seem to notice his step.

The wind had fallen, and there was a still night and a full
moon. At about ten o’clock Stephen was standing at the
open window of his bedroom, looking out over the country.
Still as the night was, the mysterious population of the
distant moonlit woods was not yet lulled to rest. From time
to time strange cries as of lost and despairing wanderers
sounded from across the mere. They might be the notes of
owls or water-birds, yet they did not quite resemble either
sound. Were not they coming nearer? Now they sounded
from the nearer side of the water, and in a few moments
they seemed to be floating about among the shrubberies.
Then they ceased; but just as Stephen was thinking of
shutting the window and resuming his reading of Robinson
Crusoe, he caught sight of two figures standing on the
gravelled terrace that ran along the garden side of the Hall
—the figures of a boy and girl, as it seemed; they stood side
by side, looking up at the windows. Something in the form of
the girl recalled irresistibly his dream of the figure in the
bath. The boy inspired him with more acute fear.

Whilst the girl stood still, half smiling, with her hands
clasped over her heart, the boy, a thin shape, with black
hair and ragged clothing, raised his arms in the air with an
appearance of menace and of unappeasable hunger and
longing. The moon shone upon his almost transparent
hands, and Stephen saw that the nails were fearfully long
and that the light shone through them. As he stood with his
arms thus raised, he disclosed a terrifying spectacle. On the



left side of his chest there opened a black and gaping rent;
and there fell upon Stephen’s brain, rather than upon his
ear, the impression of one of those hungry and desolate
cries that he had heard resounding over the woods of
Aswarby all that evening. In another moment this dreadful
pair had moved swiftly and noiselessly over the dry gravel,
and he saw them no more.

Inexpressibly frightened as he was, he determined to
take his candle and go down to Mr. Abney’s study, for the
hour appointed for their meeting was near at hand. The
study or library opened out of the front hall on one side, and
Stephen, urged on by his terrors, did not take long in getting
there. To effect an entrance was not so easy. The door was
not locked, he felt sure, for the key was on the outside of it
as usual. His repeated knocks produced no answer. Mr.
Abney was engaged: he was speaking. What! why did he try
to cry out? and why was the cry choked in his throat? Had
he, too, seen the mysterious children? But now everything
was quiet, and the door yielded to Stephen’s terrified and
frantic pushing.

 



 
On the table in Mr. Abney’s study certain papers were

found which explained the situation to Stephen Elliott when
he was of an age to understand them. The most important
sentences were as follows:

‘It was a belief very strongly and generally held by the
ancients—of whose wisdom in these matters I have had
such experience as induces me to place confidence in their
assertions—that by enacting certain processes, which to us
moderns have something of a barbaric complexion, a very
remarkable enlightenment of the spiritual faculties in man
may be attained: that, for example, by absorbing the
personalities of a certain number of his fellow-creatures, an
individual may gain a complete ascendancy over those



orders of spiritual beings which control the elemental forces
of our universe.

‘It is recorded of Simon Magus that he was able to fly in
the air, to become invisible, or to assume any form he
pleased, by the agency of the soul of a boy whom, to use
the libellous phrase employed by the author of the
Clementine Recognitions, he had “murdered.” I find it set
down, moreover, with considerable detail in the writings of
Hermes Trismegistus, that similar happy results may be
produced by the absorption of the hearts of not less than
three human beings below the age of twelve years. To the
testing of the truth of this receipt I have devoted the greater
part of the last twenty years, selecting as the corpora vilia
of my experiment such persons as could conveniently be
removed without occasioning a sensible gap in society. The
first step I effected by the removal of one Phœbe Stanley, a
girl of gipsy extraction, on March 24, 1792. The second, by
the removal of a wandering Italian lad, named Giovanni
Paoli, on the night of March 23, 1805. The final “victim”—to
employ a word repugnant in the highest degree to my
feelings—must be my cousin, Stephen Elliott. His day must
be this March 24, 1812.

‘The best means of effecting the required absorption is to
remove the heart from the living subject, to reduce it to
ashes, and to mingle them with about a pint of some red
wine, preferably port. The remains of the first two subjects,
at least, it will be well to conceal: a disused bathroom or
wine-cellar will be found convenient for such a purpose.
Some annoyance may be experienced from the psychic
portion of the subjects, which popular language dignifies
with the name of ghosts. But the man of philosophic
temperament—to whom alone the experiment is
appropriate—will be little prone to attach importance to the
feeble efforts of these beings to wreak their vengeance on
him. I contemplate with the liveliest satisfaction the
enlarged and emancipated existence which the experiment,


