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The Birthmark 1843

In che latter part of the last century there lived a man of science, an emi-
nent proficient in every branch of natural philosophy, who not long before
our story opens had made experience of a spiritual affinity more attrac-
tive than any chemical one. He had left his laboratory to the care of an
assistant, cleared his fine countenance from the furnace smoke, washed
the stain of acids from his fingers, and persuaded a beautiful woman to
become his wife. In those days when the comparatively recent discovery
of electricity and other kindred mysteries of Nature seemed to open paths
into the region of miracle, it was not unusual for the love of science to rival
the love of woman in its depth and absorbing energy. The higher intellect,
the imagination, the spirit, and even the heart might all find their conge-
nial aliment in pursuits which, as some of their ardent votaries believed,
would ascend from one step of powerful intelligence to another, until the
philosopher should lay his hand on the secret of creative force and perhaps
make new worlds for himself. We know not whether Aylmer possessed this
degree of faith in man’s ultimate control over Nature. He had devoted
himself, however, too unreservedly to scientific studies ever to be weaned
from them by any second passion. His love for his young wife might prove
the stronger of the two; but it could only be by intertwining itself with his
love of science, and uniting the strength of the latter to his own.

Such a union accordingly took place, and was attended with truly
remarkable consequences and a deeply impressive moral. One day, very
soon after their marriage, Aylmer sat gazing at his wife with a trouble in
his countenance that grew stronger until he spoke.

“Georgiana,” said he, “has it never occurred to you that the mark
upon your cheek might be removed?”

“No, indeed,” said she, smiling; but perceiving the seriousness of his
mannet, she blushed deeply. “To tell you the truth it has been so often
called a charm that I was simple enough to imagine it might be so.”

“Ah, upon another face perhaps it might,” replied her husband; “but
never on yours. No, dearest Georgiana, you came so nearly perfect from
the hand of Nature that this slightest possible defect, which we hesitate
whether to term a defect or a beauty, shocks me, as being the visible mark
of earthly imperfection.”

“Shocks you, my husband!” cried Georgiana, deeply hurt; at first
reddening with momentary anger, but then bursting into tears. “Then
why did you take me from my mother’s side? You cannot love what
shocks you!”

To explain this conversation it must be mentioned that in the
center of Georgiana’s left cheek there was a singular mark, deeply inter-
woven, as it were, with the texture and substance of her face. In the usual
state of her complexion—a healthy though delicate bloom — the mark
wore a tint of deeper crimson, which imperfectly defined its shape amid
the surrounding rosiness. When she blushed it gradually became more
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indistinct, and finally vanished amid the triumphant rush of blood that
bathed the whole cheek wich its brilliant glow. But if any shifting motion
caused her to turn pale, there was the mark again, a crimson stain upon
the snow, in what Aylmer sometimes deemed an almost fearful distinct-
ness. Its shape bore not a little similarity to the human hand, though of
the smallest pygmy size. Georgiana’s lovers were wont to say that some
fairy at her birth hour had laid her tiny hand upon the infant’s cheek,
and left this impress there in token of the magic endowments that were
to give her such sway over all hearts. Many a desperate swain would
have risked life for the privilege of pressing his lips to the mysterious
hand. It must not be concealed, however, that the impression wrought
by this fairy sign manual varied exceedingly, according to the difference
of temperament in the beholders. Some fastidious persons—but they
were exclusively of her own sex—affirmed that the bloody hand, as they
chose to call it, quite destroyed the effect of Georgiana’s beauty, and ren-
dered her countenance even hideous. But it would be as reasonable to
say that one of those small blue stains which sometimes occur in the
purest statuary matble would convert the Eve of Powers to a monster.
Masculine observers, if the birthmark did not heighten their admiration,
contented themselves with wishing it away, that the world might pos-
sess one living specimen of ideal loveliness without the semblance of a
flaw. After his marriage, — for he thought little or nothing of the matter
before,— Aylmer discovered that this was the case with himself.

Had she been less beautiful,—if Envy’s self could have found aught
else to sneer at,— he might have felt his affection heightened by the pret-
tiness of this mimic hand, now vaguely portrayed, now lost, now stealing
forth again and glimmering to and fro with every pulse of emotion that
throbbed within her heart; but seeing her otherwise so perfect, he found
this one defect grow more and more intolerable with every moment
of their united lives. It was the fatal flaw of humanity which Nature, in
one shape or another, stamps ineffaceably on all her productions, either
to imply that they are temporary and finite, or that their perfection must
be wrought by toil and pain. The crimson hand expressed the ineludible
gripe® in which mortality clutches the highest and purest of earthly
mold, degrading them into kindred with the lowest, and even with the
very brutes, like whom their visible frames return to dust. In this man-
ner, selecting it as the symbol of his wife’s liability to sin, sorrow, decay,
and death, Aylmer’s somber imagination was not long in rendering the
birthmark a frightful object, causing him more trouble and horror than
ever Georgiana’s beauty, whether of soul or sense, had given him delight.

At all the seasons which should have been their happiest, he invari-
ably and without intending it, nay, in spite of a purpose to the contrary,
reverted to this one disastrous topic. Trifling as it at first appeared, it so
connected itself with innumerable trains of thought and modes of feeling

gripe: Grip.
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that it became the central point of all. With the.morning twilight Aylmel‘
opened his eyes upon his wife’s face and recognized the symbol of imper-
fection; and when they sat together at the evening hgarth his eyes wan-
dered stealthily to her cheek, and beheld, flickering with the blaze. of the
wood fire, the spectral hand that wrote mortality where he would fain have
worshiped. Georgiana soon learned to shudder at his gaze. It needed buta
glance with the peculiar expression that his face often wore to change the
roses of her cheek into a deathlike paleness, amid which the crimson hand
was brought strongly out, like a bas-relief of ruby on the whitest marble.

Late one night when the lights were growing dim, so as hardly to
betray the stain on the poor wife’s cheek, she herself, for the first time,
voluntarily took up the subject.

“Do you remember, my dear Aylmer,” said she, with a feeble atrempt
at a smile, “have you any recollection of a dream last night about this
odious hand?”

“None! none whatever!” replied Aylmer, starting; but then he added,
in a dry, cold tone, affected for the sake of concealing the real depth of
his emotion, “I might well dream of it; for before I fell asleep it had taken
a pretty firm hold of my fancy.”

“And you did dream of it?” continued Georgiana hastily, for she
dreaded lest a gush of tears should interrupt what she had to say. “A ter-
rible dream! I wonder that you can forget it. Is it possible to forget this
one expression? — ‘It is in her heart now; we must have it out!” Reflect, my
husband; for by all means I would have you recall that dream.”

The mind is in a sad state when Sleep, the all-involving, cannot confine
her specters within the dim region of her sway, but suffers them to break
forth, affrighting this actual life with secrets that perchance belong to a
deeper one. Aylmer now remembered his dream. He had fancied himself with
his servant Aminadab, attempting an operation for the removal of the birth-
mark; but the deeper went the knife, the deeper sank the hand, until atlength
its tiny grasp appeared to have caught hold of Georgiana’s heart; whence,
however, her husband was inexorably resolved to cut or wrench it away.

When the dream had shaped itself perfectly in his memory, Aylmer
sat in his wife’s presence with a guilty feeling. Truth often finds its
way to the mind close muffled in robes of sleep, and then speaks with
uncompromising directness of matters in regard to which we practice
an unconscious self-deception during our waking moments. Until now
he had not been aware of the tyrannizing influence acquired by one idea
over his mind, and of the lengths which he might find in his heart to go
for the sake of giving himself peace.

“Aylmer,” resumed Georgiana solemnly, “I know not what may
be the cost to both of us to rid me of this fatal birthmark. Perhaps its
removal may cause cureless deformity; or it may be the stain goes as deep
as life itself. Again: do we know that there is a possibility, on any terms,
of unclasping the firm grip of this little hand which was laid upon me
before I came into the world?”
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“Dearest Georgiana, I have spent much thought upon the subject,”
hastily interrupted Aylmer. “I am convinced of the perfect practicability
of its removal.”

“If there be the remotest possibility of it,” continued Georgiana,
“let the attempt be made at whatever risk. Danger is nothing to me; for
life, while this hateful mark makes me the object of your horror and dis-
gust,—life is a burden which I would fling down with joy. Either remove
this dreadful hand, or take my wretched life! You have deep science. All
the world bears witness of it. You have achieved great wonders. Cannot
you remove this lictle, little mark, which I cover with che tips of two small
fingers? Is this beyond your power, for the sake of your own peace, and to
save your poor wife from madness?”

“Noblest, dearest, tenderest wife,” cried Aylmer rapturously, “doubt not
my power. I have already given this matter the deepest thought—thought
which might almost have enlightened me to create a being less perfect than
yourself. Georgiana, you have led me deeper than ever into the heart of sci-
ence. I feel myself fully competent to render this dear cheek as faultless asits
fellow; and then, most beloved, what will be my triumph when I shall have
corrected what Nature left imperfect in her fairest work! Even Pygmalion,
when his sculptured woman assumed life, felt not greater ecstasy than mine
will be.”

“It is resolved, then,” said Georgiana, faintly smiling. “And, Aylmer,
spare me not, though you should find the birthmark take refuge in my
heart at last.”

Her husband tenderly kissed her cheek —her right cheek —not that
which bore the impress of the crimson hand.

The next day Aylmer apprised his wife of a plan that he had formed
whereby he might have opportunity for the intense thought and constant
watchfulness which the proposed operation would require; while Geor-
giana, likewise, would enjoy the perfect repose essential to its success.
They were to seclude themselves in the extensive apartments occupied
by Aylmer as a laboratory, and where, during his toilsome youth, he had
made discoveries in the elemental powers of Nature that had roused the
admiration of all the learned societies in Europe. Seated calmly in this
laboratory, the pale philosopher had investigated the secrets of the high-
est cloud region and of the profoundest mines; he had satisfied himself
of the causes that kindled and kept alive the fires of the volcano; and had
explained the mystery of fountains, and how it is that they gush forth,
some so bright and pure, and others with such rich medicinal virtues,
from the dark bosom of the earth. Here, too, at an earlier period, he had
studied the wonders of the human frame, and attempted to fathom the
very process by which Nature assimilates all her precious influences from
earth and air, and from the spiritual world, to create and foster man, her
masterpiece. The latter pursuit, however, Aylmer had long laid aside in
unwilling recognition of the truth—against which all seekers sooner
or later stumble—that our great creative Mother, while she amuses us
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with apparently working in the broadest sunshine, is yet severely careful
to keep her own secrets, and, in spite of her pretended openness, shows
us nothing but results. She permits us, indeed, to mar, but seldom to
mend, and, like a jealous patentee, on no account to make. Now, howe\{er,
Aylmer resumed these half-forgotten investigations,— not, of course, with
such hopes or wishes as first suggested them, but because they involved
much physiological truth and lay in the path of his proposed scheme for
the treatment of Georgiana.

As he led her over the threshold of the laboratory, Georgiana was

cold and tremulous. Aylmer looked cheerfully into her face, with intent

to reassure her, but was so startled with the intense glow of the birth-
mark upon the whiteness of her cheek that he could not restrain a strong
convulsive shudder. His wife fainted.

“Aminadab! Aminadab!” shouted Aylmer, stamping violently on the
floor.

Forthwith there issued from an inner apartment a man of low stat-
ure, but bulky frame, with shaggy hair hanging about his visage, which
was grimed with the vapors of the furnace. This personage had been
Aylmer’s underworker during his whole scientific career, and was admi-
rably ficted for that office by his great mechanical readiness, and the skill
with which, while incapable of comprehending a single principle, he exe-
cuted all the details of his master’s experiments. With his vast strength,
his shaggy hair, his smoky aspect, and the indescribable earthiness that
encrusted him, he seemed to represent man’s physical nature; while
Aylmer’s slender figure, and pale, intellectual face, were no less apt a type
of the spiritual element.

“Throw open the door of the boudoir, Aminadab,” said Aylmer, “and
burn a pastille.” \

“Yes, master,” answered Aminadab, looking intently at the lifeless
form of Georgiana; and then he muttered to himself, “If she were my
wife, I’'d never part with that birthmark.”

When Georgiana recovered consciousness she found herself breath-
ing an atmosphere of penetrating fragrance, the gentle potency of which
had recalled her from her deathlike faintness. The scene around her
looked like enchantment. Aylmer had converted those smoky, dingy,
somber rooms, where he had spent his brightest years in recondite pur-
suits, into a series of beautiful apartments not unfit to be the secluded
abode of a lovely woman. The walls were hung with gorgeous curtains,
which imparted the combination of grandeur and grace that no other
species of adornment can achieve; and as they fell from the ceiling to the
floor, their rich and ponderous folds, concealing all angles and straight
lines, appeared to shut in the scene from infinite space. For aughe
Georgiana knew, it might be a pavilion among the clouds. And Aylmer,
excluding the sunshine, which would have interfered with his chemical
processes, had supplied its place with perfumed lamps, emitting flames
of various hue, but all uniting in a soft, empurpled radiance. He now
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knelt by his wife’s side, watching her earnestly, but without alarm; for he
was confidenct in his science, and felt that he could draw a magic circle
round her within which no evil might intrude.

“Where am I? Ah, I remember,” said Georgiana faintly; and she
placed her hand over her cheek to hide the terrible mark from her hus-
band’s eyes.

“Fear not, dearest!” exclaimed he. “Do not shrink from me! Believe
me, Georgiana, I even rejoice in this single imperfection, since it will be
such a rapture to remove it.”

“Oh, spare me!” sadly replied his wife. “Pray do not look at it again. I
never can forget that convulsive shudder.”

In order to soothe Georgiana, and, as it were, to release her mind
from the burden of actual things, Aylmer now put in practice some of
the light and playful secrets which science had taught him among its
profounder lore. Airy figures, absolutely bodiless ideas, and forms of
unsubstantial beauty came and danced before her, imprinting their
momentary footsteps on beams of light. Though she had some indis-
tinct idea of the method of these optical phenomena, still the illusion
was almost perfect enough to warrant the belief that her husband pos-
sessed sway over the spiritual world. Then again, when she felt a wish
to look forth from her seclusion, immediately, as if her thoughts were
answered, the procession of external existence flitted across a screen. The
scenery and the figures of actual life were perfectly represented, but with
that bewitching, yet indescribable difference which always makes a pic-
ture, an image, or a shadow so much more attractive than the original.
When wearied of this, Aylmer bade her cast her eyes upon a vessel con-
taining a quantity of earth. She did so, with little interest at first; but was
soon startled to perceive the germ of a plant shooting upward from the
soil. Then came the slender stalk; the leaves gradually unfolded them-
selves; and amid them was a perfect and lovely flower.

“It is magical!” cried Georgiana. “I dare not touch it.”

“Nay, pluck it,” answered Aylmer: “pluck it, and inhale its brief per-
fume while you may. The flower will wither in a few moments and leave
nothing save its brown seed vessels; but thence may be perpetuated a race
as ephemeral as itself.”

But Georgiana had no sooner touched the flower than the whole
plant suffered a blight, its leaves turning coal-black as if by the agency
of fire.

“There was too powerful a stimulus,” said Aylmer thoughtfully.

To make up for this abortive experiment, he proposed to take her
portrait by a scientific process of his own invention. It was to be effected
by rays of light striking upon a polished plate of metal. Georgiana
assented; but, on looking at the result, was affrighted to find the fea-
tures of the portrait blurred and indefinable; while the minute figure of
a hand appeared where the cheek should have been. Aylmer snatched the
metallic plate and threw it into a jar of corrosive acid.
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Soon, however, he forgot these mortifying failures. In the intervals
of study and chemical experiment he came to her flushed and exhausted,
but seemed invigorated by her presence, and spoke in glowing language
of the resources of his art. He gave a history of the long dynasty of the
alchemists, who spent so many ages in quest of the universal solvent by
which the golden principle might be elicited from all things vile and
base. Aylmer appeared to believe that, by the plainest scientific logic,
it was altogether within the limits of possibility to discover this long-
sought medium; “but,” he added, “a philosopher who should go deep
enough to acquire the power would attain too lofty a wisdom to stoop
to the exercise of it.” Not less singular were his opinions in regard to the
elixir vitae. He more than intimated that it was at his option to concocta
liquid that should prolong life for years, perhaps interminably; but that
it would produce a discord in Nature which all the world, and chiefly the
quaffer of the immortal nostrum, would find cause to curse.

“Aylmer, are you in earnest?” asked Georgiana, looking at him with
amazement and fear. “It is terrible to possess such power, or even to
dream of possessing it.”

“Oh, do not tremble, my love,” said her husband. “I would not
wrong either you or myself by working such inharmonious effects upon
our lives; but I would have you consider how trifling, in comparison, is
the skill requisite to remove this little hand.”

At the mention of the birthmark, Georgiana, as usual, shrank as ifa
red-hot iron had touched her cheek.

Again Aylmer applied himself to his labors. She could hear his voice
in the distant furnace-room giving directions to Aminadab, whose harsh,
uncouth, misshapen tones were audible in response, more like the grunt
or growl of a brute than human speech. After hours of absence, Aylmer
reappeared and proposed that she should now examine his cabinet of
chemical products and natural treasures of the earth. Among the former
he showed her a small vial, in which, he remarked, was contained a gentle
yet most powerful fragrance, capable of impregnating all the breezes that
blow across a kingdom. They were of inestimable value, the contents of
that little vial; and, as he said so, he threw some of the perfume into the
air and filled the room with piercing and invigorating delight.

“And what is this?” asked Georgiana, pointing to a small crystal
globe containing a gold-colored liquid. “It is so beautiful to the eye that I
could imagine it the elixir of life.”

“In one sense it is,” replied Aylmer; “or rather, the elixir of immor-
tality. It is the most precious poison that ever was concocted in this
world. By its aid I could apportion the lifetime of any mortal at whom
you might point your finger. The strength of the dose would determine
whether he were to linger out years, or drop dead in the midst of a breath.
No king on his guarded throne could keep his life if T, in my private sta-
tion, should deem that the welfare of millions justified me in depriving
him of ic.”
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“Why do you keep such a terrific drug?” inquired Georgiana in
horror. e e

“Do not mistrust me, dearest,” said her husband, smlhng;- its virtu-
ous potency is yet greater than its harmful one. But see! here is a power-
ful cosmetic. With a few drops of this in a vase of water, freclfles may
be washed away as easily as the hands are cleansed. A stronger infusion
would take the blood out of the cheek, and leave the rosiest beauty a pale

host.”
’ “Is it with this lotion that you intend to bathe my cheek?” asked
Georgiana, anxiously. o .

“Oh, no,” hastily replied her husband; “this is merely superficial.
Your case demands a remedy that shall go deeper.” _

In his interviews with Georgiana, Aylmer generally made minute
inquiries as to her sensations and whether the confinement of the rooms
and the temperature of the atmosphere agreed with her. These questions
had such a particular drift that Georgiana began to conjecture that she
was already subjected to certain physical influences, either breathed in
with the fragrant air or taken with her food. She fancied likewise, but it
might be altogether fancy, that there was a stirring up of her system —a
strange, indefinite sensation creeping through her veins, and tingling,
half painfully, half pleasurably, at her heart. Still, whenever she dared to
look into the mirror, there she beheld herself pale as a white rose and
with the crimson birthmark stamped upon her cheek. Not even Aylmer
now hated it so much as she.

To dispel the tedium of the hours which her husband found it
necessary to devote to the processes of combination and analysis, Geor-
giana turned over the volumes of his scientific library. In many dark old
tomes she met with chapters full of romance and poetry. They were the
works of the philosophers of the middle ages, such as Albertus Magnus,
Cornelius Agrippa, Paracelsus, and the famous friar who created the
prophetic Brazen Head. All these antique naturalists stood in advance of
their centuries, yet were imbued with some of their credulity, and there-
fore were believed, and perhaps imagined themselves to have acquired
from the investigation of Nature a power above Nature, and from physics
a sway over the spiritual world. Hardly less curious and imaginative were
the early volumes of the Transactions of the Royal Society, in which the
members, knowing little of the limits of natural possibility, were contin-
ually recording wonders or proposing methods whereby wonders might
be wrought.

But to Georgiana the most engrossing volume was a large folio from
her husband’s own hand, in which he had recorded every experiment of
his scientific career, its original aim, the methods adopted for its devel-
opment, and its final success or failure, with the circumstances to which
either event was attributable. The book, in truth, was both the history
and emblem of his ardent, ambitious, imaginative, yet practical and labo-
rious life. He handled physical details as if there were nothing beyond
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them; yet spiritualized them all, and redeiir::gehilxr;ilisr?ilfef.rlo:hrir;:g:;;; o
by his strong and eager aspiration towards 4
veriest clod of earth assumed a soul. Georgiana, as she l‘f}ad, reverence
Aylmer and loved him more profoundly than ever, but with a less entire
dependence on his judgment than heretofore. Much as he _had accom-
plished, she could not but observe that his most sPlendld successes
were almost invariably failures, if compared with the ideal at which he
aimed. His brightest diamonds were the merest pebbles, anc.:l felc to .be
so by himself; in comparison with the inescimal?le gems which lay hid-
den beyond his reach. The volume, rich with achievements that had won
renown for its author, was yet as melancholy a record as ever mortal hand
had penned. It was the sad confession and continual exemplification of
the shortcomings of the composite man, the spirit burdenfed with clay
and working in matter, and of the despair that assails the higher nature
at finding itself so miserably thwarted by the earthly part. Perhaps every
man of genius in whatever sphere might recognize the image of his own
experience in Aylmer’s journal.

So deeply did these reflections affect Georgiana that she laid her face
upon the open volume and burst into tears. In this situation she was
found by her husband.

“It is dangerous to read in a sorcerer’s books,” said he with a smile,
though his countenance was uneasy and displeased. “Georgiana, there
are pages in that volume which I can scarcely glance over and keep my
senses. Take heed lest it prove as detrimental to you.”

“It has made me worship you more than ever,” said she.

“Ah, wait for this one success,” rejoined he, “then worship me if you
will. I shall deem myself hardly unworthy of it. But come, I have sought
you for the luxury of your voice. Sing to me, dearest.”

So she poured out the liquid music of her voice to quench the thirst of
his spirit. He then took his leave with a boyish exuberance of gaiety, assur-
ing her that her seclusion would endure but a little longer, and that the
result was already certain. Scarcely had he departed when Georgiana felt
irresistibly impelled to follow him. She had forgotten to inform Aylmer
of a symptom which for two or three hours past had begun to excite her
attention. It was a sensation in the fatal birthmark, not painful, but which
induced a restlessness throughout her system. Hastening after her hus-
band, she intruded for the first time into the laboratory.

The first thing that struck her eye was the furnace, that hot and
feverish worker, with the intense glow of its fire, which by the quanti-
ties of soot clustered above it seemed to have been burning for ages.
There was a distilling apparatus in full operation. Around the room
were retorts, tubes, cylinders, crucibles, and other apparatus of chemi-
cal research. An electrical machine stood ready for immediate use. The
atmosphere felt oppressively close, and was tainted with gaseous odors
which had been tormented forth by the processes of science. The severe
and homely simplicity of the apartment, with its naked walls and brick
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pavement, looked strange, accustomed as Georgiana had become to the
fantastic elegance of her boudoir. But what chiefly, indeed almost solely,
drew her attention, was the aspect of Aylmer himself.

He was pale as death, anxious and absorbed, and hung over the fur-
nace as if it depended upon his utmost watchfulness whether the liquid
which it was distilling should be the draught of immortal happiness or
misery. How different from the sanguine and joyous mien that he had
assumed for Georgiana’s encouragement!

“Carefully now, Aminadab; carefully, thou human machine; care-
fully, thou man of clay!” muttered Aylmer, more to himself than his
assistant. “Now, if there be a thought too much or too little, it is all over.”

“Ho! ho!” mumbled Aminadab. “Look, master! look!”

Aylmer raised his eyes hastily, and a first reddened, then grew paler
than ever, on beholding Georgiana. He rushed towards her and seized
her arm with a gripe that left the print of his fingers upon it.

“Why do you come hither? Have you no trust in your husband?”
cried he impetuously. “Would you throw the blight of that faral birth-
mark over my labors? It is not well done. Go, prying woman, go!”

“Nay, Aylmer,” said Georgiana with the firmness of which she
possessed no stinted endowment, “it is not you that have a right to
complain. You mistrust your wife; you have concealed the anxiety with
which you watch the development of this experiment. Think not so
unworthily of me, my husband. Tell me all the risk we run, and fear not
that I shall shrink; for my share in it is far less than your own.”

“No, no, Georgiana!” said Aylmer impatiently; “it must not be.”

“I submit,” replied she calmly. “And, Aylmer, I shall quaff whatever
draught you bring me; but it will be on the same principle that would
induce me to take a dose of poison if offered by your hand.”

“My noble wife,” said Aylmer, deeply moved, “I knew not the height
and depth of your nature until now. Nothing shall be concealed. Know,
then, that this crimson hand, superficial as it seems, has clutched its
grasp into your being with a strength of which I had no previous concep-
tion. I have already administered agents powerful enough to do aught
except to change your entire physical system. Only one thing remains to
be tried. If that fails us we are ruined.”

“Why did you hesitate to tell me this?” asked she.

“Because, Georgiana,” said Aylmer in a low voice, “there is danger.”

“Danger? There is but one danger— that this horrible stigma shall
be left upon my cheek!” cried Georgiana. “Remove it, remove it, whatever
be the cost, or we shall both go mad!”

“Heaven knows your words are too true,” said Aylmer sadly. “And
now, dearest, return to your boudoir. In a little while all will be tested.”

He conducted her back and took leave of her with a solemn tender-
ness which spoke far more than his words how much was now at stake.
After his departure Georgiana became rapt in musings. She considered
the character of Aylmer, and did it completer justice than at any previous
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moment. Her heart exulted, while it trembled, at his honorable lgve— SO
pure and lofty that it would accept nothing le§s than perfection nor
miserably make itself contented with an earthlier nature cban he had
dreamed of. She felt how much more precious was such a sentiment than
that meaner kind which would have borne with the imperfectign for her
sake, and have been guilty of treason to holy love by degrading its perfect
idea to the level of the actual; and with her whole spirit she prayed that,
for a single moment, she might satisfy his highest and deepest concep-
tion. Longer than one moment she well knew it could not be; for his
spirit was ever on the march, ever ascending, and each instant required
something that was beyond the scope of the instant before.

The sound of her husband’s footsteps aroused her. He bore a crystal
goblet containing a liquor colotless as water, but bright enough to be the
draught of immortality. Aylmer was pale; but it seemed rather the con-
sequence of a highly wrought state of mind and tension of spirit than of
fear or doubt.

“The concoction of the draught has been perfect,” said he, in
answer to Georgiana’s look. “Unless all my science have deceived me, it
cannot fail.”

“Save on your account, my dearest Aylmer,” observed his wife,
“I might wish to put off this birthmark of mortality by relinquishing
mortality itself in preference to any other mode. Life is but a sad posses-
sion to those who have attained precisely the degree of moral advance-
ment at which I stand. Were I weaker and blinder it might be happiness.
Were I stronger, it might be endured hopefully. But, being what I find
myself, methinks I am of all mortals the most fit to die.”

“You are fit for heaven without tasting death!” replied her husband.
“But why do we speak of dying? The draught cannot fail. Behold its
effect upon this plant.”

On the window seat there stood a geranium diseased with yellow
blotches, which had overspread all its leaves. Aylmer poured a small
quantity of the liquid upon the soil in which it grew. In a lictle time,
when the roots of the plant had taken up the moisture, the unsightly
blotches began to be extinguished in a living verdure.

“There needed no proof,” said Georgiana quietly. “Give me the gob-
let. I joyfully stake all upon your word.”

“Drink, then, thou lofty creature!” exclaimed Aylmer, with fervid
admiration. “There is no taint of imperfection on thy spirit. Thy sensible
frame, too, shall soon be all perfect.”

She quaffed the liquid and returned the goblet to his hand.

“It is grateful,” said she, with a placid smile. “Methinks it is like
water from a heavenly fountain; for it conrains I know not what of
unobtrusive fragrance and deliciousness. It allays a feverish thirst that
had parched me for many days. Now, dearest, let me sleep. My earthly

senses are closing over my spirit like the leaves around the heart of a
rose at sunset.”
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She spoke the last words with a gentle reluctance, as if it requlr;d
almost more energy than she could command to pronounci?1 1(; e
faint and lingering syllables. Scarcely had they longred thm];l'g he;
lips ere she was lost in slumber. Aylmer sat by her side, watc gngh e
aspect with the emotions proper to a man the whole value o1 cvlv 98}61
existence was involved in the process now to be t?stefl. Mingle wit
this mood, however, was the philosophic investigation characFerlz
tic of the man of science. Not the minutest symptom escaped him.
heightened flush of the cheek, a slight irregularity of breath, a qulve}:
of the eyelid, a hardly perceptible tremor through the frame—’suﬁ:.
were the details which, as the moments passed, he wrote down in his
folio volume. Intense thought had set its stamp upon every prev1ou§
page of that volume, but the thoughts of years were all concentrate

last.

ul:)or\;ll'thl’li‘lae thus employed, he failed not to gaze often at the fatal hand,
and not without a shudder. Yet once, by a'sFrange.and unaccour_ltable
impulse, he pressed it with his lips. His spirit recoiled, however, in th((:e1
very act; and Georgiana, out of the midst of her deep sleep, move
uneasily and murmured as if in remonstrance. Again Aylme.r resumed
his watch. Nor was it without avail. The crimson hand, which at ﬁrs’,t
had been strongly visible upon the marble paleness of Georgiana’s
cheek, now grew more faintly outlined. She remained not less pale
than ever; but the birthmark, with every breath that came and went,
lost somewhat of its former distinctness. Its presence had been awful;
its departure was more awful still. Watch the stain of the rainbow fad-
ing out of the sky, and you will know how that mysterious symbol
passed away.

“By Heaven! it is well-nigh gone!” said Aylmer to himself, in almost
irrepressible ecstasy. “I can scarcely trace it now. Success! success! And
now it is like the faintest rose color. The lightest flush of blood across her
cheek would overcome it. But she is so pale!”

He drew aside the window curtain and suffered the light of natural
day to fall into the room and rest upon her cheek. At the same time he
heard a gross, hoarse chuckle, which he had long known as his servant
Aminadab’s expression of delight.

“Ah, clod! ah, earthly mass!” cried Aylmer, laughing in a sort of frenzy,
“you have served me well! Matter and spirit—earth and heaven— have
both done their part in this! Laugh, thing of the senses! You have earned
the right to laugh.”

These exclamations broke Georgiana’s sleep. She slowly unclosed
her eyes and gazed into the mirror which her husband had arranged for
that purpose. A faint smile flitted over her lips when she recognized how
barely perceptible was now that crimson hand which had once blazed
forth with such disastrous brilliancy as to scare away all their happiness.

But then her eyes sought Aylmer’s face with a trouble and anxiety that he
could by no means account for.
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“My poor Aylmer!” murmured she.

“Poor? Nay, richest, happiest, most favored!” exclaimed he. “My
peerless bride, it is successful! You are perfect!”

“My poor Aylmer,” she repeated, with a more than human tender-
ness, “you have aimed loftily; you have done nobly. Do not repent that
with so high and pure a feeling, you have rejected the best the earth
could offer. Aylmer, dearest Aylmer, I am dying!”

Alas! it was too true! The faral hand had grappled with the mystery
of life, and was the bond by which an angelic spirit kept itself in union
with a mortal frame. As the last crimson tint of the birthmark — that sole
token of human imperfection — faded from her cheek, the parting breach
of the now perfect woman passed into the atmosphere, and her soul, lin-
gering a moment near her husband, took its heavenward flight. Then a
hoarse, chuckling laugh was heard again! Thus ever does the gross fata-
lity of earth exult in its invariable triumph over the immortal essence
which, in this dim sphere of half development, demands the complete-
ness of a higher state. Yet, had Aylmer reached a profounder wisdom, he
need not thus have flung away the happiness which would have woven
his mortal life of the selfsame texture with the celestial. The momentary
circumstance was too strong for him; he failed to look beyond the shad-
owy scope of time, and, living once for all in eternity, to find the perfect
future in the present.

ZORA NEALE HURSTON (1901-1960)

Raised in Eatonville, Florida, the first black
incorporated township established in the
United States, Zora Neale Hurston attended
Howard University and graduated from Bar-
nard College with an emphasis on anthro-
pology. This abiding interest is reflected in her
use of African American folklore in her fiction.
An important figure writing stories and plays
during the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s
and 1930s, she insisted on making known the
humanity of black people and depicted their
cultural heritage with respect and affection in  congress.

an effort to overcome the crude stereotyping of

the period. The author of four novels, Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934), Their
Eyes Were Watching God (1937), Moses, Man of the Mountain (1939), and Ser-
aph of the Sewanee (1948), Hurston’s short stories are collected in The
Complete Stories (1948). Her work, though largely neglected late in her
life, was rediscovered in the 1970s through the conscientious inclusive-
ness of the women’s movement.
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“So now, gentlemen, I want you to give him your attention.”

There was still laughter as I faced them, my mouth dry, my eye
throbbing. I began slowly, but evidently my throat was tense, because
they began shouting, “Louder! Louder!”

“We of the younger generation extol the wisdom of that greac leader
and educator,” I shouted, “who first spoke these flaming words of wis-
dom: ‘A ship lost at sea for many days suddenly sighted a friendly ves-
sel. From the mast of the unfortunate vessel was seen a signal: “Water,
water; we die of thirst!” The answer from the friendly vessel came back:
“Cast down your bucket where you are.” The captain of the distressed
vessel, at last heeding the injunction, cast down his bucket, and it came
up full of fresh sparkling water from the mouth of the Amazon River.’
And like him I say, and in his words, ‘To those of my race who depend
upon bettering their condition in a foreign land, or who underestimate
the importance of cultivating friendly relations with the Southern white
man, who is his next-door neighbor, I would say: “Cast down your bucket
where you are” — cast it down in making friends in every manly way of
the people of all races by whom we are surrounded ...”

I spoke automatically and with such fervor that I did not realize chat
the men were still talking and laughing until my dry mouth, filling up
with blood from the cut, almost strangled me. I coughed, wanting to stop
and go to one of the tall brass, sand-filled spittoons to relieve myself, but
a few of the men, especially the superintendent, were listening and I was
afraid. So I gulped it down, blood, saliva, and all, and continued. (What
powers of endurance I had during those days! What enthusiasm! Whata
belief in the rightness of things!) I spoke even louder in spite of the pain.
But still they talked and still they laughed, as though deaf with cotton in
dirty ears. So I spoke with greater emotional emphasis. I closed my ears
and swallowed blood until I was nauseated. The speech seemed a hun-
dred times as long as before, but I could not leave out a single word. All
had to be said, each memorized nuance considered, rendered. Nor was
that all. Whenever I uttered a word of three or more syllables a group of
voices would yell for me to repeat it. I used the phrase “social responsibil-
ity” and they yelled:

“What’s that word you say, boy?”

“Social responsibility,” I said.

“What?”

“Social ...”

“Louder.”

“... responsibility.”

“More!”

“Respon—"

“Repeat!”

“—sibility.”

The room filled with the uproar of laughter until, no doubr, dis-
tracted by having to gulp down my blood, I made a mistake and yelled
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“Get the money,” the M.C. called. “That’s good hard American cash!”

And we snatched and grabbed, snatched and grabbed. I was care-
ful not to come too close to the rug now, and when I felc the hot whis-
key breath descend upon me like a cloud of foul air I reached out and
grabbed the leg of a chair. It was occupied and I held on desperately.

“Leggo, nigger! Leggo!”

The huge face wavered down to mine as he tried to push me free.
But my body was slippery and he was too drunk. It was Mr. Colcord,
who owned a chain of movie houses and “entertainment palaces.” Each
time he grabbed me I slipped out of his hands. It became a real struggle.
I feared the rug more than I did the drunk, so I held on, surprising
myself for a moment by trying to topple him upon the rug. It was such
an enormous idea that I found myself actually carrying it out. I tried
not to be obvious, yet when I grabbed his leg, trying to tumble him out
of the chair, he raised up roaring with laughter, and, looking at me with
soberness dead in the eye, kicked me viciously in the chest. The chair leg
flew out of my hand and I felt myself going and rolled. It was as though
I had rolled through a bed of hot coals. It seemed a whole century would
pass before I would roll free, a century in which I was seared through the
deepest levels of my body to the fearful breath within me and the breath
seared and heated to the point of explosion. It’ll all be over in a flash, I
thought as I rolled clear. It’ll all be over in a flash.

But not yet, the men on the other side were waiting, red faces swol-
len as though from apoplexy as they bent forward in their chairs. Seeing
their fingers coming toward me I rolled away as a fumbled football rolls
off the receiver’s fingertips, back into the coals. That time I luckily sent
the rug sliding out of place and heard the coins ringing against the floor
and the boys scuffling to pick them up and the M.C. calling, “All right,
boys, that’s all. Go get dressed and get your money.”

I was limp as a dish rag. My back felc as though it had been beaten
with wires.

When we had dressed the M.C. came in and gave us each five dollars,
except Tatlock, who got ten for being last in the ring. Then he told us
to leave. I was not to get a chance to deliver my speech, I thought. I was
going out into the dim alley in despair when I was stopped and told to go
back. I returned to the ballroom, where the men were pushing back their
chairs and gathering in groups to talk.

The M.C. knocked on a table for quiet. “Gentlemen,” he said, “we
almost forgot an important part of the program. A most serious part,
gentlemen. This boy was brought here to deliver a speech which he made
at his graduation yesterday ...”

“Bravo!”

“Im told that he is the smartest boy we’ve got out there in Green-
wood. I'm told that he knows more big words than a pocket-sized
dictionary.”

Much applause and laughter.
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smashed hand. Looking up front, I saw attendants in white jackets roll-
ing the portable ring away and placing a small square rug in the vacant
space surrounded by chairs. Perhaps, I thought, I will stand on the rug to
deliver my speech.

Then the M.C. called to us, “Come on up here boys and get your
money.” We ran forward to where the men laughed and talked in their
chairs, waiting. Everyone seemed friendly now.

“There it is on the rug,” the man said. I saw the rug covered with
coins of all dimensions and a few crumpled bills. But what excited me,
scattered here and there, were the gold pieces.

“Boys, it’s all yours,” the man said. “You get all you grab.”

“That’s right, Sambo,” a blond man said, winking at me confidentially.

I crembled with excitement, forgetting my pain. I would get the gold
and the bills, I thought. I would use both hands. I would throw my body
against the boys nearest me to block them from the gold.

“Get down around the rug now,” the man commanded, “and don’t
anyone touch it until I give che signal.”

“This ought to be good,” I heard.

As told, we got around the square rug on our knees. Slowly the man
raised his freckled hand as we followed it upward with our eyes.

I heard, “These niggers look like they’re about to pray!”

Then, “Ready,” the man said. “Go!”

I lunged for a yellow coin lying on the blue design of the carpet,
touching it and sending a surprised shriek to join those rising around
me. I tried frantically to remove my hand but could not let go. A hot,
violent force tore through my body, shaking me like a wet rat. The rug
was electrified. The hair bristled up on my head as I shook myself free.
My muscles jumped, my nerves jangled, writhed. But I saw that this was
not stopping the other boys. Laughing in fear and embarrassment, some
were holding back and scooping up the coins knocked off by the painful
contortions of the others. The men roared above us as we struggled.

“Pick it up, goddamnit, pick it up!” someone called like a bass-
voiced parrot. “Go on, get it!”

I crawled rapidly around the floor, picking up the coins, trying to
avoid the coppers and to get greenbacks and the gold. Ignoring the shock
by laughing, as I brushed the coins off quickly, I discovered that I could
contain the electricity—a contradiction, but it works. Then the men
began to push us onto the rug. Laughing embarrassedly, we struggled
out of their hands and kept after the coins. We were all wet and slippery
and hard to hold. Suddenly I saw a boy lifted into the air, glistening with
sweat like a circus seal, and dropped, his wet back landing flush upon the
charged rug, heard him yell and saw him literally dance upon his back,
his elbows beating a frenzied tattoo upon the floor, his muscles twitch-
ing like the flesh of a horse stung by many flies. When he finally rolled

off, his face was gray and no one stopped him when he ran from the floor
amid booming laughter.
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hate of me and aglow with a feverish terror from what had happened to
us all. I became anxious. I wanted to deliver my speech and he came at me
as though he meant to beat it out of me. I smashed him again and again,
taking his blows as they came. Then on a sudden impulse I struck him
lightly and as we clinched, I whispered, “Fake like I knocked you out, you
can have the prize.”

“P’ll break your behind,” he whispered hoarsely.

“For them?”

“For me, sonofabitch!”

They were yelling for us to break it up and Tatlock spun me half
around with a blow, and as a joggled camera sweeps in a reeling scene,
I saw the howling red faces crouching tense beneath the cloud of blue-
gray smoke. For a moment the world wavered, unraveled, flowed, then
my head cleared and Tatlock bounced before me. That fluttering shadow
before my eyes was his jabbing left hand. Then falling forward, my head
against his damp shoulder, I whispered,

“Pll make it five dollars more.”

“Go to hell!”

But his muscles relaxed a trifle beneath my pressure and I breathed,
“Seven?”

“Give it to your ma,” he said, ripping me beneath the heart.

And while I still held him I butted him and moved away. I felt myself
bombarded with punches. I fought back with hopeless desperation.
I wanted to deliver my speech more than anything else in the world,
because I felt that only these men could judge truly my ability, and now
this stupid clown was ruining my chances. I began fighting carefully
now, moving in to punch him and out again with my greater speed. A
lucky blow to his chin and I had him going too—until I heard a loud
voice yell, “I got my money on the big boy.”

Hearing this, I almost dropped my guard. I was confused: Should
I try to win against the voice out there? Would not this go against my
speech, and was not this a moment for humility, for nonresistance? A
blow to my head as I danced about sent my right eye popping like a
jack-in-the-box and settled my dilemma. The room went red as I fell.
It was a dream fall, my body languid and fastidious as to where to
land, until the floor became impatient and smashed up to meet me. A
moment later I came to. An hypnotic voice said FIVE emphatically. And
I lay there, hazily watching a dark red spot of my own blood shaping
itself into a butterfly, glistening and soaking into the soiled gray world
of the canvas.

When the voice drawled TEN I was lifted up and dragged to a chair.
I sat dazed. My eye pained and swelled with each throb of my pounding
heart and I wondered if now I would be allowed to speak. I was wring-
ing wet, my mouth still bleeding. We were grouped along the wall now.
The other boys ignored me as they congratulated Tatlock and specu-
lated as to how much they would be paid. One boy whimpered over his
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that by the legs milling around me, I finally pulled erect and discovered
that I could see the black, sweat-washed forms weaving in the smoky-
blue atmosphere like drunken dancers weaving to the rapid drumlike
thuds of blows.

Everyone fought hysterically. It was complete anarchy. Everybody
fought everybody else. No group fought together for long. Two, three,
four, fought one, then turned to fight each other, were themselves
attacked. Blows landed below the belt and in the kidney, with the
gloves open as well as closed, and with my eye partly opened now there
was not so much terror. I moved carefully, avoiding blows, although
not too many to attract attention, fighting from group to group. The
boys groped about like blind, cautious crabs crouching to protect their
mid-sections, their heads pulled in short against their shoulders, their
arms stretched nervously before them, with their fists testing the smoke-
filled air like the knobbed feelers of hypersensitive snails. In one cor-
ner I glimpsed a boy violently punching the air and heard him scream
in pain as he smashed his hand against a ring post. For a second I saw
him bent over holding his hand, then going down as a blow caught his
unprotected head. I played one group against cthe other, slipping in and
throwing a punch then stepping out of range while pushing the others
into the melee to take the blows blindly aimed at me. The smoke was
agonizing and there were no rounds, no bells at three minute intervals
to relieve our exhaustion. The room spun round me, a swirl of lights,
smoke, sweating bodies surrounded by tense white faces. I bled from
both nose and mouth, the blood spattering upon my chest.

The men kept yelling, “Slug him, black boy! Knock his guts out!”

“Uppercut him! Kill him! Kill cthat big boy!”

Taking a fake fall, I saw a boy going down heavily beside me as
though we were felled by a single blow, saw a sneaker-clad foot shoot into
his groin as the two who had knocked him down scumbled upon him. I
rolled out of range, feeling a twinge of nausea.

The harder we fought the more threatening the men became. And
yet, I had begun to worry about my speech again. How would it go?
Would they recognize my ability? What would they give me?

I was fighting automatically when suddenly I noticed that one after
another of the boys was leaving the ring. I was surprised, filled with
panic, as though I had been left alone with an unknown danger. Then
I understood. The boys had arranged it among themselves. It was the
custom for the two men left in the ring to slug it out for the winner’s
prize. I discovered this too late. When the bell sounded two men in tuxe-
does leaped into the ring and removed the blindfold. I found myself fac-
ing Tatlock, the biggest of the gang. I felt sick at my stomach. Hardly
had the bell stopped ringing in my ears than it clanged again and I saw
him moving swiftly toward me. Thinking of nothing else to do I hit him
smash on the nose. He kept coming, bringing the rank sharp violence of
stale sweat. His face was a black blank of a face, only his eyes alive — with
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But now I felt a sudden fit of blind terror. I was unused to darkness.
It was as though I had suddenly found myself in a dark room filled with
poisonous cottonmouths. I could hear the bleary voices yelling insis-
tently for the battle royal to begin.

“Get going in there!”

“Let me at that big nigger!”

I strained to pick up the school superintendent’s voice, as though to
squeeze some security out of that slightly more familiar sound.

“Let me at those black sonsabitches!” someone yelled.

“No, Jackson, no!” another voice yelled. “Here, somebody, help me
hold Jack.”

“I want to get at that ginger-colored nigger. Tear him limb from
limb,” the first voice yelled.

I stood against the ropes trembling. For in those days I was what
they called ginger-colored, and he sounded as though he might crunch
me between his teeth like a crisp ginger cookie.

Quite a struggle was going on. Chairs were being kicked aboutand I
could hear voices grunting as with a terrific effort. I wanted to see, to see
more desperately than ever before. But the blindfold was tight as a thick
skin-puckering scab and when I raised my gloved hands to push the lay-
ers of white aside a voice yelled, “Oh, no you don’t, black bastard! Leave
that alone!”

“Ring the bell before Jackson kills him a coon!” someone boomed in
the sudden silence. And I heard the bell clang and the sound of the feet
scuffling forward.

A glove smacked against my head. I pivoted, striking out stiffly as
someone went past, and felt the jar ripple along the length of my arm to
my shoulder. Then it seemed as though all nine of che boys had turned
upon me at once. Blows pounded me from all sides while I struck out as
best I could. So many blows landed upon me that I wondered if I were
not the only blindfolded fighter in the ring, or if the man called Jackson
hadn’t succeeded in getting me after all.

Blindfolded, I could no longer control my motions. I had no dignicty.
I stumbled about like a baby or a drunken man. The smoke had become
thicker and with each new blow it seemed to sear and further restrict
my lungs. My saliva became like hot bitter glue. A glove connected with
my head, filling my mouth with warm blood. It was everywhere. I could
not tell if the moisture I felt upon my body was sweat or blood. A blow
landed hard against the nape of my neck. I felt myself going over, my
head hitting the floor. Streaks of blue light filled the black world behind
the blindfold. I lay prone, pretending that I was knocked out, bur felt
myself seized by hands and yanked to my feet. “Get going, black boy! Mix
it up!” My arms were like lead, my head smarting from blows. I managed
to feel my way to the ropes and held on, trying to catch my breath. A
glove landed in my mid-section and I went over again, feeling as though
the smoke had become a knife jabbed into my guts. Pushed this way and

5

20



ELLISON / BATTLE ROYAL 183

some gray and threatening sea. I was transported. Then I became aware
of the clarinet playing and the big shots yelling at us. Some threatened
us if we looked and others if we did not. On my right I saw one boy faint.
And now a man grabbed a silver pitcher from a table and stepped close
as he dashed ice water upon him and stood him up and forced two of us
to support him as his head hung and moans issued from his thick bluish
lips. Another boy began to plead to go home. He was the largest of the
group, wearing dark red fighting trunks much too small to conceal the
erection which projected from him as though in answer to the insinuat-
ing low-registered moaning of the clarinet. He tried to hide himself with
his boxing gloves.

And all the while the blonde continued dancing, smiling faintly at
the big shots who watched her with fascination, and faintly smiling at
our fear. I noticed a certain merchant who followed her hungrily, his lips
loose and drooling. He was a large man who wore diamond studs in a
shirtfront which swelled with the ample paunch underneath, and each
time the blonde swayed her undulating hips he ran his hand through the
thin hair of his bald head and, with his arms upheld, his posture clumsy
like that of an intoxicated panda, wound his belly in a slow and obscene
grind. This creature was completely hypnotized. The music had quick-
ened. As the dancer flung herself about with a detached expression on
her face, the men began reaching out to touch her. I could see their beefy
fingers sink into the soft flesh. Some of the others tried to stop them
as she began to move around the floor in graceful circles, as they gave
chase, slipping and sliding over the polished floor. It was mad. Chairs
went crashing, drinks were spilt, as they ran laughing and howling after
her. They caught her just as she reached a door, raised her from the floor,
and tossed her as college boys are tossed at a hazing, and above her red,
fixed-smiling lips I saw the terror and disgust in her eyes, almost like my
own terror and that which I saw in some of the other boys. As I watched,
they tossed her twice and her soft breasts seemed to flatten against the
air and her legs flung wildly as she spun. Some of the more sober ones
helped her to escape. And I started off the floor, heading for the ante-
room with the rest of the boys.

Some were still crying in hysteria. But as we tried to leave we were
stopped and ordered to get into the ring. There was nothing to do but
what we were told. All ten of us climbed under the ropes and allowed
ourselves to be blindfolded with broad bands of white cloth. One of the
men seemed to feel a bit sympathetic and tried to cheer us up as we stood
with our backs against the ropes. Some of us tried to grin. “See that boy
over there?” one of the men said. “I want you to run across at the bell
and give it to him right in the belly. If you don’t get him, I’m going to get
you. I don’t like his looks.” Each of us was told the same. The blindfolds
were put on. Yet even then I had been going over my speech. In my mind
each word was as bright as flame. I felt the cloth pressed into place, and
frowned so that it would be loosened when I relaxed.
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fact, as the warmly lighted floors flashed past the elevator we had words
over the fact that I, by taking part in the fight, had knocked one of their
friends out of a night’s work.

We were led out of the elevator through a rococo hall into an ante-
room and told to get into our fighting togs. Each of us was issued a pair
of boxing gloves and ushered out into the big mirrored hall, which we
entered looking cautiously about us and whispering, lest we might acci-
dentally be heard above the noise of the room. It was foggy with cigar
smoke. And already the whiskey was taking effect. I was shocked to see
some of the most important men of the town quite tipsy. They were all
there — bankers, lawyers, judges, doctors, fire chiefs, teachers, merchants.
Even one of the more fashionable pastors. Something we could not see
was going on up front. A clarinet was vibrating sensuously and the men
were standing up and moving eagerly forward. We were a small tight
group, clustered together, our bare upper bodies touching and shin-
ing with anticipatory sweat; while up front the big shots were becom-
ing increasingly excited over something we still could not see. Suddenly I
heard the school superintendent, who had told me to come, yell, “Bring
up the shines, gentlemen! Bring up the lictle shines!”

We were rushed up to the front of the ballroom, where it smelled
even more strongly of tobacco and whiskey. Then we were pushed into
place. I almost wet my pants. A sea of faces, some hostile, some amused,
ringed around us, and in the center, facing us, stood a magnificent
blonde —stark naked. There was dead silence. I felt a blast of cold air
chill me. I tried to back away, but they were behind me and around me.
Some of the boys stood with lowered heads, trembling. I felt a wave of
irrational guilt and fear. My teeth chattered, my skin turned to goose
flesh, my knees knocked. Yet I was strongly attracted and looked in spite
of myself. Had the price of looking been blindness, I would have looked.
The hair was yellow like that of a circus kewpie doll, the face heavily
powdered and rouged, as though to form an abstract mask, the eyes hol-
low and smeared a cool blue, the color of a baboon’s butt. I felc a desire
to spit upon her as my eyes brushed slowly over her body. Her breasts
were firm and round as the domes of East Indian temples, and I stood
so close as to see the fine skin texture and beads of pearly perspiration
glistening like dew around the pink and erected buds of her nipples. I
wanted at one and the same time to run from the room, to sink through
the floor, or go to her and cover her from my eyes and the eyes of the
others with my body; to feel the soft thighs, to caress her and destroy
her, to love her and murder her, to hide from her, and yet to stroke
where below the small American flag tattooed upon her belly her thighs
formed a capital V. I had a notion that of all in the room she saw only
me with her impersonal eyes.

And then she began to dance, a slow sensuous movement; the smoke
of a hundred cigars clinging to her like the thinnest of veils. She seemed
like a fair bird-girl girdled in veils calling to me from the angry surface of
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circle. It had a tremendous effect upon me, however. I could never be
sure of what he meant. Grandfather had been a quiet old man who
never made any trouble, yet on his deathbed he had called himself a
traitor and a spy, and he had spoken of his meekness as a dangerous
activity. It became a constant puzzle which lay unanswered in the back
of my mind. And whenever things went well for me I remembered my
grandfather and felc guilty and uncomfortable. It was as though I was
carrying out his advice in spite of myself. And to make it worse, every-
one loved me for it. I was praised by the most lily-white men of the town.
I was considered an example of desirable conduct— just as my grandfa-
ther had been. And what puzzled me was that the old man had defined
it as treachery. When I was praised for my conduct I felc a guilt that in
some way I was doing something that was really against che wishes of
the white folks, that if they had understood they would have desired
me to act just the opposite, that I should have been sulky and mean,
and that that really would have been what they wanted, even though
they were fooled and thought they wanted me to act as I did. It made
me afraid that some day they would look upon me as a traitor and I
would be lost. Still I was more afraid to act any other way because they
didn’t like that at all. The old man’s words were like a curse. On my
graduation day I delivered an oration in which I showed that humility
was the secret, indeed, the very essence of progress. (Not that I believed
this —how could I, remembering my grandfather? —1I only believed that
it worked.) It was a great success. Everyone praised me and I was invited
to give the speech at a gathering of the town’s leading white citizens. It
was a triumph for our whole community.

It was in the main ballroom of the leading hotel. When I got there
I discovered that it was on the occasion of a smoker, and I was told that
since I was to be there anyway I might as well take part in the battle royal
to be fought by some of my schoolmates as part of the entertainment.
The battle royal came first.

All of the town’s big shots were there in their tuxedoes, wolfing
down the buffet foods, drinking beer and whiskey and smoking black
cigars. It was a large room with a high ceiling. Chairs were arranged in
neat rows around three sides of a portable boxing ring. The fourth side
was clear, revealing a gleaming space of polished floor. I had some mis-
givings over the battle royal, by the way. Not from a distaste for fighting,
but because I didn’t care too much for the other fellows who were to
take part. They were tough guys who seemed to have no grandfather’s
curse worrying their minds. No one could mistake their toughness. And
besides, I suspected that fighting a battle royal might detract from the
dignity of my speech. In those pre-invisible days I visualized myself as
a potential Booker T. Washington. But the other fellows didn’t care too
much for me either, and there were nine of them. I felt superior to them
in my way, and I didn’t like the manner in which we were all crowded
together into the servants’ elevator. Nor did they like my being there. In



180 SYMBOLISM

wrote about race relations in the context of universal human concerns.
Invisible Man is the story of a young black man who moves from the
South to the North and discovers what it means to be black in America.
“Battle Royal,” published in 1947 as a short story, became the first chap-
ter of Invisible Man. It concerns the beginning of the protagonist’s long
struggle for an adult identity in a world made corrupt by racial prejudice.

Battle Royal 1947

It goes a long way back, some twenty years. All my life I had been looking
for something, and everywhere I turned someone tried to tell me what it
was. I accepted their answers too, though they were often in contradic-
tion and even self-contradictory. I was naive. I was looking for myself
and asking everyone except myself questions which I, and only I, could
answer. It took me a long time and much painful boomeranging of my
expectations to achieve a realization everyone else appears to have been
born with: That I am nobody but myself. Buc first I had to discover that
I'am an invisible man!

And yet I am no freak of nature, nor of history. I was in the cards,
other things having been equal (or unequal) eighty-five years ago.
I am not ashamed of my grandparents for having been slaves. I am
only ashamed of myself for having at one time been ashamed. About
eighty-five years ago they were told that they were free, united with
others of our country in everything pertaining to the common good,
and, in everything social, separate like the fingers of the hand. And
they believed it. They exulted in it. They stayed in their place, worked
hard, and brought up my father to do the same. But my grandfacher
is the one. He was an odd old guy, my grandfather, and I am told I
take after him. It was he who caused the trouble. On his deathbed
he called my father to him and said, “Son, after 'm gone I want you
to keep up the good fight. I never told you, but our life is a war and
I have been a traitor all my born days, a spy in the enemy’s country
ever since I gave up my gun back in the Reconstruction. Live with
your head in the lion’s mouth. I want you to overcome ’em with yeses,
undermine ’em with grins, agree ’em to death and destruction, let
’em swoller you till they vomit or bust wide open.” They thought the
old man had gone out of his mind. He had been the meekest of men.
The younger children were rushed from the room, the shades drawn
and the flame of the lamp turned so low that it sputtered on the wick
like the old man’s breathing. “Learn it to the young-uns,” he whis-
pered fiercely; then he died.

But my folks were more alarmed over his last words than over his
dying. It was as though he had not died at all, his words caused so much
anxiety. I was warned emphatically to forget what he had said and,
indeed, this is the first time it has been mentioned outside the family
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a phrase I had often seen denounced in newspaper editorials, heard
debated in private.

“Social ...

“What?” they yelled.

“... equality—" .

The laughter hung smokelike in the sudden stillness. I opened my
eyes, puzzled. Sounds of displeasure filled the room. The M.C. rushed
forward. They shouted hostile phrases at me. But 1 did not understand.

A small dry mustached man in the front row blared out, “Say that

slowly, son!”

“What, sir?”

“What you just said!”

“Social responsibility, sir,” I said. .

“You weren’t being smart, were you, boy?” he said, not unkindly.

“No, sir!”

“You sure that about ‘equality’ was a mistake?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” I said. “I was swallowing blood.”

“Well, you had better speak more slowly so we can understand. We
mean to do right by you, but you’ve got to know your place at all times.
All right, now, go on with your speech.”

I was afraid. I wanted to leave but I wanted also to speak and I was
afraid they’d snatch me down.

“Thank you, sir,” I said, beginning where I had left off, and having
them ignore me as before.

Yet when I finished there was a thunderous applause. I was surprised
to see the superintendent come forth with a package wrapped in white
tissue paper, and, gesturing for quiet, address the men.

“Gentlemen, you see that I did not overpraise this boy. He makes a
good speech and some day he’ll lead his people in the proper paths. And
I don’t have to tell you that that is important in these days and times.
This is a good, smart boy, and so to encourage him in the right direction,
in the name of the Board of Education I wish to present him a prize in
the form of this ...”

He paused, removing the tissue paper and revealing a gleaming calf-
skin brief case.

X “... in the form of this first-class article from Shad Whitmore’s
shop.”

“Boy,” he said, addressing me, “take this prize and keep it well. Con-
sider it a badge of office. Prize it. Keep developing as you are and some
day it will be filled with important papers that will help shape the des-
tiny of your people.”

I was so moved that I could hardly express my thanks. A rope of
bloody saliva forming a shape like an undiscovered continent drooled
upon the leather and I wiped it quickly away. I felt an importance that I
had never dreamed.

“Open it and see what’s inside,” I was told.
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i i leather and finding
fi a-tremble, I complied, smelling the fresh
an oilz\ﬁdz:,ial?lifliing document inside. It was a scholarship to the state college

for Negroes. My eyes filled with tears and I ran awkwardly off the floor.

I was overjoyed; I did not even mind when I discovered that the gold

ieces I had scrambled for were brass pocket tokens advertising a certain
obile. '

mak(\ax;)ff;ult(::;ched home everyone was excited. Next day the neighbors
came to congratulate me. I even felt safe from grandfather, whose death-
bed curse usually spoiled my triumphs. I stood benegth his photograph
with my brief case in hand and smiled triumphantly into his stolid black
peasant’s face. It was a face that fascinated me. The eyes seemed to follow
everywhere I went.

)”l‘v;at night [ dreamed I was at a circus with him and that he refused
to laugh at the clowns no matter what they did. Then later he told me to
open my brief case and read what was inside and I did, finding an official
envelope stamped with the state seal; and inside the envelope I fpund
another and another, endlessly, and I thought I would fall of weariness.
“Them’s years,” he said. “Now open that one.” And I did and in it I found
an engraved document containing a short message in letters of gold.
“Read it,” my grandfather said. “Out loud!”

“To Whom It May Concern,” I intoned. “Keep This Nigger-Boy 105
Running.”

I'awoke with the old man’s laughter ringing in my ears.

(It was a dream I was to remember and dream again for many years
after. Buc at that time I had no insight into its meaning. First [ had to
attend college.)

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

I. FIRST RESPONSE. Discuss how the protagonist’s expectations are
similar to what has come to be known as the American dream — the

assumption that ambition, hard work, perseverance, intelligence,
and virtue always lead to success.

2. How does the first paragraph of the story sum up the conflict that
the narrator confronts? In what sense is he “invisible”?

3- What is the symbolic significance of the naked blonde? What details
reveal that she represents more than a sexual tease in the story?

4. How does the battle in the boxing ring and the scramble for money
atfter\gvard suggest the kind of control whites have over blacks in the
storys

5- How can the dream at the end of the st -
T ory be related to th
incidents that precede it? y € major

6. Eilven the grandfather’s advice, explain how “meekness”
dangerous activity” and a weapon against oppression.

7. Imagine the story as told from a third i i
' -person point of view. H
would this change the story? Do you think the s?ory would be mc?::

can be a



