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The Confession of an Uncontrived Sinner:
(GJDU$OODQ3RH¶V³7KH7HOO-7DOH+HDUW´

Before the story begins we ought to introduce its hidden protagonist(s). There are two
candidates, close relatives, competing for this title. One is called xestobium rufovillosum,
the other anobium pertinax.1 Both species produce ticking or clicking sounds which occur when the beetles bump their heads or jaws against the sides of tunnels of old furniture and wood they are boring into. Their Polish names bear interesting onomatopoeic
traits. Thus, tykotek pstry (xestobium rufovillosum) derives from the verb W\NDü which
denotes the ticking of a clock. Anobium pertinax, on the other hand, stands for NRáDWHN
uparty. The verb NRáDWDüdenotes, and at the same time imitates, tapping and rattling. It
can be furthermore associated with a sound produced by a door-knocker²it therefore
announces the presence of somebody at the door of our house, possibly a stranger (an
uninvited intruder, rather than a longed-for visitor?), whom we may admit with a sense
of apprehension or even anxiety, and who always will be approached with a dose of Derridean KRVWLSLWDOLWp, i.e. an inseparable mixture of KRVSLWDOLWp (hospitality) and KRVWLOLWp
(hostility) ( Acts of Religion, qtd. in Idziak 56). (It seems worth recalling here the famous
knocking episode in Macbeth, which not only serves as a comic interruption following
WKHEORRG\VFHQHRI'XQFDQ¶VPXUGHUEXWLVDOVRDVHULRXVFRQILUPDWLRQWKDWWKHSRUWHU
DW0DFEHWK¶VFDVWOHLQGHHGRSHQVWKHJDWHRIKHOOZKHQKHDGPLWV0DFGXIIDQG/HQQR[
1

7KHLPSRUWDQFHRIWKHGHDWKZDWFKIRUWKHUDWLRQDOL]DWLRQRIWKHSORWRI3RH¶V*RWKLFZDVILUVWSRLQWHGRXWE\
John E. Reilly. He argues for the occurrence of the so-called lesser death-watch, which is not a beetle but a
VPDOOHUSVFRLGLQVHFWLQ3RH¶VQDUUDWLYH0\LQWHUSUHWDWLRQWDNHVXSWKHJHQHUDOLGHDRI5HLOO\¶VDUJXPHQW
rather than paying attention to the particular entomological distinctions, but for the sake of precision I invoke here his line of reasoning. ReilO\ZULWHV³,WLVWKHQDUUDWRUJLYLQJXVDJOLPSVHRIKLmself alone in his
own bedchamber, who has hearkened to the death-watches. Herein lies the source of the sound that the narrator believes to have been the heartbeat of the old man. Death-watches are insects that produce rapping
sounds, sounds that superstition has held to presage the death of someone in the house where they are
KHDUG7KHUHDUHWZRFRPPRQYDULHWLHVRIWKHLQVHFW7KHµJUHDWHU¶GHDWK-watch, or Xestobium rufovillosum,
is a wood boring beetle of the family Anobiidae«7KHRWKHULQVHFWWKHµOHVVHU¶GHDWK-watch, or Liposcelis
divinatorius, is a louse-like psocid that thrives upon mold. It is commonly called Atropos divinatoria, but
has also been called Pediculus pulsatorius and simply book louse. Much smaller than the beetle, the lesser
death-watch emits a faint ticking sound believed to be produced by means of stridulatory organs. On the
EDVLVRIWKHVRXQGGHVFULEHGE\3RH¶VQDUUDWRUWKHLQVHFWLQµ7KH7HOO-7DOH+HDUW¶LVWKHOHVVHUUDWKHr than
the greater death-ZDWFK´  
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1. T he E ntomological Prelude
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a moment after the king has been slaughtered (II, ii, 64- II, iii, 41). That fact that, according to the stage directions, the knocking is heard within may suggest that it is not those
who wait outside, still unaware of what has just happened, but rather death which now
lurks inside, waiting most impatiently to be let out in order to plunder at large the outside
world.) Last but not least, especially in the context of some acute but undefined anxiety
associated with the fear of the unknown, the Polish verb NRáDWDümay also be connected
with the unhealthy, hasty thumping of the heart which signals nervous irritation or can
be a symptom of a severe heart condition. The popular saying: GXV]D VLĊ Z QLP OHGZR
NRáDF]H, which literally means: ³KLVVRXOLVEDUHO\WLFNLQJ´GHQRWHVDPDQRQWKHYHUJH
of death and goes hand in hand with the aforementioned suggestions.
All through Europe, boring beetles have a fatal reputation for forecasting an approaching death. In fact, the sound is a signal meant to attract the attention of the females: the louder the beat, the stronger and therefore more attractive the unseen contender. However, the ominous superstition is reflected in many countries and languages. In
German and Spanish, for instance, both species are called, respectively, Totenuhren and
relojes de muerte. The English name reflects the belief that they were often heard by
SHRSOH³RQZDWFK´ZKHQDQLOOSHUVRQZDVRQWKHYHUJHRIGHDWK+HQFHWKHRPLQRXVWDJ
the deathwatch.
In Polish literature, the deathwatch features, quite appropriately, in the famous Romantic drama by Adam Mickiewicz, based on the Polish-Lithuanian folk tradition of
summoning the souls of dead people, celebrated at the time of the Christian feast of
All Saints. It drew the attention of Jan Kott, who analyzed this episode in one of his
essays, written at the time when he was recovering from a heart-attack; no doubt the
FULWLF¶VLnner hearing was then sharply focused on the beat of his heart as he felt the
presence of approaching death (181). The noise described in the poem is a persistent,
quick and regular sound, which resembles the sullen ticking of an old watch hidden
under a pillow. Most importantly, however, like the knocking heard within 0DFEHWK¶V
castle (and no doubt echoed in his troubled mind), it calls in doubt the clear -cut distinction EHWZHHQ WKH ³RXWVLGH SKHQRPHQD´ DQG ³LQVLGH VHQVDWLRQV´ :H FDQ OLNHZLVH
say that death is both a part of life and the most radical opposite of life, something that
is the most intimate, the most dependable companion of each living creature and at the
same WLPH LWV DEVROXWH WRWDOO\ LQFRQFHLYDEOH 2WKHU 7KH ³WLFNLQJ´ RI D GHDWKZDWFK
beetle, mixed with the uneasy heartbeat of an agitated, frightened or ill person, is also
ERWK³ZLWKLQ´DQG ³RXWVLGH´ ERWKIDFWXDODQGIDQFLIXOUHDOLVWLFDQG ZKLPVLFDOWUXV tworthy and unbelievable, an observable natural phenomenon and a figment of imagiQDWLRQ+HUHLQ RUVKRXOGZHUDWKHUVD\RXWWKHUH" OLHVWKHNH\WR0LFNLHZLF]¶VDQG
3RH¶VOLWHUDU\-entomological riddles:

7KHRQRPDWRSRHLFOLQHV³VD\´QRWKLQJDQGFDUU\QRV\PEROLFPHDQLQJDVORQJDVWKH\
represent the mere sound of nature (a beetle) or technology (a watch), but as soon as this
sound becomes associated with a supernatural message, it becomes a voice charged with
significance and enveloped in mystery (whose unseen hand could be so close as to plant
the invisible watch under the pillow?). The question: Co to jest? >³:KDWLVLW"´@LVLQIDFW
an apostrophe to the unknown, unseen presence which demands an answer. In the end,
the mechanical clatter changes into an articulate appeal from a tormented soul, begging
for remembrance and prayer: 3URV]Ċ R WURMĊ SDFLRUHN >³,EHJ IRU WKUHH Pater nosters´@
(91). It is no longer a sound produced by a beetle of ill-omen or a mysterious watch, but
the impossible, unthinkable utterance of a dead person. In the real world, where reason is
the highest authority, such a transformation would be deemed scandalously absurd; in
the realm of literary fiction it relies on the use of prosopopeia, a rhetorical figure of
counterfeit voice. The ticking of a deathwatch resonates in dead wood as if logs could
talk; likewise the figure of prosopopeia gives voice, i.e. life, to the mute, to absent and
inanimate beings, absent or dead people; moreover, it can put on the mask of a life on
the very essence of non-being, that is on death itself.
The drumming of xestobium rufovillosum and/or anobium pertinax, so much like the
ticking of a watch hidden under the pillow, or the beating of a troubled heart, which
JURZVHYHUORXGHUDQGIDVWHUDVGHDWKEHQGVFDUHIXOO\RYHUWKHSDWLHQW¶VEHGDQGRYHUVKadows his sight, will also set the pace of our interpretative endeavor. The following analysis of EdJDU$OODQ3RH¶V*RWKLFQDUUDWLYH ³7KH7HOO-7DOH+HDUW´ILUVWSXEOLVKHGLQ
is therefore going to wrap itself around just this one, monotonous and ominous sound,
the mating call of deathwatch beetles and the fanciful transformations it may undergo in
fiction thanks to the use of a literary prosopopeia.

2. Beyond Reason and L anguage
³7UXH²nervous²very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you
VD\ WKDW , DP PDG"´ (97)²WKH PHPRUDEOH RSHQLQJ RI 3RH¶V VKRUW VWRU\ KDV FHUWDLQO\
retained its provocative appeal. To begin with, the exclamation sharpens the contrast
between the nature of literary ficWLRQ DQG WKH QDUUDWRU¶V REYLRXV FUDYLQJ IRU YHUDFLW\
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Tak tak, tak tak, tata, tata!
$GDOLEyJĪHNRáDWD
Ja N]HJDUHNSRGSRGXV]Ną
Co to jest? tata, tek, ta tek! (Mickiewicz 67)
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which he, most unwisely, seems to privilege over deception and illusion. Or does he?
Despite all the appeals to matter-of-factedness, precision, accuracy or exactness, in short:
the truth of the story, this narrative is, after all, a perfect instance of a stunning manipulatioQ)URPWKHVWDUWWKHSURWDJRQLVWRI3RH¶VVWRU\LVSHUIHFWO\DZDUHRIWKHIDFWWKDWKH
ZLOOEHGLDJQRVHGRUHYHQZRUVH³FODVVLILHG´DVDQXQUHOLDEOHQDUUDWRU6LQFHKHNQRZVLW
in advance, he does not propose or deny anything, but instead confronts us with a challenge encapsulated in the almost jubilant, proud acknowledgement of a nervous disposiWLRQ ³YHU\YHU\GUHDGIXOO\ QHUYRXV,KDGEHHQDQGDP´ IROORZHGE\WKHSURYRFDWLYH
UHEXNH³EXWZK\ will \RXVD\WKDW,DPPDG"´7KHTXHVWLRQLVDWWKHVDPHWime an invitation for medical scrutiny, as it immediately casts the reader in the role of an analyst,
and a preventive dismissal of the easily foreseeable, logically motivated verdict. On the
other hand, it helps us pursue the problem of critical analysis to its logical limitation:
projecting as it does, in a manner that anticipates the Foucauldian critique of reason, the
internal restrictions of rational discourse. In a mental asylum, says Foucault, madness is
muted insofar as it does not acknowledge its own guilt and does not take the form of
DFRQIHVVLRQ7KHTXHVWLRQUHPDLQVKRZHYHUDVWRZKHWKHU3RH¶VQDUUDWRULVLQGHHGFRnfessing his crime?
7KHRSHQLQJVHQWHQFHRI)RXFDXOW¶VVHPLQDOVWXG\LVDTXRWDWLRQIURP%ODLVH3DVFDO
³0HQDUHVRQHFHVVDULO\Pad, that not to be mad would amount to another form of madQHVV´ [L ,WSHUIHFWO\ILWVWKHSUeGLFDPHQWRI3RH¶VSDWLHQWQDUUDWRUZKRVHFKLHIDLPLV
what Foucault deFULHVDV³UHDVRQ¶VVXEMXJDWLRQRIQRQ-reason, wresting from it its truth
as madness, crime RU GLVHDVH´ [LL  7KH LPSRVVLELOLW\ RI WKH PDGPDQ¶V HQGHDYRU LQ
3RH¶VVWRU\FRQVLVWVLQKLVEHOLHIWKDWKHFDQSHUVXDGHWKHVDQHZKLOHDWWKHVDPHWLPHKLV
frighteningly logical discourse derives preciseO\ ³IURP WKH FDHVXUD WKDW HVWDEOLVKHV WKH
distance between reason and non- UHDVRQ´ )RXFDXOW[LL ,WIRUJHWVWKDWDVVRRQDVPDdness and non-madness, reason and non-reason come into existence, i.e. as soon as they
HQWHUVRFLDOGLVFRXUVHWKH\LPPHGLDWHO\FHDVHWRH[LVW³IRUHDFKRWKHULQUHODWLRQWRHDFK
RWKHULQWKHH[FKDQJHZKLFKVHSDUDWHVWKHP´ )RXFDXOW[LL :KDWIROORZVLVWKHLPSRssibility of communication.
As for common language there is no such thing; or, rather, there is no such thing any
longer; the constitution of madness as a mental disease, at the end of the eighteenth
century, affords the evidence of a broken dialogue, posits the separation as already effected, and thrusts into oblivion all those stammered, imperfect words without fixed
syntax in which the exchange between reason and madness was made. The language
of psychiatry, which is a monologue of reason about madness, has been established
only on the basis of such silence. (Foucault xii)

3. T he Voice of A nother
Most literary fictions rely on the textual constructs which, despite the actual experience of silent letters on the page, effectively appeal to the reciSLHQWV¶LPDJLQDWLRQDQG
willy-nilly activate his sensHRIKHDULQJ7KHQRWLRQVRI³SRHWLFLPDJH´DQG³FRXQWHUIHLW
YRLFH´ PHUJH LQWKH WLPH-honored idea of poetry, denoting all forms of fictional narraWLYHVDVD³VSHDNLQJSLFWXUH´7KLVQRWLRQSHUWDLQVWRWZRLPSRUWDQWOLWHUDU\WURSHVWKDW
of ekphrasis: the verbal equivalent of a visual object, and prosopopeia: the figure of imagined voice given to a lifeless object (e.g. a piece of wood), a mute creature (an insect)
or an absent/dead person (the victim of a crime). Both these tropes are strongly connected wLWKHDFKRWKHU$VWULNLQJSDUDOOHOFDQEHGUDZQIRULQVWDQFHEHWZHHQ3RH¶VWDOH
DQG LWV HNSKUDVWLF WZLQ 5REHUW %URZQLQJ¶V GUDPDWLF PRQRORJXH ³0\ /DVW Duchess,´
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³7KH 7HOO-7DOH +HDUW´ FRQILUPV WKH LPSHQHWUDELOLW\ RI WKLV VRXQG-proof barrier by
merely reversinJ)RXFDXOW¶VSUHPLVHWKHHQWLUHVWRU\LVDPRQRORJXHRIPDGQHVVDERXW
reason. Nevertheless, it contains no spurious, broken, stammering words. It does not
narrate a crime of passion which would simplify our response and set a clear boundary
between reason and un-reason (which is reckless, sudden, wild and thoughtless); on the
contrary, the focus falls on postponing the actual murder, on calculation, cunning and
premeditation. The reason for this well-prepared misGHHG LV WKH PXUGHUHU¶V IHDU RI WKH
YLFWLP¶V³HYLOH\H´7KHSUHFLVHQDWXUHRIWKLVSHQHWUDWLQJVLJKWUHPDLQVXQFOHDUZHRQO\
NQRZ WKDW WKH ROG PDQ¶V H\H UHVHPEOHG WKDW RI D YXOWXUH ³D SDOH EOXH H\H ZLWK D ILOP
over it. Whenever it fell upon me my blood ran cold; and so by degrees²very gradually²I made up my mind to take the life of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye
IRUHYHU´  :KDWQHYHUIDLOVWRJUDVSWKHUHDGHU¶VDWWHQWLRQLVKRZWKHQDUUDWRU¶VFRmpulsive repetitions focus on precisely these features of character which would stand in
VKDUSFRQWUDVWZLWKDQ\IRUPRIQHUYRXVFRPSXOVLRQ³<RXVKRXOGKDYHVHHQKRZZLVHO\
I proceeded²with what caution²ZLWKZKDWIRUHVLJKW,ZHQWWRZRUN´  :LVGRP
of course, is the opposite of folly, caution must be juxtaposed with rashness, and, la st
EXW QRW OHDVW IRUHVLJKW ZRXOG PDNH XS IRU WKH PDGPDQ¶V apparent short-sightedness
(the reader is invited to employ here at once all the contradictory meanings of the
ZRUG ³DpSDUHQW´ OLNH QRWLFHDEOH HYLGHQW VHHPLQJ DQG GHFHSWLYH  DQGRU KLV actual
lDFNRIWKHIRUHWKRXJKW+HUHRQFHDJDLQ³7KH7HOO-7DOH+HDUW´DJUHHVZLWK)RuFDXOW¶V
ILQGLQJV³$WWKHVHFUHWKHDUWRIPDGQHVVDWWKHFRUHRIVRPDQ\HUURUVVRPDQ\D bsurdities, so many words without consequence, we discover, finally, the hidden perfe ctiRQRIDODQJXDJH´  
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ILUVWSXEOLVKHGLQRQH\HDUEHIRUH3RHZURWHKLV³7HOO-7DOH+HDUW´7KHWZRWH[WV
present some form of murderous obsession which nevertheless hides itself under the
PDVN RI JRRG VHQVH %URZQLQJ¶V SHrsona, as we all remember, is first and foremost a
great connoisseur of the arts and a generous patron of artists (whom he would rather call
artisans) who depict in sculpture and paintings his dominion over time and space. At the
same time, however, the Duke of Ferrara is a slave of passions which force him to order
the killing of his wife. When he realizes that the Duchess is too independent in her joys,
too much in love with life itself, he replaces a living person with an ideal image. Together with the visitor who enjoys the privilege of viewing the picture carefully safeguarded
LQWKH'XNH¶VSULYDWHDSDUWPHQWVWKHDUHDH[FOXGHGIURPWKHSXEOLF space downstairs and
WKHUHIRUH FORVHG IRU ³WKH FRPSDQ\ EHORZ´ WKH UHDGHU LV HQFRXUDJHG WR HQJDJH KLVKHU
LPDJLQDWLRQDQG³ORRNZLWKKLVHDUV´UHFovering from the blank words on the page the
vivid portrait of a beautiful woman. But what is most important LQ%URZQLQJ¶VGUDPDWLF
monologue remains unsaid. The casual, conversational tone of the speaker is a splendid
mask which hides murderous ambition, covetousness and envy. The revelation of the
crime comes about suddenly and is most unexpected:
This grew; I gave commands;
Then all smiles stopped together. There she stands
As if alive. (67)

0RVWLPSRUWDQWO\WKLVFUXFLDOSDVVDJHRI%URZQLQJ¶VSRHPSRLQWVWRWKHLQVXIIHUDEOH
weight of suppressed passions which are released by the gaze of a woman who, even
afWHUKHUGHDWK ³ORRNV DVLIVKH ZHUHDOLYH´ (in the double sense of somebody who appears to be alive and whose accusatory glance still has the power to disturb the guilty
conscience of the murderHU 7REHVXUHWKH'XFKHVVHV¶VSRUWUDLWVD\VDORWHVSHFLDOly to
the man who had her killed in order to prevail over the intolerable anarchy of her insolent joy and roving looks. Fixed in a frame, her gaze has become sharp and insightful,
SHQHWUDWLQJWKHLQPRVWUHFHVVHVRIWKHPXUGHUHU¶VVRXO
The analogy seems indeed outstanding (not to say: eye-FDWFKLQJ IRU3RH¶VPXUGHULV
HTXDOO\ FRQFHUQHG ZLWK KLV YLFWLP¶V SLHUFLQJ JD]H DOWKRXJK LQ KLV FDVH LW KDXQWV KLP
EHIRUHQRWDIWHUWKHGHHG7KLVLVWKHUHDVRQZK\KHNHHSVYLVLWLQJWKHROGPDQ¶VURRP
for seven successive nights. Each time he must withdraw, for he is convinced that he
ought to see the evil eye before he can commit the crime. It is only on the eighth night
that he may finally carry out his plan. The evil eye forces him to murder the man who is
reduced to an anonymous shade enveloped around a black hole, the gate of hell. The
victim has no name, no body and no face:

Jean-Luc Marion, a contemporary French continuator of Martin +HLGHJJHU¶V SKLOosophical reflections, claims that the apple of the eye is the only and minimal spot on the
body of another where I can see nothing (not even the color of the iris that surrounds the
black hole) except for the invisible gaze which the other lays on me like a heavy
weight²³ZKHQLWIDOOVRQPHLWPXVWEHHQGXUHG´  ³7KHRWKHULVDEXUGHQ´UHSHDWV
0DULRQDIWHU/HYLQDV  PRVWDGHTXDWHO\LQWKHFRQWH[WRI3RH¶VRXWVWDQGLQJQDUUative whose focal point is marked precisely by the ray of light which disappears in the
LPSHQHWUDEOHGHSWKRI³WKHGDPQHGVSRW´7KHUHLVRQO\RQHGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQWKHWZR
DFFRXQWVWKDWPXVWEHGXWLIXOO\UHFRUGHGIRULILQ0DULRQ¶VDQDO\VLVWKH2WKHUVWDQGVIRU
divine transcendence which requires moral responsibility for the life of our neighbor
(very much like for Levinas); for Poe it is a contemptuous, diabolical sneer from the
depths of hell, an urge to kill.
$PRPHQWDIWHUKHKDVVSRWWHGWKHKDWHIXOH\HWKHQDUUDWRURI³7KH7HOO-7DOH+HDUW´
reminds us that he is also endowed with an exceptionally acute sense of hearing which
had an equal share in pushing him ahead:
And now have I not told you that what you mistake for madness is but over-acuteness
of the senses?²now, I say, there came to my ears a low, dull, quick sound, such as a
watch makes when enveloped in cotton. I knew that sound well too. It was the beating
RIWKH ROG PDQ¶VKHDUW ,WLQFUHDVHG P\IXU\DVWKH EHDWLQJ RIDGUXP VWLPXODWHV WKH
soldier into courage. (101, emphasis added)
This is not the first time he has heard that noise. It has accompanied him ever since
the old man stirred for the first time that fatal night, disturbed by the faint clatter at the
door. Even before that the murderer has been acquainted with the ominous portent of his
own deed, the ticking of a deathwatch which sounded exactly the same as the beating of
WKHROGPDQ¶VKHDUW
I had my head in, and was about to open the lantern, when my thumb slipped upon the
tin fastening, and the old man sprang up in the bed, crying out, µ:KR¶VWKHUH"¶
I kept quite still and said nothing. For a whole hour I did not move a muscle, and in
the meantime I did not hear him lie down. He was still sitting up in the bed, listening;
malgorzatagrzegorzewska@onet.eu
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It was open²wide, wide open²and I grew furious as I gazed upon it. I saw it with
perfect distinctness²all a dull blue with a hideous veil over it that chilled the very
marrow in my bones; but I could see nothLQJHOVHRIWKHROGPDQ¶VIDFHRUSHUVRQIRU
I had directed the ray, as if by instinct, precisely upon the damned spot. (101)
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just as I have done night after night hearkening to the death watches in the wall . (99,
emphasis added)
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The following account is not only an in-depth psychological analysis of a panicstricken mind but also an indispensable addition to the Kierkegaardian divagations on
the concept of dread. It describes the unbearable anxiety which cannot be dismissed with
any kind of rational explanation. Worth noticing is also the fact that Poe reverses the
traditional patWHUQRI*RWKLFVXVSHQVHSURYLGHGIRULQVWDQFHLQ$QQH5DGFOLIIH¶VQRYHOV
where the reader usually shares the point of view of an oppressed heroine who cannot
identify the exact nature of the threatening presence that waits at the door of her bedchamber or lingers unrecognized in the darkest corners of the room. Someone or something walks out of sight, hangs around, patiently waits for an opportune moment. In the
FDVHRI3RH¶VVWRU\RQWKHRWKHUKDQGZHDUHLQYLWHGWRIROORZWKHYLOODLQ¶VPRWLRQVDQG
however bizarre it may sound, to share his dread. The narrator states very clearly that the
fear of the old man merely repeats and reflects his own emotions which pushed him towards the fatal deed:
Presently, I heard a slight groan, and I knew it was the groan of mortal terror. It was
not a groan of pain or of grief²oh, no!²it was the low stifled sound that arises from
the bottom of the soul when overcharged with awe. I knew the sound well. Many
a night, just at midnight, when all the world slept, it has welled up from my own bosom, deepening, with its dreadful echo, the terrors that distracted me. I say I knew it
well. I knew what the old man felt, and pitied him, although I chuckled at heart.
I knew that he had been lying awake ever since the first slight noise, when he had
turned in the bed. His fears had been ever since growing upon him. He had been trying to fancy them causeless, but could not. He had been saying to himself²µ,W LV
nothLQJEXWWKHZLQGLQWKHFKLPQH\LWLVRQO\DPRXVHFURVVLQJWKHIORRU¶RUµ,WLV
PHUHO\DFULFNHWZKLFKKDVPDGHDVLQJOHFKLUS¶<HVKHKDVEHHQWU\LQJWRFRPIRUW
himself with these suppositions; but he had found all in vain. All in vain, because
Death, in approaching him, had stalked with his black shadow before him and enveloped the victim. (100)

Paradoxically enough, we can say that the old man is killed by his own fear, as indeed, his anxiety echoes and teases that of his murderer. In the end, it is not the unbearable gaze of another which is the immediate reason for attack, but the sound which resonates both within both men and outside²perhaps in worm-ridden wooden floors or
furQLWXUHRI³WKDWROGKRXVH´ZKLFKZLOOVRRQEHFRPHDVFHQHRIFULPH

1RGRXEW3RH¶VVWRU\FDQEH UHDGDVDPDVWHUSLHFHDQDO\VLVRIYDULRXVYRFDOSKHQomena: the agitated heartbeat of the victim who dies out of fear and the pulsation of blood
in the ears of a murderer who kills out of fear; the ominous sound of the deathwatch
which may have provoked the incident and provides a perfect equivalent for these two
dreadful melodies in the outside world; and, last but not least, the voice of a narrator,
who in the crucial moment leading to the revelation of the crime listens simultaneously
to all these sounds: overlapping each other, imitating one another, contending between
themselves.
It all begins with the sound of a doorbell announcing the arrival of police officers,
who have arrived because the shrieks at night have alarmed the neighbors. The following
two paragraphs are worth quoting in full, for they perfectly render the game of the heard
and the unheard, real and imaginary, inner and outer noises. The repetition of the phrases
which occurred earlier in the narrative contributes to the polyphonic character of this
passage, where the voice (or voices?) coming from the inVLGHRIWKHQDUUDWRU¶VERG\DQG
radiating through a space which is exterior to that body interlace with their echoes outside him:
The officers were satisfied. My manner had convinced them. I was singularly at ease.
They sat, and while I answered cheerily, they chatted of familiar things. But, ere long,
I felt myself getting pale and wished them gone. My head ached, and I fancied a ringing in my ears; but still they sat, and still chatted. The ringing became more distinct:
I talked more freely to get rid of the feeling: but it continued and gained definitiveness²until, at length, I found that the noise was not within my ears.
No doubt I now grew very pale; but I talked more fluently, and with a heightened
voice. Yet the sound increased²and what could I do? It was a low, dull, quick
sound²much such a sound as a watch makes when enveloped in cotton. I gasped for
malgorzatagrzegorzewska@onet.eu
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But even yet I refrained and kept still. I scarcely breathed. I held the lantern motionless. I tried how steadily I could maintain the ray upon the eye. Meantime the hellish
tattoo of the heart increased. It grew quicker and quicker, and louder and louder,
HYHU\ LQVWDQW 7KH ROG PDQ¶V WHUURU must have been extreme! It grew louder, I say,
louder every moment!²do you mark me well? I have told you that I am nervous; so
I am. And now at the dead hour of the night, amid the dreadful silence of that old
house, so strange a noise as this excited me to uncontrollable terror. Yet, for some
minutes longer I refrained and stood still. But the beating grew louder, louder!
I thought the heart must burst. And now a new anxiety seized me²the sound would
EHKHDUGE\DQHLJKERU7KHROGPDQ¶VKRXUKDGFRPH -102)
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breath²and yet the officers heard it not. I talked more quickly, more vehemently; but
the noise steadily increased. I arose and argued about trifles, in a high key and with
violent gesticulations; but the noise steadily increased. Why would they not be gone?
I paced the floor to and fro with heavy strides, as if excited to fury by the observations
of the men²but the noise steadily increased. O God! what could I do? I foamed²
I raved²I swore! I swung the chair upon which I had been sitting, and grated it upon
the boards, but the noise arose over all and continually increased. It grew louder²
louder²louder! And still the men chatted pleasantly, and smiled. Was it possible they
heard not? Almighty God!²no, no! They heard!²they suspected!²they knew!²
they were making a mockery of my horror!²this I thought, and this I think. But anything was better than this agony! Anything was more tolerable than this derision!
I could bear those hypocritical smiles no longer! I felt that I must scream or die!²and
now²again²hark! louder! louder! louder! louder ! (103-104)

0DáJRU]DWD*U]HJRU]HZVND

Firstly and most importantly, one is reminded of a similar tension described in
%URZQLQJ¶VGUDPDWLF PRQRORJXH6HFRQGO\3RH¶VQDUUDWRUJLYHVXV KHre an account of
WKHFRQGLWLRQWKHRUL]HGE\6WHSKHQ2¶&RQQRULQKLVVHPLQDOVWXG\ Dumbstruck. A Cultural History of Ventriloquism³$YRLFH«HVWDEOLVKHVPHDVDQLQVLGHFDSDEOHRIUHFRgQL]LQJDQGEHLQJUHFRJQL]HGE\DQRXWVLGH«,I,KHDUP\WKRXJKWVDVD voice then I divide myself between the one who speaks, from the inside out, and the one who hears the
RQHZKRVSHDNVIURPWKHRXWVLGHLQ´  7KLV,ZLVKWRVXJJHVWLVWKHZDUUDQWRI3RH¶V
psychological investigation.
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4. W hat the Deathwatch Said

What remains to be clarified is the role of the deathwatch in our story. Insects, as we
NQRZRQO\WRRZHOOODFNWKHVNLOORIDUWLFXODWLQJVSHHFKEXWERWK0LFNLHZLF]¶VJUHDWHU
GHDWKZDWFKDQG3RH¶V SRVVLEO\ OHVVHUGHDWKZDWFKDUHDQ[LRXVWRSDVVRQDQLPSRUtant
PHVVDJHWRWKHUHDGHU³7KH7HOO-7DOH+HDUW´HQGVZLWKWKHDSSDUHQWO\DEVXUGFRQFOusion
WKDWFRXOGKDYHRFFXUUHGLQWKHPDGPDQ¶VPLQG VRLQGHHGWKHQDUUDWRUZDVULJKWDVZH
indeed finally arrive at the conclusion that his version cannot be trusted!). Tormented by
WKHWLFNLQJVRXQGZKLFKFRPHVIURPXQGHUWKHIORRUKHH[FODLPV³µ9LlODLQV¶,VKULHNHG
µGLVVHPEOHQRPRUH,DGPLWWKHGHHG²tear up the planks!²here, here!²it is the beatLQJRIKLVKLGHRXVKHDUW¶´  7KLVLVWKHPRVWHPEDUUDVVLQJPRment of the story for
a couple of reasons. First, it brings into sharp focus something that has been an important, but hitherto unacknowledged aspect of the story, namely the recognition of the fact
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that both speaking and hearing are games of dissimulation. Paradoxically enough, the
QDUUDWRURI3RH¶VVWRU\DVVRFLDWHVGHFHLWZLWKUHDVRQ:KHQKHERDVWVDERXWKRZFDUHIXlO\ KH SUHSDUHG WKH PXUGHU KH VD\V ³<RX VKRXOG KDYH VHHQ KRZ wisely I proceeded²
ZLWK« ZKDW dissimulation ,ZHQW WR ZRUN´ , emphasis added). His narrative blurs
the difference between facts and fiction, fancy and reality, his true face and mask. This
is, indeed, one of the most outstanding examples of unreliable narration, not because the
narrator is inaccurate, cannot or does not want to reveal all truth, but because he is so
ostentatiously determined to pass for someone he is not: he plays a friendly lodger,
a good neighbor, an enemy of an evil eye, and, last but not least, a reasonable man. He is
a perfect actor, carefully employing his voice in the service of various roles. He thus
reveals the most alarming quality of prosopopeia, whose function is to put a face on
a faceless reality, but whose Greek name derives from the word prosopon which denotes
a theatrical mask.
Secondly, and still more importantly, even if we suspected from the start that the tale
would gradually reveal the logic of unreason, we are still surprised by the way it translates the inarticulate background noises into the key pronouncement of the story. In other
words, ZHVKRXOGVD\WKDWWKHPLVWDNHRI3RH¶VQDUUDWRUGRHVQRWFRQVLVWLQFRnfusing the
mating call of a boring beetle (or a book louse, for that matter) with the beating of his
YLFWLP¶VKHDUW,WLVUDWKHUD PDWWHURIJLYLQJD human voice to the inarticulate, instinctive, unspeakable drives and forces which, like the mechanical noise of the deathwatch,
FRQVWLWXWHWKHSULQFLSDOVRXQGWUDFNRIWKLVDPD]LQJQDUUDWLYHVRPHWKLQJWKDW³ZHOOVXS´
from the bosom of a tormented soul, but must remain speechless, like the wooden floor,
LQVHFWVWKDWIHHGRQZRRG RURQERRNVLIZHDFFHSW5HLOO\¶VK\SRWKHVLV DQGGHDGEodies concealed underneath the floorboards. Contrary to popular opinion, we shall say
WKHQ WKDW ³7KH 7HOO-7DOH +HDUW´ LV QRW D VWRU\ RI D PDQ GULYHQ PDG E\ the persistent
NQRFNLQJRILQQRFHQWEHHWOHVEXWDQRWKHUYHUVLRQRI*UHJRU6DPVD¶DIDQWDVWLFPHWDPRrphosis recorded by Franz Kafka: thus, instead of a bizarre Kafkaesque narrative about
a man who overnight became a beetle we get an anecdote about a beetle disguised as
a man and endowed with the power of human speech. In brief: tongue-in-cheek, Poe
chalOHQJHVRXUQDwYHWUXVWLQOLWHUDWXUHFRQIURQWLQJKLVUHDGHUVZLWKRQHPRUHYHUVLRQRI
ZKDW6KDNHVSHDUH¶V0DFEHWKZRXOGFDOO³DWDOH7ROGE\DQLGLRWIXll of sound and fury,
/ Signifying nothLQJ´ 9Y-27).
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