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The Pit and the Pendulum 
Understanding Key Concepts – Examining Values

	1. The Spanish Inquisition, a type of religious persecution during the Middle Ages, has tried the narrator of the story and sentenced him to death (Page 7):

“I was deathly sick from my long agony.  And when they finally 

untied me, and I was allowed to sit, I felt that my senses were

leaving me.  And the sentence – the dread sentence of death – 

was the last thing I remember hearing.  After that the sound of 

the judges’ voices merged together into one dreamy hum.”

a) How do you think you would feel if you were sentenced to death because of your religious beliefs?

b) What sentences in the above paragraph tell you that the Inquisition was unfair and cruel?

c) Why do you suppose this man is sick and feeling faint?




	2. The narrator, while stumbling through the pitch-black cell, trips and falls right at the edge of a deep and deadly pit (Page 8):

“I now saw the doom which had been prepared for me.  One 

more step and the world would have seen me no more.  To

the victims of the Inquisition, there was the choice of a 

quick, painful death or a slow, torturous one.  And I had 

been reserved for the latter.”

a) The man in the story is a victim of the Inquisition.  Suggest other ways that people may be victims.  For example, a victim of an accident, a victim

      of …

b) Why do you think the Inquisition sentenced some of its victims to a quick death and others to a slow, torturous one?

c) Why was it to his “advantage” that the narrator got the “slow death” verdict?




	3. The razor-sharp pendulum, a torture device in the dungeon, is getting closer and closer to slashing the narrator to shreds. All he can do is lie and wait (Page 10):

“At that moment, there rushed to my mind a half-formed

thought of hope.  With the nervous energy of despair, I 

began to piece together a plan of escape.  For many hours the 

area around the low frame upon which I lay had been

swarming with rats.  They were wild, bold, ravenous – their

red-eyes glaring at me.  I took the last remnant of food from 

my plate and rubbed it into the ropes which bound me.

Then, I lay breathlessly still.

a) Doctors tell us that the instinct to live is very strong.  How is the narrator’s instinct to survive shown in the above passage?

b) How do the rats, who started out as enemies of the narrator, end up as friends of a sort?

c) In what way is this an act of courage?




	4. The narrator, with the help of the rats, has slipped his ropes and escaped from the killer pendulum’s reach (Page 12):

“Free! – and right into the grasp of the Inquisition.  No sooner

had I slipped from the wooden bed of horror when the motion

of the hellish machine stopped.  Then it was drawn up, by 

some invisible force, through the ceiling.  Without doubt, my

every motion was being watched.”

a) Have you ever thought you were free from something, such as a responsibility, only to find out later that you never really “escaped”?  Tell about it.

b) At what other point in the story was there evidence that the narrator was being watched by someone?

c) Do you think the pendulum would have stopped, even if the narrator didn’t escape?  Explain your opinion.




	5. The narrator is being pushed by fire-hot dungeon walls closer to the deadly pit.  His only choices are to be burned by the hot metal walls or jump into the pit (Page 13).


     “For my seared and writhing body there was no longer an inch of


      foothold on the firm floor.  I struggled no more, but the agony 


      of my soul released one loud, long and final scream of despair.”

a) Have you ever been “backed against the wall” – when you had to make a choice between two unpleasant courses of action?  How did you feel?  What did you do?

b) The narrator never really gave into despair until the very last moment.  What is despair?  What word is the opposite of despair? 

c) The narrator was saved by a frantic coincidence.  Why is this hard to believe?  Does life really have some very lucky moments like this?  Give reasons for your opinion.




