
(22) CHAPTER 2.

I FOUND the town full of tumult. The army was already 
ordered to march on Istanbul, and troops filled every thorough-
fare with their steady departure. Argyropylo’s wound was 
severe, and Raymond continued as first in command. Tireless, 
he spent all night visiting the wounded, seeing to details, and 
giving orders for the siege he had in mind. The whole army was 
on the move at daybreak. With no opportunity to speak to 
Raymond first, I chose one assistant and hurried off to bestow 
the last offices on Evadne Zaimi. The dazzling sun and glare of 
daylight deprived the scene of proper solemnity. We dug a deep 
grave for her at the foot of the tree, and without disturbing her 
warrior shroud, placed her in it; we heaped the fresh earth with 
stones. From Evadne’s low tomb, I joined Raymond and his 
staff on their way to the Pearl of the Bosphorus. 

Istanbul under siege. The entire Greek fleet blockades it by 
sea; the Greeks hold Pera, too,  across the Golden Horn. The old 
city, a crowded peninsula enclosed within walls built by Greek 
emperors, is all of Europe that the Mahometans have left to call 
their own. Our army look on Istanbul as certain prey. Watchers 



tally the enemy garrison, whose relief is impossible. When even 
their triumphs do the Turks irreparable damage with every loss 
of fighters, every skirmish is a victory for Greece. Our manifold 
siege trenches and engines encircle the whole line of the ancient 
walls, just as did the armies and cannon of Mehmet the 
Conqueror, over six centuries ago. 

One morning I rode out with Raymond to a piece of high 
ground not far from the Top Kapi or so-called Cannon Gate, 
close to the walls’ midway point where, in 1453, the Ottoman 
Turks finally breached and entered Constantinople, and the 
last Byzantine emperor died. The plain surrounding us was 
dotted with cemeteries pillared with cypress trees, where Turk, 
Greek, and Armenian went their separate ways. Camped there 
too among woods of more cheerful aspect, squadrons of the 
Greek army could be seen moving to and fro, now in regular 
march, now in swift career. 

Raymond’s eyes were fixed on the city, whose lofty domes 
and minarets towered above the ramparts and their mantles of 
ivy and weeds. “I have counted the hours of her life,” said he. 
“This so-called Istanbul. One month, and she falls. Remain 
with me till then, Lionel; wait and see the cross returned to 
Hagia Sophia; and then go back home to your peaceful glades.” 

“You,” I asked, “remain—in Greece, then?” 
 “Certainly. Yet believe me when I say this, I look back and 

regret ever leaving our tranquil life at Windsor. I am but half a 
soldier; I love the renown, but not the profession of war.” He 
shook his head. “Before Rodosto, I was full of hope and spirit; to 



win that battle, and then take Istanbul, felt like the ultimate 
dream, a fulfillment of my highest ambition. But my enthusiasm 
is gone, I don’t know why. I seem to myself to be descending a 
lightless chasm. The ardent spirit of the army that I loved is 
irksome to me now, the rapture of triumph, nil.” 

He stood lost in thought. I asked him, “From the time you 
returned to Greece, have you heard anything of the Princess 
Evadne?” He gave a start and eyed me uneasily. “Or,” I 
continued, “you might have seen someone resembling her—
perhaps among the troops?” 

“Yes!” he cried. “I knew her name was coming. Long, long I 
had forgotten her. But since we arrived here, she visits my 
thoughts daily, hourly. Whenever people speak to me, in every 
message I receive, I expect her to be mentioned. At last you’ve 
broken the spell; tell me what you know of her.” 

I described our encounter on the battlefield. He asked to 
hear the details of Evadne’s death more than once. His 
questions concerning her prophetic curse upon him were 
painfully serious. When I tried to treat her words as the ravings 
of a maniac—for the Greek had been maddened by pain, at 
least—he stopped me. “No, no, don’t deceive yourself,” he said. 
“Me, you cannot deceive. She has said nothing I didn’t already 
know—you’ve only provided confirmation. Fire, the sword, and 
plague! They may all be found in yonder city. On my head 
alone may they fall.” 

From this day Raymond’s melancholy increased. Whenever 
his duties allowed, he secluded himself; forced into company, 



he couldn’t keep sadness from stealing over his features, and 
would sit absent and mute no matter how busy the crowd that 
thronged about him. Perdita rejoined him around this time, and 
he forced himself to appear cheerful with her, for she was like a 
mirror that changed as he changed; when he grew silent or 
anxious, she’d ask why and start seeking remedies. She and 
Clara were quartered nearly four miles up the Bosphorus from 
the siege, in the Sultan’s now-unused summer palace. This 
delightful, scenic spot, undefiled by war, overlooked a pleasure 
garden known as the Sweet Waters of Asia, where a wide fresh 
stream flowed into the salt blue strait. Raymond joined them 
there; but for him could be no pleasure in any sight on heaven 
or earth. He continued solitary, often taking a little sailboat out 
alone onto the limpid waters, where he floated idly, musing. 
Sometimes I joined him. He’d seem relieved to have company 
at first. I could get him to discuss the affairs of the day with some 
degree of interest. I could get him to begin upon the subject of 
his current despondency—but just when he’d seem poised to 
speak of what was nearest his heart, he’d always turn away; with 
a sigh, he’d try and fail to consign some painful idea to the 
winds. Then he’d fall into dejection. 

One evening a number of Greek chieftains were invited for 
supper. The intriguing Palli, the accomplished Karazza, the 
warlike Ypsilanti, all three were present, talking of the day’s 
events. A skirmish at noon with the Infidels, as they called the 
Turks, had not only defeated and put them to flight, but also 
diminished their dwindling numbers. Though still ferocious in 



appearance, the enemy troops, they thought, had looked 
wasted, haggard. It couldn’t be long now. At first, Raymond 
played an active part in the discussion, offering lively remarks 
on the extremities to which Istanbul had been reduced. Famine 
and pestilence were at work for Greece, he observed, and the 
infidels would soon be obliged to take refuge in their only hope: 
“Submission!” 

Up went a shout of agreement from the chieftains, who 
shared lofty dreams about the national prosperity of Greece 
once Byzantium was re-established as its eastern capital. 
The interesting topic of trade gave way to news from Asia, and 
the ravages plague was making in that continent’s chief 
cities. And in Istanbul, besieged, how far had it progressed? 
From Raymond came no answer: in the midst of his 
harangue, he’d suddenly broken off, as if stung by some 
painful thought; rising uneasily, he’d left the table, then the 
room. The discussion—and the flow of wine—continued 
without him.  

He didn’t return; but soon little Clara crept up and gave my 
arm an unobtrusive tug. She had a habit of taking me aside 
when her Papa had gone off alone. “Can we go find him?” she’d 
say. “He’ll be glad to see you.” She always knew the fugitive’s 
whereabouts; and so it proved tonight. I took her little hand and 
let her lead me to the Sultan’s dock, where Raymond was just 
about to embark for a sail. He readily agreed to receive us as 
companions.  

After a hot windless day, the cooling land-breeze ruffled the 
river and filled the canvas. Away from the old city, dark to 

our 



south, we drifted up the sweet waters whose reposing banks, 
lined with lamp-light, appeared to float among sparkling 
reflections; the night possessed a dower of loveliness that might 
have characterized a retreat in Paradise. A single deckhand 
attended to the sail while Raymond steered. Clara, snuggled 
against him, fell fast asleep. My own drowse was broken by 
Raymond, who spoke abruptly: 

 “This, my friend,” he said, “could be our last chance to talk. 
Now that my plans are in full operation, my time will become 
more and more occupied. So I want to tell you everything now, 
at once, and then never return to these painful subjects again. 
First, I must thank you, Lionel, for having remained here at my 
request. I asked it out of vanity, to be frank; yet even here, I see 
the hand of fate at work. Your presence will soon be necessary; 
you will become Perdita’s last resource, her protector and 
consoler. You’ll take her back to Windsor—” 

“Not without you!” I broke in. “You don’t mean to separate 
again?” 

“Don’t deceive yourself,” Raymond answered. “The 
separation at hand is one over which I have no control. But near 
at hand it is; the days are already counted. May I trust you, 
Lionel? So many times I’ve longed to tell you about these 
mysterious presentiments that weigh on me; but I was afraid 
you’d ridicule them. Please don’t, my gentle friend. As childish 
and unwise as they certainly are, they’ve become part of what 
defines me. 

“Of course, I can’t expect you to sympathize. You are of this 



world; I am not. Your hand that you hold out is Lionel’s hand; 
not a piece of mortal form divided from your actual self. How 
then can you understand me? Earth is to me a tomb, the 
firmament a vault shrouding mere corruption. Time is no more, 
for I have crossed the threshold of eternity; where each person I 
meet appears as the corpse they’re soon to become, deserted of 
an animating spark, on the brink of decay and corruption.” 
Mournfully, he quoted Calderón’s La vida es sueño: 

“Cada piedra un piramide levanta, y cada flor costruye un 
monumento, cada edificio es un sepulcro altivo, cada soldado un 
esqueleto vivo.” (Each stone a mournful obelisk rears, and every 
flower erects a monument; a grave seems every house, whence 
life is gone—each soldier is a living skeleton.) He sighed. “A 
dream indeed. A few months ago,” he continued, “I was 
thought to be dying; but life was strong within me. My human 
affections, hope and love, fueled me like the sun. Now? Our 
guests tonight, future conquerors of the infidel faith, dream of 
wearing laurel wreaths; they talk of honorable rewards to come, 
of titles, power, wealth. All I ask of Greece is a grave. Let them 
raise a mound above my lifeless body; let it still be standing 
when the dome of Hagia Sophia has fallen.” 

It was useless to object or question him. He didn’t pretend to 
account for his mood by any particular event. At his first sight of 
Istanbul, all joy had begun to depart from his life. My account of 
Evadne’s  curse had sealed his death warrant. “Perhaps I’ve 
caught the plague,” he said lightly. “Disease may be causing my 
prognostications. Why or wherefore I’m affected doesn’t 



matter. The shadow of Fate’s uplifted hand already darkens 
me—no power can avert the stroke. 

“To you, Lionel, I entrust your sister and her child. Never 
mention to her the fatal name of Evadne Zaimi. It would 
double her sorrow to know of the strange link that enchains me 
to that woman, making my spirit obey her dying voice and 
follow her, as it is about to do, into the unknown country.” 

I listened with wonder, and was still considering whether to 
respond with some gentle but bracing derision when Clara 
broke out crying. Raymond’s prophecy of his own death had 
terrified the poor child. Her father, who’d forgotten her 
presence, was moved by her violent grief; he took her in his 
arms and soothed her, but with too much solemnity to calm her 
fears. “Weep not, sweet child,” said he, “the coming death of 
one you’ve hardly known. I may die, but in death I can never 
forget or desert my own Clara. In your sorrows or joys to come, 
believe that you father’s spirit is near, to save or sympathize with 
you. Be proud of me, and cherish your memories of me. Thus, 
sweetest, I shall not seem to die. One thing you must promise, 
never to speak to anyone but your uncle Lionel about the 
conversation you’ve just overheard. When I am gone, you will 
console your mother, and tell her that death was only bitter 
because it divided me from her; that my last earthly thoughts 
will be spent on her. But while I live, promise not to betray me; 
promise, my child.” 

Clara promised, through her tears, and clung to her father in 
a transport of sorrow all the way back to shore; while I sought to 



treat what he’d said lightly and somehow ease her mind. We 
heard no more of Raymond’s fears, in any case. The final days 
of the siege were about to engage all his time and attention. 

The empire of the Mahometans in Europe is at its close. With 
Greek ships blockading every port, no help can reach Istanbul 
from Asia. By land there’s no way out. Each desperate skirmish 
in the shadow of Constantine’s walls only reduces the number of 
Turks, while making no impression on our lines. Their garrison is 
now so much diminished, that if we stormed it now, we could 
carry the city with ease. Humanity and policy both dictate a 
slower mode of proceeding. Who could doubt that in the fury of 
contending triumph and defeat, its palaces, its temples and 
fabled stores of wealth would be destroyed? The defenseless 
citizens have already suffered enough; why unleash a storm of 
rampage and massacre in which beauty, infancy, and old age 
must all be sacrificed alike to the brutal ferocity of soldiers? 
Famine and blockade are infallible means of conquest; and on 
these we rest our hopes of victory. 

But our advance posts are assaulted every day, and our 
trench-digging impeded constantly;  fire-boats strike at our naval 
forces without warning. Our troops sometimes recoil from the 
devoted courage of fighters who did not seek to live, but to sell 
their lives dear. The difficulties of combat on such terms are 
aggravated by the season: high summer. From deserts south, a 
steady Asiatic wind bears us intolerable heat. Shallow stream 
beds lie dried up; beyond the Topkapi Palace heights, mean-
while, the vast basin of the sea is one molten glow under the 



solsticial sun’s unmitigated rays. Nor does night refresh the 
earth. Dew is denied; herbage and flowers there are none; the 
very trees droop; and summer assumes the blighted appearance 
of winter to go forth in silence and flame, abridging humanity’s 
means of sustenance. In vain does the eye pierce the oppressive 
and windless atmosphere, and strive to find the wreck of some 
northern cloud in the stainless empyrean, some hopeful 
harbinger of moisture. All is serene, burning, annihilating.  

For the besiegers, the woods offer shade. Good running 
sources supply the whole army with water; indeed, one 
detachment is employed in furnishing it with ice, some of it 
trekked from the mountains of Macedonia. Refreshing fruits and 
wholesome food keep up the strength of our forces, and help us 
stand the unrefreshing air. But things are different inside the 
walls, where the sun’s rays are refracted from acres of 
pavements and buildings of pale and white stone—where the 
public fountains have stopped—where the scarceness of the food 
is even worse than its quality. For the inhabitants, an extreme 
state of suffering is further aggravated not only  by the scourge of 
disease, but by the city’s own defenders; for the garrison 
commandeers and its soldiers range at will, adding by waste and 
riot to the necessary evils of the time. Still the Turks will not 
capitulate. 

Then we see a suddenly change in the system of warfare. We 
experience no more assaults; we labor on our works unimpeded. 
Stranger still, a troop advance finds the city walls apparently 
vacant, with no cannon pointed in readiness. Everyone by now 



has heard about what happened overnight at sea. The watch on 
one of the vessels anchored near the Topkapi’s harem walls, 
roused by a slight splashing sound—muffled oars—raised the 
alarm. In twelve small boats, a band of Turkish fighters was 
attempting to sneak through our fleet to the opposite shore at 
Scutari. Once spotted, they started firing, some giving cover to 
others whose boats sped off, trying to escape from among the 
high dark hulls that filled the way. In the end, they were all sunk 
and their crews drowned, with the exception of a few prisoners. 
The results of questioning hinted that several similar expeditions 
had already conveyed persons of rank and importance to safety 
in Asia. For their own part, when taunted with having abandoned 
the defense of their city, the captured fighters reacted with 
disdain. Witnesses heard the younger one cry: 

 “Take it, Christian dogs! Take the palaces, the gardens, the 
mosques, the abode of our fathers—and take pestilence with 
them! Plague is the enemy we flee; if she’s a friend to you, go, 
hug her to your bosoms. Allah’s curse is on Istanbul—go share 
her fate.” 

A murmur is rising: the city is the prey of pestilence. A mighty 
power, not ours, has already subjugated its inhabitants. Death 
has become lord here. 

Needless to say, from the first report of the enemy’s emptied 
positions, Raymond had been busy collecting intelligence. He’d 
even gone to Pera to look for himself through the Galata 
Tower’s high-powered telescope, adding his own minute 
observations to those of his scouts. The silent city looked 



desolate. He commanded the army to be drawn out before the 
walls.    

Now we stood again on the height overlooking the Cannon 
Gate. The ramparts remained vacant and the massive city gates 
themselves, though locked and barred, looked unguarded. No 
calls to prayer sounded over the countless domes and glittering 
crescents that pierced heaven within. Their every ivy-crowned 
tower and weed-tangled buttress a survivor of ages and witness 
of history, those old walls might as well have been rocks in an 
uninhabited waste. Neither shout nor cry, nothing but the 
occasional howling of a dog, broke the noon-day stillness; for 
even our soldiers were awed to silence. The bands had paused 
their playing; the clang of arms was hushed, though whispers 
wondering at the meaning of this sudden peace traveled up and 
down the lines. Suspecting an enemy stratagem, Raymond 
changed spyglasses. He saw empty house terraces, empty 
everything. Not a single shadow moved; not even the trees 
waved, but copied the architecture in a mocking, immobile 
show. Completely vacant, intact and unharmed, Istanbul was 
his. He lowered the glass and descended the hill with a face 
beaming triumphantly. 

I am convinced, that had the myriad Muslim troops of Asia 
been able to come to the city’s relief, each and every Greek in 
the army would have marched against those overwhelming 
numbers, all fired with patriotic fury for their country and her 
cause. But here no hedge of bayonets opposed itself, no death-
dealing artillery, no formidable array of brave soldiers. The 



unguarded walls afforded easy entrance, the vacant palaces 
offered luxurious shelter and spoils; only there, in the air above 
Hagia Sophia, the superstitious, awe-struck Greek saw Plague, 
and shrank in trepidation. 

Their general, actuated by far other feelings, raised his 
sword’s point at the great gate, and commanded his troops to 
down the barricades—their last obstacle to total victory. At his 
cheerful words, the soldiers drew back instinctively; they looked 
aghast. Raymond rode in front of the lines to address them. “By 
my sword I swear that no ambush awaits you. There’s no 
danger! The enemy is already vanquished. The pleasant and 
the famous places, the noble dwellings and spoils of the city are 
already yours. Force the gate; enter and possess the seat of 
your ancestors—Byzantium, your own inheritance!” An 
universal shudder and fearful whispering greeted this 
exhortation. Not one soldier moved. “Cowards!” cried 
Raymond. “Give me an axe—I’ll go in by myself. I’ll plant your 
flag. Maybe when you see it waving from the highest minaret 
in there, you’ll gain some courage and rally round it!” 

One of his officers stepped forward and answered him. 
“General, we neither fear the Muslims’ courage nor their arms; 
neither an open attack, nor a secret ambush. We are ready to 
expose our breasts, exposed ten thousand times before, to the 
infidels’ bullets and scimitars, and to fall gloriously for Greece. 
But we will not die in heaps, like dogs poisoned in summertime, 
by the pestilential air of that city—we dare not go against the 
plague!” 



A multitude of people remains feeble and inert, without a 
voice, a leader; give them that, and they regain the strength 
belonging to their numbers. Shouts from a thousand voices now 
tore through the air—applause became universal. Raymond 
perceived the danger. He was willing to save his troops from the 
crime of disobedience; for he knew that between commander 
and army, contention once begun would inexorably weaken the 
first and empower the latter. This was no time or place to lose 
control. He gave orders for the retreat to be sounded, and the 
regiments returned in good order to their camps. 

__________________________________________ 

Thank you for reading this chapter of 
Mary Shelley’s The Last Man, Revised and Edited for 

Modern Readers by Liz Mackie  
and Presented by Nostalgistudio. 

Download, print, and share as widely as you like. 

Return to thelastman.blog. 

https://nostalgistudio.com/
https://thelastman.blog/blog/



