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Amleth’s Revenge

Feng has murdered his brother, the King of Denmark and the
father of Amleth, and has married the queen. Amleth, the heir to
the throne, feels that his life is threatened.

Seeing this, but not wanting to arouse his uncle’s suspicions by
intelligent action, Amleth behaved like a witless fool, pretending to 5
have taken leave of his senses, by which ruse he not only concealed
his intelligence but also saved his life. Day in and day out he sat
listless at his mother’s hearth, covered in dust and dirt, or flung
himself on the floor and rolled in all the grime and filth. With be-
fouled face and smeared visage he resembled a grotesque and 1o
ridiculous fool. His every word was utter nonsense, and all his
actions denoted profound folly. In short, one would scarcely have
thought him a man at all, but an absurd freak of some perverse
fate. Sometimes he would sit by the hearth, poking the embers with
his fingers, and twisting branches into crooks which he would s
harden in the firc and furnish with barbs to make them hold tighter.
When asked what he was about, he would say that he was making
spearheads for his father’s revenge. This reply evoked no little
amusement, all men deriding such an absurd and idle pursuit; but
afterward this very work helped him to carry out his purpose. Atzo
the same time, it was his diligence and care that first aroused sus-
picion that all was a ruse on his part; for his very persistence in
such a pastime revealed the hidden skill of the craftsman; and no
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one could believe that a simpleton would be so nimble-fingered and
ingenious. Last, he would lay the hardened stakes in a pile and
most carefully hide them.

For this reason, there were some who pronounced him sane

enough, and said that he only concealed his intelligence under a

o

show of simplicity, cunningly hiding his real mind beneath a feigned
manner. The surest way of detecting his ruse (they said) would be
to bring to him at some secluded place a fair woman who might
tempt him to lust, for the natural desire for a woman’s embrace
10 was so intense that it could not be held back by cunning—the in-
stinct too powerful to be subdued by guile. If then the apathy were
feigned, he would forthwith seize the opportunity and yield to his
strong desire. So men were commissioned who would ride deep into
the forest with the young man, and there tempt him in this manner.
15 Now among them it so happened that there was a foster brother of
Amleth, who had not forgotten how they had been brought up to-
gether, and who rated the memory of their past fellowship higher
than the present command. Thus, in joining the other appointed
companions it was his intention to warn Amleth rather than to
2 entrap him, for he had little doubt that certain death awaited him
if he betrayed but the slightest sign of sanity, and especially if he
embraced a woman in their sight: an outcome of which Amleth
himself was well aware. When they bade him mount his horse he
therefore deliberately seated himself the wrong way round, turning
2 his back to the horse’s head and his face toward its tail, and laying
the reins round its tail, as if to check the horse’s wild career from
there. By this ingenious device he made a mockery of his uncle’s
trick and frustrated his evil design. Ludicrous it was indeed to see
the horse run off unreined, with the rider holding on by its tail.
3 The company finally set off toward the place they had appointed
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for the meeting. On their way to that place they came down to the
beach and his companions found there the rudder of a ship that
had been wrecked, saying what a huge knife it was they had come
upon. Amleth replied: “Ah, but that is for carving the biggest ham
with,”” whereby he of course meant the wild ocean that the rudder s
matched. When they passed the sand dunes, and would have had
him believe that the sand was flour, he answered that it had surely
been ground by the beating of the surf. When his companions
praised his reply, he retorted that he had indeed spoken shrewdly.

They now left him to himself, that he might more easily gain1o
courage for the satisfaction of his lust, and the woman whom his
uncle had intended for him came forward to meet him, as if acci-
dentally, at a secluded spot. He would also have enjoyed her, had
not his foster brother secretly revealed to him their schemes.

Having been forewarned by his former kinsman, he took the s
woman in his arms and carried her off to a remote and impassable
fen. There he lay with her, and begged her earnestly to reveal it to
no one. The young woman was as avid to promise silence as Amleth
was to plead for it, for they had been friendly as of old, having been
fostered together and brought up in the same charge. 2

They now accompanied him home again; and when all jestingly
inquired if he had controlled his desire, he announced that he had
enjoyed the maid.

They then questioned the maid, but she declared that he had
done no such thing, and they accepted her denial, especially as the 2
attendants were unaware of what had occurred.

Now all being confounded, and none capable of opening the
secret lock of the young man’s wisdom, a friend of Feng, one more
gifted with assurance than with sagacity, spoke up and said that
such unfathomable cunning could not be made to betray itself by a0
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ordinary stratagem—the man was too obstinate to be mastered by
a common plot, nor would craftiness so versatile be caught in so
simple a trap. Therefore, on deeper reflection he thought of a more
subtle means, one which would not be difficult to apply, and which

s would surely discover all they desired to know. Feng was deliber-
ately to absent himself on the pretext of an important errand, and
Amleth was to be closeted alone with his mother; but first a man
should be stationed in some concealed place, unknown to either of
them, so that he might listen closely to what they talked of. For if

10 the son had any wits at all, he would speak freely and openly in his
mother’s hearing, and would not fear to confide in her. He declared
himself ready to do the spying himself, in case he be judged quick
to advise but slow to perform. Pleased with this advice, Feng
departed, pretending to go on a long journey.

15 Now the man who had given counsel went secretly to the closet
where Amleth was admitted to his mother, and hid in the straw on
the floor. Amleth, however, was equal to the plot. Suspecting the
presence of an eavesdropper, he at first had recourse to his usual
folly: crowing like a cock, beating his arms as if flapping wings,

2 treading on the straw, and jumping on it to find out if anyone was
hiding there beneath it. Fecling something firm under his feet, he
thrust his sword into the spot, struck the eavesdropper who lay
hidden there, and dragging him from his concealment slew him.
Then he cut the body to pieces, boiled them in hot water, and flung

2 them into the gutter for the pigs to eat, the miserable limbs being
fouled in stinking mire.

Having thus frustrated this plot, he returned to the chamber;
and when his mother set up a loud wailing and began to lament her
son’s madness, he cried: “How dare you, infamous woman, make

ssuch false complaints, which are no more than a cloak for your



