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66 t's a peculiar apparatus,” said the Officer to the Traveler,
gazing with a certain admiration at the device, with which
he was, of course, thoroughly familiar. It appeared that the
Traveler had responded to the invitation of the Commandant
only out of politeness, when he had been invited to attend
the execution of a soldier condemned for disobeying and in-

sulting his superior. Of course, interest in the execution was not very
high, not even in the penal colony itself. At least, here in the small,
deep, sandy valley, closed in on all sides by barren slopes, apart from
the Officer and the Traveler there were present only the Condemned, a
vacant-looking man with a broad mouth and dilapidated hair and face,
and the Soldier, who held the heavy chain to which were connected the
small chains which bound the Condemned Man by his feet and wrist
bones, as well as by his neck, and which were also linked to
each other by connecting chains. The Condemned Man had an
expression of such dog-like resignation that it looked as if one
could set him free to roam around the slopes and would only
have to whistle at the start of the execution for him to return.

“Don’t you want to sit down?” asked the Officer finally, as he pulled out a
chair from a pile of cane chairs and offered it to the Traveler. The latter could
not refuse. He sat on the edge of the pit, into which he cast a fleeting glance.
It was not very deep. On one side of the hole the piled earth was heaped up
into a wall; on the other side stood the apparatus. “l don’t know,” the officer
said, “whether the Commandant has already explained the apparatus to you.”
The Traveler made a vague gesture with his hand. That was good enough for
the Officer, for now he could explain the apparatus himself.

“This apparatus,” he said, grasping a connecting rod and leaning against it,
“is our previous Commandant’s invention. | also worked with him on the very
first tests and took part in all the work right up to its completion. However,
the credit for the invention belongs to him alone. Have you heard of our pre-
vious Commandant? No? Well, I’'m not claiming too much when | say that the
organization of the entire penal colony is his work. We, his friends, already
knew at the time of his death that the administration of the colony was so




- IN THE PENAL COLONY -

self-contained that even if his successor had a thousand new plans in mind,
he would not be able to alter anything of the old plan, at least not for several
years. And our prediction has held.

“However,” the Officer said, interrupting himself, “'m chattering, and his ap-
paratus stands here in front of us. As you see, it consists of three parts. With
the passage of time certain popular names have been developed for each of
fchesg parts. The one underneath is called the bed, the upper one is cailed the
inscriber, and here in the middle, this moving part is called the harrow.” “The
harrow?” the Trgveler asked. He had not been listening with full attention. The
sun was excessively strong, trapped in the shadowless valley, and one could
he!rdly collect one’s thoughts. So the Officer appeared to him all the more ad-
mirable in his tight tunic weighed down with epaulettes and festooned with
braid, ready to go on parade, as he explained the matter so eagerly and, while
he was talking, adjusted screws here and there with a screwdriver.

The Soldier appeared to be in a state similar to the Traveler. He had wound
the Condemned Man’s chain around both his wrists and was supporting him-
se_lf with his hand on his weapon, letting his head hang backward, not both-
ering about anything. The Traveler was not surprised at that, for the Officer
spoke French, and clearly neither the Soldier nor the Condemned Man un-
derstood the language. So it was all the more striking that the Con-
demned Man, in spite of that, did what he could to follow the Officer’s
explanation. With a sort of sleepy persistence he kept directing his
gaze to the place where the Officer had just pointed, and when the
question from the Traveler interrupted the Officer, the Condemned
Man looked at the Traveler, too, just as the Officer was doing.

“Ye's, the harrow,” said the Officer. “The name fits. The needles are arranged
as in a harrow, and the whole thing is driven like a harrow, although it stays
in one place and is, in principle, much more artistic. You'll understand in a
moment. The condemned is laid out here on the bed. First, I'll describe the
apparatus and only then let the procedure go to work. That way you’ll be able
to follow it better. So, here is the bed, as | said. The whole thing is completely
covered with a layer of cotton wool, the purpose of which you’ll find out in a
moment. The condemned man is laid out on his stomach on the cotton wool
- naked, of course. There are straps for the hands here, for the feet here, and
for the throat here, to tie him in securely. At the head of the bed here, where
the man, as | have mentioned, first lies face down, is this small protruding
lump of felt, which can easily be adjusted so that it presses right into the
manA’s mouth. Its purpose is to prevent him screaming and biting his tongue
to pieces. Of course, the man has to let the felt in his mouth — otherwise the
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straps around his throat would break his neck.” “That’s cotton wool?” asked
the Traveler and bent down. “Yes, it is,” said the Officer smiling, “feel it for
yourself.”

“So now the man is lying down,” said the Traveler. He leaned back in his chair

and crossed his legs. “Yes,” said the Officer, pushing his cap back a little and

running his hand over his hot face. “Now, listen. Both the bed and the inscrib-
er have their own electric batteries. The bed needs them for itself, and the
inscriber for the harrow. As soon as the man is strapped in securely, the bed
is set in motion. It quivers with tiny, very rapid oscillations from side to side
and up and down simultaneously. You will have seen similar devices in mental
hospitals. Only with our bed all movements are precisely calibrated, for they
must be meticulously coordinated with the movements of the harrow. But it’s
the harrow which has the job of actually carrying out the sentence.”

“What is the sentence?” the Traveler asked. “You don’t even know that?”
asked the Officer in astonishment and bit his lip. “Forgive me if my expla-
nations are perhaps confused. | really do beg your pardon. Previously it was
the Commandant’s habit to provide such explanations. But the New Com-
mandant has excused himself from this honourable duty. The fact that with
such an eminent visitor” — the traveler tried to deflect the honour with both
hands, but the officer insisted on the expression — “that with such an
eminent visitor he didn’t even once make him aware of the form of our
sentencing is yet again something new, which . ..” He had a curse on
his lips, but controlled himself and said merely: “| was not informed
about it. It's not my fault. In any case, | am certainly the person best
able to explain our style of sentencing, for here | am carrying” — he patted his
breast pocket — “the relevant diagrams drawn by the previous Commandant.”

“Diagrams made by the Commandant himself?” asked the Traveler. “Then
was he in his own person a combination of everything? Was he soldier, judge,
engineer, chemist, and draftsman?”

“He was indeed,” said the Officer, nodding his “head with a fixed and thought-
ful expression. Then he looked at his hands, examining them. They didn’t
seem to him clean enough to handle the diagrams. So he went to the bucket
and washed them again. Then he pulled out a small leather folder and said,
«Our sentence does not sound severe. The law which a condemned man has
violated is inscribed on his body with the harrow. This Condemned Man, for
example,” and the Officer pointed to the man, “will have inscribed on his
body, ‘Honour your superiors.” :




