ANSWER KEY: SHORT ANSWER STUDY QUESTIONS

The Pit and the Pendulum

1. What is the first scene the narrator describes?
He describes the courtroom scene when he was sentenced to death.

2. After "swooning" and describing various states of being conscious, where does the narrator come to his senses?

He finds himself in a pitch-dark dungeon.

3. How did the narrator first explore his dungeon?

He found a wall, placed a piece of cloth at a right angle from the wall on the floor (to

mark his beginning point) and proceeded to follow the wall (until he fell asleep).

4. In what way did he venture to explore after his first circuit? What problem did he encounter?

He decided to cross the room in a direct line. He fell on his face and discovered the pit.

5. After they realized he would now cautiously avoid the pit, what fate did the narrator's captors plan for him?

They tied him to a table over which a razor-sharp, steel crescent slowly descended in the

motion of a clock pendulum. They intended for him to be repeatedly sliced and for him

to bleed to death.

6. What else was in the room with the narrator?

Rats were in the room.

7. How did the narrator get free from the table under the pendulum?

He wiped his food over the parts of the ropes he could reach so the rats would eat through

them.

8. After the narrator became free from the table, he was subjected to yet another means toward death. What was it?

The walls of the room began to move inward, pushing him towards the pit.

9. Just as he was about to be forced into the pit, what happened?

The walls stopped. He was saved; the Inquisition was over.

10. One of Poe's trademarks is that he uses all of his literary tools to produce a single effect for the reader. What is the effect given by this story?

The effect is the feeling of terror -- the fear of inevitable death.

11. What effect does the ending (the narrator's being saved) have on us as readers?

It is one of surprise and relief.

12. One of Poe's favorite conflicts is that of madness vs. reason. How is that conflict resolved in this story?

Reason wins.

13. There are many references to "hope" in this story. According to Poe, is there hope?

The narrator feels hopeful until the end (although he goes through periods of

hopelessness). The ending would suggest that Poe does think there is always hope --

whether rational solutions are within our power or not; outside forces could intervene.

14. Where is the climax of this story?

The climax is at the very end as he is about to finally be pushed into the pit.

15. In what ways does this story show gothic influences?

The story has several gothic elements: a dark chamber (dungeon) presumably in some

larger castle-like building, grotesque torture, struggle between life/consciousness and

death/unconsciousness, and a feeling of fear and terror.

