
A Man Built in a Wall (excerpt)

by Joel Headley

At length we entered the little town of San Giovanni (St. John), and after 
strolling over the cathedral, sent for the woman who keeps the key of the door that 
shuts over the withered form of a man cased in a side wall of the church San 
Lorenzo. As the sort of trap-door swung open, I recoiled a step in horror, for there 
stood upright, a human skeleton, perfect in all its parts, staring upon me with its 
dead eye-sockets. No coffin enclosed it — no mason work surrounded it, but 
among the naked, jagged stones, it stood erect and motionless. 

This church had been built centuries ago, and remained untouched till within 
a few years, when in making some repairs, the workmen had occasion to pierce the 
wall, and struck upon this skeleton. They carefully uncovered it, without disturbing 
its position or loosening a single bone. Why and wherefore I cannot tell, but the 
priests have left it to stand in the place and attitude it was discovered, an object of 
superstitious dread, yet of universal interest. 

A narrow door had been made to swing over it, to protect it from injury and 
shield it from the eyes of those who worship in the church. The frame indicates a 
powerful man, and though it is but a skeleton, the whole attitude and aspect give 
one the impression of a death of agony. The arms are folded across the breast in 
forced resignation, the head is slightly bowed, and the shoulders elevated, as if in 
the effort to breathe, while the very face — bereft of muscle as it is — seems full of 
suffering. 

An English physician was with me, and inured to skeletons as he was, his 
countenance changed as he gazed on it, his eyes seemed riveted to it and he made 
no reply to the repeated questions I put to him, but kept gazing, as if in a trance. It 
was not till after we left that he would speak of it, and then his voice was low and 
solemn, as if he himself had seen the living burial. 

Said he, "That man died by suffocation, and he was built up alive in that wall. 
In the first place, it is evident it was a case of murder, for there are no grave clothes, 
no coffin, and no mason work around the body. The poor civility of a savage was 
not shown here, in knocking off the points of the stones, to give even the 
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appearance of regularity to the enclosure. He was packed into the rough wall, and 
built over, beginning at the feet. 

"It is extremely difficult to tell anything of the manner of death, whether 
painful or pleasant, by any skeleton, for the face always has the appearance of 
suffering; but there are certain indications about this which show that the death was 
a painful one, and caused, doubtless, by suffocation. 

"In the first place, the arms are not crossed gently and quietly in the decent 
composure of death, but far over, as with a painful effort or by force. In the second 
place, the shoulders are elevated, as if the last, strong, effort of the man was for 
breath. In the third place, the bones of the toes are curled over the edge of the 
stone on which he stands, as if contracted in agony when life parted. 

“And," continued the doctor, with true professional detail, "he died hard, for 
he was a powerful man. He was full six feet high, with broad chest and shoulders, 
and strong-limbed."

I knew all this before, for I felt it. There was no mistaking the manner of that 
man's death. I could tell every step of the process. Doubtless there was originally 
some hanging, or church furniture in this part of the church, to conceal the 
displacement of the wall. In a dark night the unfortunate man was entrapped, 
bound and brought into this temple, where he first could be tortured to death, and 
then the crime concealed. Men of rank were engaged in it, for none other could 
have got the control of a church, and none but a distinguished victim would have 
caused such great precaution in the murderers. 

By the dim light of lamps, whose rays scarcely reached the lofty ceiling, the 
stones were removed before the eyes of the doomed man, and measurement after 
measurement taken, to see if the aperture was sufficiently large. A bound and 
helpless victim, he lay on the cold pavement, with the high altar and cross before 
him, but no priest to shrive him. Stifling in pride the emotions that checked his very 
sighs, he strung every nerve for the slow death he must meet. At length the opening 
was declared large enough, and he was lifted into it. 

The workman began at the feet, and with his mortar and trowel built up with 
the same carelessness he would exhibit in filling any broken wall. The successful 
enemy stood leaning on his sword — a smile of scorn and revenge on his features 
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— and watched the face of the man he hated, but no longer feared. Ah, it was a 
wild effort that undertook to return glance for glance and scorn for scorn, when one 
was the conquered and helpless victim, and the other the proud and victorious foe! 
It was slow work fitting the pieces nicely, so as to close up the aperture with 
precision. The tinkling of the trowel on the edges of the stones, as it broke off here 
and there a particle to make them match, was like the blow of a hammer on the 
excited nerves of the half buried wretch. 

At length the solid wall rose over his chest, repressing its effort to lift with the 
breath, when a stifled groan for the first time escaped the sufferer's lips, and a 
shudder ran through his frame that threatened to shake the solid mass which 
enclosed it to pieces. Yet up went the mason work till it reached the mouth, and the 
rough fragment was jammed into the teeth, and fastened there with the mortar — 
and still rose, till nothing but the pale white forehead was visible in the opening. 
With care and precision the last stone was fitted in the narrow space — the trowel 
passed smoothly over it — a stifled groan, as if from the centre of a rock, broke the 
stillness — one strong shiver, and all was over. The agony had passed — revenge 
was satisfied, and a secret locked up for the great revelation day. 

Years rolled by; one after another of the murderers dropped into his grave, and 
the memory of the missing man passed from the earth. Years will still roll by, till this 
strong frame shall step out from its narrow enclosure upon the marble pavement, a 
living man.

Absorbed in the reflections such a sight naturally awakens, I rode on, for a 
long time unconscious of the scenery around me, and of the murmur of the Arno 
on its way through the valley. But other objects at length crowded off the shadow 
that was on the spirit; the day wore away, and at last, after ascending a long and 
weary mountain, Florence, with its glorious dome, and the whole vale of the Arno, 
rich as a garden, lay below us. Past smiling peasants and vine-covered walls we 
trotted down into the valley and entered the city.
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