
The Autobiography of A Slander

The Autobiography of a Slander by Ambrose Bierce is a darkly satirical short story that
gives voice to the concept of slander itself, exploring the consequences and moral
implications of malicious gossip through a humorous, cynical lens.

MY FIRST STAGE

In the quiet, picturesque yet socially stagnant town of Muddleton, the seeds of a
slander were sown amidst the genteel clatter of tea and polite conversation at Mrs.
O'Reilly's drawing room. Mrs. O'Reilly, a sociable widow with an insatiable appetite for
gossip, introduces the scandal that Mr. Sigismund Zaluski, a resident of Muddleton and
a Polish national, is a Nihilist—a revelation that stirs both shock and intrigue in her
visitor, Miss Lena Houghton. The discussion delves into Zaluski's character, his political
fervor against tyranny, and an implied, scandalous relationship with Gertrude Morley,
further fueled by Mrs. O'Reilly's concern for her nephew John Carew, who is infatuated
with Gertrude.

Zaluski, unaware of the brewing storm, enters the room, embodying both the charm
and enigma that set tongues wagging. His appearance—a blend of an attempt at
English assimilation and inherent foreignness—sparks mistrust and fascination. The
conversation swiftly veers away from controversy, masking the undercurrents of
betrayal with pleasantries and tea. Zaluski's performance on the piano, switching from
the somber narrative of Russian repression to the lively tunes of 'Lohengrin' and 'The
Mikado', offers a momentary oasis of harmony in a setting fraught with duplicity.

This opening chapter sets the stage for "The Autobiography of a Slander," narrated by
the slander itself—a young, vibrant force birthed from Mrs. O'Reilly's casual, yet



reckless, vilification of Zaluski. Through genteel banter and societal performances, the
slander takes form, embedding itself in the fabric of Muddleton's social life, hinting at
the ruinous power of words left unchecked. The dual nature of the characters—Mrs.
O'Reilly's charming veneer concealing a hunger for scandal, Zaluski's polished exterior
masking his fervent dissent, and Lena's feigned interest belying her
prejudices—mirrors the duality of slander, both alluring and destructive. As the chapter
closes, the slander, now unleashed, reflects on its potential to warp and devastate,
pondering its newfound existence with dark amusement, fully aware of the irreversible
chain of events it has set into motion.



MY SECOND STAGE

In the second stage of its development, the slander evolves from a weak and harmless
notion into a powerful entity that rapidly gains strength by exploiting the
vulnerabilities of human perceptions and emotions. Originally stemming from a
seemingly innocuous origin, it becomes a significant force within the social ecosystem
of the parish, mirroring the rapid development observed in simple organisms as
explained by scientists. The slander’s journey continues as it seeks to infiltrate more
minds, aiming this time at Lena Houghton during an evensong at the parish church.
Despite the serene and hallowed environment, the slander finds the reverberant
chimes of the church bells and the sanctity of the place slightly discomforting,
highlighting its dissonance with purity and virtue.

Lena Houghton’s mind initially proves impenetrable to the slander, her focused
devotion during the service acting as a barrier. However, the rector’s monotonous
delivery of a biblical passage provides the slander with a breach through which to
captivate her attention. Utilizing a moment of mental languor on Lena’s part, the
slander embeds itself deeply into her thoughts, transforming her contemplations
towards negative speculations about Zaluski and Gertrude Morely, thereby dominating
her consciousness completely.

As Lena leaves the church, consumed by the slander’s influence, she encounters Mr.
Blackthorne, a young, impressionable curate. Despite his good intentions and
dedication to his parishioners, Mr. Blackthorne lacks the worldly wisdom and
experience of handling such malignant information adeptly. Lena, driven by the
involuntary need to share the burden of the slander, confides in Mr. Blackthorne,
embellishing the tale with ominous details about Zaluski’s supposed Nihilist affiliations
and questionable character. Despite Mr. Blackthorne’s initial reservations and ethical
concerns about meddling in personal affairs, he becomes inadvertently ensnared by



the slander. The conversation culminates in a resigned acceptance of their inability to
act, ironically underestimating the slander’s capability to proliferate through their very
engagement with it.

This chapter illustrates the precarious nature of societal interactions and the ease with
which distrust and negativity can spread under the guise of concern and advisement.
It highlights how the slander, with each retelling and unwarranted embellishment,
grows more formidable, subtly but significantly altering the dynamics within a
community. Through these manipulations, the slander not only distorts perceptions but
also lays the groundwork for future discord, demonstrating its dangerous and insidious
power to shape relationships and societal norms based merely on unverified
conjectures.



MY THIRD STAGE

In this chapter of "The Autobiography of a Slander," a significant escalation unfolds at
a social gathering. Sigismund Zaluski, a rich Polish man admired for his worldly
experience and effortless charm, unwittingly stirs the envy and animosity of James
Blackthorne, a curate. Blackthorne, previously comfortable in his role in Muddleton's
social circles, feels overshadowed by Zaluski's presence and virtues. The instance that
exacerbates his discomfort comes during a tennis game, where Zaluski's prowess and
camaraderie with Gertrude Morley, a young woman admired by many, including
Blackthorne, become palpably evident. Watching Zaluski and Morley play together
aggravates Blackthorne's jealousy and disdain.

As Blackthorne's resentment grows, the slander—a malicious force manifesting from
envy and distrust—finds fertile ground in Blackthorne's psyche. Seizing the moment,
Blackthorne is led by the slander to plant seeds of doubt about Zaluski's character,
suggesting to Mrs. Milton-Cleave, a mutual acquaintance, that Zaluski harbors
dangerous ideologies and intentions. Blackthorne's insinuations, thinly veiled as
reluctant admissions, paint Zaluski as a Nihilist and an unsuitable associate, thus
amplifying the slander’s reach and impact.

Meanwhile, Zaluski and Morley share a private moment, unwitting of the slander
brewing against them. In their interaction, it's revealed that their relationship has
blossomed into love, prompting discussions of a future together. This
contrast—between the genuine connection they share and the malicious narrative
being concocted—highlights the chapter's focus on the destructive power of envy and
the ease with which unfounded accusations can take root and proliferate.

This chapter not only advances the narrative of a slander birthed from envy and
insecurity but also sharpens the thematic concern of the narrative. It exposes the
fragility of social standings, the swiftness with which perceptions can be manipulated,



and the deep harm caused by allowing baseless assumptions to shape our views of
others, thus demonstrating the far-reaching consequences of slander in altering lives
and relationships.



MY FOURTH STAGE

In the fourth stage of "The Autobiography of a Slander," Mrs. Milton-Cleave's desire for
influence fuels her interactions, notably with Mr. Blackthorne, whom she seeks to
impress. Her day, filled with social engagements, ends with a contemplative moment
about Gertrude Morley's future, sparked by witnessing Gertrude and Sigismund
Zaluski's apparent affection for each other. Mrs. Milton-Cleave's concerns grow as she
observes Zaluski, who she suspects of being a nefarious figure masquerading as a
respectable man. Following a quiet dinner with her family, Mrs. Milton-Cleave, driven
by a restless mind and the silent prompting of the slander, decides to pen a letter to
Mrs. Selldon.

Compelled to fill the void of her letter with something substantial, Mrs. Milton-Cleave
turns to the topic of Gertrude Morley and Sigismund Zaluski. She expresses her
concerns about Zaluski, dubbing him dangerous based on unfounded rumors of his
involvement with nihilism, free love, atheism, and even insinuates his participation in
the assassination of the late Czar. Though her intention is to warn Mrs. Selldon about
Zaluski's perceived threat to Gertrude, Mrs. Milton-Cleave's actions are fueled by the
need to be influential and interesting. Her letter, a mix of social updates and grave
warnings, encapsulates her role in perpetuating the slander, reflecting her complex
motivations driven by societal standing and personal insecurities. This stage of the
slander's journey highlights the ease with which unfounded suspicions can be
transformed into alarming accusations, especially when communicated by someone
seeking to bolster their own sense of importance within their social circle.



MY FIFTH STAGE

In the fifth stage of "The Autobiography of a Slander," the narrative navigates through
Mrs. Selldon's struggles with conversation during a dinner party held in honor of the
renowned author, Mr. Mark Shrewsbury. Mrs. Selldon, distinguished by her
unstimulating conversational skills, dreads social interactions, especially with
individuals of notable intellect or fame. The chapter expertly portrays her anticipation
and the subsequent awkwardness that ensues when she is paired with Mr. Shrewsbury
for dinner.

Mr. Shrewsbury, a seasoned novelist turned from a disillusioned barrister to a literary
success, carries an air of detachment and nonchalance that exacerbates Mrs. Selldon's
social anxieties. Despite his professional triumphs, a vein of sarcasm borne from past
disappointments imbues his work, making his personal demeanor appear even more
inscrutable to Mrs. Selldon. Their dinner conversation stumbles from solemn attempts
at making small talk to shared complaints about the weather, revealing their mutual
discomfort and disinterest.

Parallel to the interpersonal drama, the author laces the text with reflective
contemplations from both characters. Mrs. Selldon ruminates on the burdens of
societal expectations and her inadequacies in lively discourse, whereas Mr.
Shrewsbury contemplates the toll of his fame and the longing for his personal
sanctuaries of creativity and solace. Their thoughts encapsulate the alienation and the
façades maintained in social settings, emphasizing the disparities between public
perception and private realities.

The turning point arises subtly when the conversation shifts to mutual acquaintances
in Muddleton, momentarily bridging the gap between Mrs. Selldon's apprehension and
Mr. Shrewsbury's indifference. However, the underlying tension surfaces with Mrs.



Selldon's eagerness to discuss the rumors about Mr. Sigismund Zaluski, inadvertently
showcasing the facile transformation of mundane realities into sensational gossip. The
juxtaposition of Mrs. Selldon's mundane anxieties with Mr. Shrewsbury's complex
introspections on success and solitude underscores the central theme of the
piece—the disparate layers of social interactions and the inherent struggles within.

Ultimately, the chapter delves into the intricate dynamics of societal gatherings,
portraying the often superficial yet convoluted nature of human connections. It
cleverly navigates through Mrs. Selldon's perception of herself and others, revealing
the profound impact of societal pressures and the complexities hidden beneath
seemingly trivial conversations. Through the lens of a dinner party, the author explores
themes of identity, reputation, and the pervasive influence of slander, setting the
stage for deeper investigations into the human psyche and social fabric.



MY SIXTH STAGE

In London, during a particularly dull and sweltering early September, Mark Shrewsbury
found himself grappling with the lethargy that the city imposed. Despite the tangible
comforts of his chambers and the utility of his cherished typewriter, his spirit waned
under the monotony and the oppressive heat, rendering his novel-writing process
more grueling than ever.

Amidst this listless phase, Shrewsbury's routine took a turn during an encounter at his
club. A casual reunion with a friend just returned from Switzerland sparked a
conversation that veered towards the allure of scandalous tales. Seizing the
opportunity, Shrewsbury recounted a tale not of scandal, but of a 'successful
scoundrel,' inadvertently giving life to a slander that had lain dormant.

This slander, having been previously nurtured in the gossip circles, found a new voice
in Shrewsbury. His recounting, though brief and lacking in embellishments, was
rendered compelling through his narrative flair. The story's revival captured the
attention of an eavesdropping club member, who, recognizing Shrewsbury's credibility
and recalling the connection of the tale to an Archdeacon's wife, was propelled into
action.

Concerned for his niece's well-being and stirred by the gravity of the allegations now
linked to Sigismund Zaluski, a suitor with purportedly dubious credentials, this club
member—Gertrude Morley's uncle—was impelled to seek clarity. He promptly penned
a letter to a reliable associate in St. Petersburg, urging a thorough investigation into
Zaluski’s character and past activities. The letter highlighted grave concerns about
Zaluski's alleged involvement in anarchistic activities, atheism, and his potential
connection to the assassination of the Czar in March 1881. With the seriousness of
these charges, the uncle's resolve to protect his ward was undeniable, showcasing the
rapid escalation from hearsay to potential life-altering actions spurred by the



reinvigorated slander.



MY SEVENTH STAGE

In "The Autobiography of a Slander," the seventh stage unfolds with a dramatic turn of
events set against the backdrop of September's sunny disposition in England and the
contrasting stern atmosphere of St. Petersburg, Russia. The chapter begins with the
simultaneous departure of Sigismund Zaluski to Russia, following an urgent summon
by his uncle, and the travel of the slanderous letter to its Russian destination. Zaluski,
who was at the Morleys' in Muddleton, departs with a promise to return in a fortnight
to his fiancée, Gertrude, leaving behind his belongings and hopes of a quick resolve to
his engagement.

Upon reaching St. Petersburg, the letter becomes part of Dmitry Leonoff's busy
correspondence, quickly disregarded and forgotten amidst his workload, only to
resurface inadvertently as a potent source of misunderstanding. The Leonoff
household faces a terrifying police raid driven by the suspicion of revolutionary
activities, a standard yet baseless procedure fueled by the era's pervasive paranoia
towards dissent. Despite Dmitry's clear innocence and the absence of any subversive
evidence, he experiences the harsh reality of unwarranted detention under the
relentless machinery of the Tsar's regime. The narrative highlights the commonality of
such "misunderstandings" within the oppressive climate of the time, emphasizing the
blend of fear and resignation that governed the lives of the people.

His eventual release exposes the relentless yet futile search for subversion within
innocent citizens' lives, mirroring the broader societal injustices. The chapter
intricately weaves the personal turmoil of Zaluski, awakened and bewildered by a
similar raid while dreaming of his peaceful life in England, juxtaposed against the
harsh and absurd reality of his homeland. Through Zaluski's disbelief and indignation,
the narrative captures the stark differences between his idyllic life in England and the
invasive suspicions in Russia, setting a tone of irony and critique towards the



unwarranted intrusions by the state.

This stage of the slander’s journey underscores the indiscriminate and destructive
nature of rumors, showcasing how easily they can entangle lives in unnecessary
hardships. The chapter paints a vivid contrast between the tranquility of Muddleton
and the unsettling undercurrents of St. Petersburg, encapsulating the broader theme
of innocence ensnared by the baseless assumptions that thrive in oppressive regimes.
Through the transformative journey of the slander, the author delves deeper into the
societal impacts of misinformation, exploring the personal and collective chaos it
engenders in a narrative that is both engaging and reflective of greater truths.



MY TRIUMPHANT FINALE

As the story of "The Autobiography of a Slander" draws to a close, we witness the
poignant conclusion to the unjust suffering of Sigismund Zaluski, wrongfully
imprisoned due to the careless spread of a slander. The narrative continues to unfold
within the grim confines of Zaluski's prison cell, showcasing his initial despair and
subsequent efforts to find solace through reading, writing, and tapping a form of Morse
code to communicate with Valerian Vasilowitch, his neighbor and a victim of similar
circumstances. This communication system becomes their only means of
companionship, each supporting the other's spirits amidst their bleak surroundings.

Zaluski's deterioration in prison is heart-wrenching. Despite his proactive attempts to
stay mentally active and hopeful, the harsh conditions and his longing for Gertrude,
the woman he loves, contribute to his decline. After an examination only leads him
back to his cell, it becomes clear that without intervention, his situation would turn
fatal. His condition worsens, culminating in a moment of despair as he taps messages
to Valerian, confessing his love for Gertrude and his diminishing hope for survival.

Valerian, though himself enduring the hardships of unjust imprisonment, offers Zaluski
words of comfort and promises to convey his final messages to Gertrude. Despite a
desperate letter to the procurator pleading for release, Zaluski's request is denied,
sealing his tragic fate. In his final moments, amidst the darkness and solitude of New
Year's Eve, Zaluski dies alone, his last thoughts of Gertrude.

The narrative then shifts to England, where the people unknowingly responsible for
Zaluski's downfall continue their lives unaffected, highlighting the deep injustice of his
death. The story ends with a somber reflection on the consequences of slander, as
witnessed in the profound grief of Gertrude, who awakens from a dream to realize
Zaluski's death.



This final chapter serves as a chilling reminder of the devastating impact words can
have, often extending far beyond their initial utterance. It encapsulates the themes of
injustice, the power of words, the resilience of the human spirit, and the inevitable
confrontation with the consequences of one's actions.


