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The Ungrateful Man 

A didactic fiction of the Middle Ages 

First published in The Christian Remembrancer, London: James Burns, November 1843. Series “Di-

dactic Fiction of the Middle Ages,” pp. 482-85. Republished in The World of Romance: A Treasury of 

Tales, Legends, and Traditions. London, Paris, Melbourne: Cassell & Co. Ltd., 1892; pp. 73-77. 

ITALIS, A NOBLE VENETIAN, one day, at a hunting party, fell into a pit, which 

had been dug to catch wild animals. He passed a whole night and day there, 

and I will leave you to imagine his dread and his agony. The pit was dark. Vi-

talis ran from the one side of it to the other, in the hope of finding some branch or 

root by which he might climb its sides, and get out of his dungeon; but he heard 

such confused and extraordinary noises, growlings, hissings, and plaintive cries, that 

he became half dead with terror, and crouched in a corner motionless, awaiting 

death with the most horrid dismay. On the morning of the second day he heard 

someone passing near the pit, and then raising his voice, he cried out with the most 

dolorous accent — 

“Help, help! draw me out of this! I am perishing!” 

A peasant crossing the forest heard his cry. At first he was frightened; but after a 

moment or two, taking courage, he approached the pit, and asked who had called. 

“A poor huntsman,” answered Vitalis, “who has passed a long night and day here. 

Help me out, for the love of God. Help me out, and I will recompense you handsome-

ly.” 

“I will do what I can,” replied the peasant. 

Then Massaccio (for such was the name of the peasant) took a hedge-bill which hung 

at his girdle, and cutting a branch of a tree strong enough to bear a man — 

“Listen, huntsman,” said he, “to what I am going to say to you. I will let down this 

branch into the pit. I will fasten it against the sides, and hold it with my hands; and 

by pulling yourself out by it you may get free from your prison.” 

“Good,” answered Vitalis; “ask me anything you will, and it shall be granted.” 

“I ask for nothing,” said the peasant; “but I am going to be married, and you may give 

what you like to my bride.” 

V 
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So saying, Massaccio let down the branch; he soon felt it heavy, and a moment after 

a monkey leapt merrily out of the pit. He had fallen like Vitalis, and had seized 

quickly on the branch of Massaccio. 

“It was the devil surely which spoke to me from the pit,” said Massaccio, running 

away in affright. 

“Do you abandon me, then?” cried Vitalis, in a lamentable accent; “My friend, my 

dear friend, for the love of the Lord, for the love of your mistress, draw me out of this; 

I beg, I implore you! I will give her wedding-gifts, I will enrich you! I am the lord Vital-

is, a rich Venetian; do not let me die of hunger in this horrible pit!” 

Massaccio was touched by these prayers. He returned to the pit, let down another 

branch, and a lion jumped out, making the woods echo with a roar of delight. 

“Oh certainly, certainly, it was the devil I heard,” said Massaccio, and fled away 

again; but stopping short, after a few paces, he heard again the piercing cries of Vi-

talis. 

“Oh God, oh God,” cried he, to die of hunger in a pit! Will no one, then, come to my 

help? Whoever you may be, I implore you return; let me not die, when you can save 

me. I will give you a house, and field, and cows, and gold, all that you can ask for; 

save me, save me only.!” 

Massaccio, thus implored, could not help returning. He let down the branch, and a 

serpent, hissing joyously, sprang out of the pit. Massaccio fell on his knees, half dead 

with fear, and repeated all the prayers he could think of to drive away the demon. He 

was only brought to himself by hearing the cries of despair which Vitalis uttered. 

“Will no one help me?” said he. “Ah, then, I must die! Oh God, oh God! and he wept 

and sobbed in a heart-breaking manner. 

“It is certainly the voice of a man for all that,” said Massaccio. 

“Oh, if you are still there,” said Vitalis, “in the name of all that is dear to you, save 

me, that I may die at least at home, and not in this horrible pit. I can say no more; 

my voice is exhausted. Shall I give you my palace at Venice, my possessions, my 

honours? I give them all; and may I die here if I forfeit my word. Life, life only; save 

only my life.” 

Massaccio could not resist such prayers, mingled with such promises. He let down 

the branch again. 

“Ah! here you are at last,” said he, seeing Vitalis come up. 

“Yes,” said he, and uttering a cry of joy, he fainted in the arms of Massaccio. 

Massaccio sustained, assisted him, and brought him to himself; then, giving him his 

arm, “Let us,” said he, “quit this forest;” but Vitalis could hardly walk: he was ex-

hausted with hunger. 

“Eat this piece of bread,” said Massaccio, and he gave him some, which he took out 

of his wallet. 
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“My benefactor, my saviour, my good angel!,” said Vitalis, “how can I ever sufficiently 

recompense you?” 

“You have promised me a marriage portion for my bride, and your palace at Venice 

for myself,” said Massaccio. But Vitalis now began to regain his strength. 

“Yes, certainly, I will give a portion to your wife, my dear Massaccio; and I will make 

you the richest peasant of your village. Where do you live?” 

“At Capalatta in the forest: but I would willingly quit my village to establish myself at 

Venice in the palace you have promised me.” 

“Here we are out of the forest,” said Vitalis. I know my road now; thank you, Mas-

saccio.” 

“But when shall I come for my palace, and the portion of my intended?” returned the 

peasant. 

“When you will,” said the other, and they separated. 

Vitalis went to Venice, and Massaccio to Capalatta, where he related his adventure to 

his mistress, telling her what a rich portion she was to have, and what a fine palace 

she was to live in. 

The next day early he set out for Venice, and asked for the palace of the Signor Vital-

is; went straight to it, and told the domestics that he should come shortly with his 

mistress, in a fine carriage, to take possession of the palace which the Signor Vitalis 

had promised to give him. Massaccio appeared to those who heard him mad, and Vi-

talis was told that there was a peasant in his hall, who asked for a marriage portion, 

and said the palace belonged to him. 

“Let him be turned out immediately,” said Vitalis. “I know him not.” 

“The valets accordingly drove him away with insults, and Massaccio returned to his 

cottage in despair, without daring to see his mistress. 

At one corner of his fireplace was seated the monkey, at the other corner the lion, 

and the serpent had twisted itself in spiral circles upon the hearth. Massaccio was 

seized with fear. 

“The man has driven me from his door,” thought he; “the lion will certainly devour 

me, the serpent sting me, and the monkey laugh at me; and this will be my reward 

for saving them from the pit!” 

But the monkey turned to him with a most amicable grimace; the lion, vibrating gen-

tly his tail, came and licked his hand, like a dog caressing his master; and the ser-

pent, unrolling its ringy body, moved about the room with a contented and grateful 

air, which gave courage to Massaccio. 

“Poor animals!” said he, “they are better than the Signor Vitalis; he drove me like a 

beggar from the door. Ah! with what pleasure I would pitch him again into the pit. 

And my bride! whom I thought to marry so magnificently! I have not a stick of wood 

in my wood-house, not a morsel of meat for a meal, and no money to buy any. The 

ungrateful wretch, with his portion and his palace!” 
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Thus did Massaccio complain. 

Meanwhile, the monkey began to make significant faces, the lion to agitate his tail 

with great uneasiness, and the serpent to roll and unroll its circles with great rapidi-

ty. Then the monkey, approaching his benefactor, made him a sign to follow, and led 

him into the wood-house, where was regularly piled up a quantity of wood sufficient 

for the whole year. It was the monkey who had collected this wood in the forest, and 

brought it to the cottage of Massaccio. Massaccio embraced the grateful ape. 

The lion then uttering a delicate roar, led him to a corner of the cottage, where he 

saw an enormous provision of game, two sheep, three kids, hares and rabbits in 

abundance, and a fine wild boar, all covered with the branches of trees to keep them 

fresh. It was the lion who had hunted for his benefactor. Massaccio patted kindly his 

mane. 

“And yon then,” said he to the serpent, “have you brought me nothing? Art thou a 

Vitalis, or a good and honest animal like the monkey and the lion?” The serpent glid-

ed rapidly under a heap of dried leaves, and reappeared immediately, rearing itself 

superbly on its tail, when Massaccio saw with surprise a beautiful diamond in its 

mouth. “A diamond!” cried Massaccio, and stretched forth his hand to stroke caress-

ingly the serpent and take its offering. 

Massaccio then set out immediately for Venice to turn his diamond into money. He 

addressed himself to a jeweller. The jeweller examined the diamond; it was of the fin-

est water. 

“How much do you ask for it?” said he. 

“Two hundred crowns,” said Massaccio, thinking his demand to be great; it was 

hardly the tenth part of the value of the stone. The jeweller looked at Massaccio, and 

said — 

“To sell it at that price you must be a robber, and I arrest you!” 

“If it is not worth so much, give me less,” said Massaccio. “I am not a robber, I am an 

honest man; it was the serpent who gave me the diamond.” 

But the police now arrived and conducted him before the magistrate. There he re-

counted his adventure, which appeared to be a mere fairy vision. Yet, as the Signor 

Vitalis was implicated in the story, the magistrate referred the affair to the state in-

quisition, and Massaccio appeared before it. 

“Relate to us your history,” said one of the inquisitors, “and lie not, or we will have 

you thrown into the canal.” 

Massaccio related his adventure. 

“So,” said the inquisitor, “you saved the Signor Vitalis?” 

“Yes, noble signors.” 

“And he promised you a marriage-portion for your bride, and his palace at Venice for 

yourself?” 

“Yes, noble signors.” 
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“And he drove you like a beggar from his door?” 

“Yes, noble signors.” 

“Let the Signor Vitalis appear,” said the same inquisitor. 

Vitalis appeared. 

“Do you know this man, Signor Vitalis?” said the inquisitor. 

“No, I know him not,” replied Vitalis. 

The inquisitors consulted together. 

“This man,” said they, speaking of Massaccio, “is evidently a knave and a cheat; he 

must be thrown into prison. Signor Vitalis, you are acquitted.” Then, making a sign 

to an officer of police, “Take that man,” said they, “to prison.” 

Massaccio fell on his knees in the middle of the hall. 

“Noble signors, noble signors,” said he, “it is possible that the diamond may have 

been stolen; the serpent who gave it me may have wished to deceive me. It is possible 

that the ape, the lion, and the serpent may all be an illusion of the demon. But it is 

true that I saved the Signor Vitalis. Signor Vitalis,” (turning to him), “I ask you not 

for the marriage portion for my bride, nor for your palace of marble, but say a word 

for me; suffer me not to be thrown into prison; do not abandon me; I did not aban-

don you when you were in the pit.” 

“Noble signors,” said Vitalis, bowing to the tribunal, “I can only repeat what I have 

already said: I know not this man. Has he a single witness to produce?” 

At this moment the whole court was thrown into fear and astonishment, for the lion, 

the monkey, and the serpent entered the hall together. The monkey was mounted on 

the back of the lion, and the serpent was twined round the arm of the monkey. On 

entering, the lion roared, the monkey sputtered, and the serpent hissed. 

“Ah! these are the animals of the pit,” cried Vitalis in alarm. 

“Signor Vitalis,” resumed the chief of the inquisitors, when the dismay which this 

apparition had caused had somewhat diminished, “you have asked where were the 

witnesses of Massaccio? You see that God has sent them at the right time before the 

bar of our tribunal. Since, then, God has testified against you, we should be culpable 

before him if we did not punish your ingratitude. Your palace and your possessions 

are confiscated, and you shall pass the rest of your life in a narrow prison. And you,” 

continued he, addressing himself to Massaccio, who was all this time caressing the 

lion, the monkey, and the serpent, “since a Venetian had promised you a palace of 

marble and a portion for your bride, the republic of Venice will accomplish the prom-

ise; the palace and possessions of Vitalis are thine. You,” said he to the secretary of 

the tribunal, “draw up an account of all this history, that the people of Venice may 

know, through all generations, that the justice of the tribunal of the state inquisition 

is not less equitable than it is rigorous.” 

  

http://www.philaletheians.co.uk/


DOWN TO EARTH SERIES 

A DIDACTIC FICTION OF THE MIDDLE AGES 

The Ungrateful Man v. 17.11, www.philaletheians.co.uk, 21 May 2023 

Page 7 of 10 

Massaccio and his wife lived happily for many years afterwards in the palace of Vital-

is with the monkey, the lion, and the serpent; and Massaccio bad them represented 

in a picture, on the wall of his palace, as they entered the hall of the tribunal — the 

lion carrying the monkey, and the monkey carrying the serpent. 
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Suggested reading for students 

 

Selections from our Down to Earth Series 

 A BALANCED VIEW OF THE MOTIVES BEHIND DIETARY PREFERENCES 

 A DABBLER IN OCCULTISM EXPOSED 

 A DIRE PROPHECY ABOUT EGYPT 

 A RICH LIFE, WITHOUT THE TRAPPINGS OF MAMMON 

 ALLOPATHS PERSECUTING HOMEOPATHS 

 AMAZING STORIES, DISCOUNTED BY THE SCIENTIST AND THE RELIGIOUS BIGOT 

 ARYAN MUSIC 

 BLAVATSKY ON HOW TO EDUCATE CHILDREN 

 BLAVATSKY ON THE MATERIALISM OF TODAY 

 BORN ATHEIST, BURIED CHRISTIAN 

 BROTHERHOOD RANKS ABOVE MEDITATION 

 CAN EATING ANIMAL FLESH EVER BE ETHICAL 

 CHESTERFIELD’S CHOICE THOUGHTS TO HIS SON 

 CHILDREN TRAINING THEMSELVES FOR MURDER 

 CICERO'S TUSCULAN DISPUTATIONS - TR. YONGE 

 CIVILIZATION, THE DEATH OF ART AND BEAUTY 

 COCK, A VERY OCCULT BIRD 

 COMPETITION RAGES MOST FIERCELY IN CHRISTIAN LANDS 

 CRUELTY IN THE BIRCH GROVE 

 DAZZLED GLIMPSES INTO THE ASTRAL LIGHT 

 EARTHQUAKES ARE THE OUTCOME OF SINS COMMITTED BY MEN 

 ENGLISH NEWSPAPER SLANDERS RUSSIAN LADY 

 EVERYONE AND EVERYTHING IS INTERRELATED 

 FLESH-EATING AMONG BUDDHIST MONKS 

 FOUL CONSPIRACIES AND BLATANT LIES LEVELLED AGAINST MADAME BLAVATSKY 

 GORDON ON FAME, THAT COY GODDESS 
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 GRS MEAD SHOWS HIS TRUE COLOURS 

 HIEROCLES EXALTS WEDLOCK 

 HOW A DEVIL’S IMP REDEEMED HIS LOAF 

 HOW TO CONDUCT OURSELVES TOWARDS OUR PARENTS 

 IDOLATRY AND ZOOLATRY 

 INSIGHTS TO EMOTION IN ART 

 JUDICIAL PROCESSES AND PUNISHMENT IN CLASSICAL INDIA 

 LÉVI ON THE TWO OPPOSING FORCES - TR. WAITE 

 LÉVI WARNS THE IMPUDENT - TR. WAITE 

 MEDITATION PROPER IS SPIRITUAL SEERSHIP 

 MIRACLES ARE NATURAL PHENOMENA 

 MODERN INDIA IS SPIRITUALLY DEGRADED 

 MUSINGS OF AN UNPOPULAR PHILOSOPHER 

 NARCISSISM AND ANIMAL SENSUALISM PERSONIFIED 

 OCCULT PROPHECIES 

 OCCULT TALES BY JUDGE 

 ONIONS WERE CONSIDERED TOO SACRED TO BE EATEN 

 OXFORD DON PROFANES VEDIC HYMN 

 PLUTARCH ON THE TRANQUILLITY OF THE MIND - TR. MORGAN 

 PLUTARCH ON WHETHER WATER OR LAND ANIMALS ARE THE MOST CRAFTY 

 PLUTARCH ON WHY EATING ANIMALS IS REPULSIVE - TR. BAXTER 

 POVERTY BREEDS GENEROSITY, WEALTH GREED AND SELFISHNESS 

 PROMETHEUS, THE LIGHT-BRINGER, HURLED DOWN TO THE BOWELS OF THE EARTH 

 PYTHAGORAS' BAN OF BEANS 

 REFRAIN FROM THE MANIA OF CELEBRATING PERSONALITIES 

 RHOADES ON TRAINING THE IMAGINATION 

 RUSKIN'S SESAME AND LILIES 

 RUSSIAN VANDALISM OF PERSIAN ZOROASTRIANISM 

 SAPPHIRE BLUE, THE MOST ELECTRIC OF ALL COLOURS 

 SOCIAL ETHICS OF NINETEENTH CENTURY RUSSIA 

 SPECULATIVE LUCUBRATIONS OF AN ARISTOTELEAN PHILOSOPHER 

 SPIRITUAL RULES AND PROTREPTICS 

 TAYLOR'S VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF BRUTES 
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 TERENCE ON LENIENCE 

 THE BIRTHMARK BY NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE 

 THE FEAR OF NUMBER THIRTEEN 

 THE HOLLOW EARTH 

 THE JAPANESE SHOULD NOT BOW DOWN TO CHRISTIAN ETHICS 

 THE LEARNED TREE OF TIBET 

 THE OCCULT CAUSES OF EPIDEMIC DISEASES 

 THE RELIGIO-PHILOSOPHICAL JOURNAL IS NEITHER RELIGIOUS NOR PHILOSOPHICAL 

 THE RUSSIAN MOTE AND THE BRITISH BEAM 

 THE SEWER OF DOGMATIC CREEDS AND BLIND FAITH 

 THE SPARKLE OF “LIGHT ON THE PATH” HAS BEEN DIMMED BY A DARK STAIN 

 THE SPIRIT OF LIFE ISSUES FROM THE EARTH’S NORTH POLE 

 THE VELVETEEN RABBIT 

 TRUTH IS EXILED FROM THE PRESS BECAUSE IT IS NOT AS BEGUILING AS FALSE-

HOOD 

 VIRGIL'S GEORGICS - TR. RHOADES 

 WESTERN RELIGION ALONE IS TO BLAME FOR THE CRUELTY TO ANIMALS 

 WHAT IS MUSIC? BY ISAAC RICE 

 WHEN THE DOORS OF THE WORLD CLOSED ON THEM 

 WHY DO ANIMALS SUFFER 

 WHY THE MISERY OF ILL-BEING CANNOT BE RELIEVED 
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