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PREFACE 

Biographers, critics, and pseudo-psychologists who 

hav e interpreted PoeYs work as autobiographical hav e attrib-

uted t h e me ntal derangement of the narrators to Poe hims e lf. 

How ever, an analysi s of the ta l es and the roles o f the 

narrators will reveal, in my opinion, that Poe skillfully 

a nd obj ec tively u sed t h e narrator as a li terary device to 

prod uce the d es i red effect upon the reader. Instead of 

identifying him se l f wi th his demented or s ad isti c narrat ors, 

Poe obs erved them a nd was c ons c ious of their abnormalities. 

He viewed the derangement and cr im es of his narrators a nd 

c hara cte rs as we do. Sin ce h e kn ew what would produce the 

effect o f horror in his reader, h e us ed t h e narr at or as a 

reflector between t h e plot and the reader through which the 

reader v i ewed the eve nts. 

Poe fashioned the na rrato r after his own purpos e s. 

In "The Fall of the House of Ush er," h e us es the narrator to 

make unb e li evab l e eve nts int e lligibl e to the r eader. In 

"B ere ni ce," " El e onora " "Lig e ia " and 
' ' 

"Morella," his narrator 

is a scree n through which obj ect i ve eve nts appear shadowy. 

In this way, his narrator leads the reader into the realm of 

deat h and the spirit. In "The Cask of Amontilla do, " " Th e 

Tell -Tal e Heart," a nd uTh e Black Cat," Po e a llow ed the reader 
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to view the crimes through the demented minds of the killers. 

The effect which the completed stories produce upon the 

reader gives us the meaning of Poe~s work--not the confes -

sions of the narrators. 

In addition to my own analysis of the ta les and th e 

comments from critics, Poe's own idea of the short story 

supports my conclusion. He stated this idea clearly in his 

r ev iew of Hawthorne's Twice-Told Tales, includ ed in The Shock 

of Recognition, ed ited by Edmund Wilson (19 55) . 

A skill f ul lit e rary artist has constructro a tale. 
If wise, he has not fashioned his thoughts to accom
modate his incidents; but having conceived, with 
deliberate care, a certain uniqu e or single effect to 
be wrought out, he then invents such incid e nts--h e 
then combines such eve nts as may best aid him in 
e stablishing . this preconceived effect . If his very 
initial s e nt e nc e tend not to the outbringing of this 
effect, then h e has failed in his first step. In the 
whole composition there should b e no word writt en , 
of which the tendency, direct or indir ect, is not to 
the on e preestablished design. And by such mea ns, 
with such care and skill, a picture is at length 
painted which l eave s in the mind of him who contem
plates it with a kindred art, a sense of the fullest 
satisfaction. (p. 164) 

In this thesis, e ight of Poeis tales of horror are 

discussed. Th e first chapter presents the narrator as the 

obs erver in "The Fall of the House of Ush er. " This c hapt er 

includes primarily my own lit erary criticism of t he story; 

how ever, at the e nd of the c hapt er, I include sect ions on 

so urc es and comments of critics. Th e second and third chap-

ters deal with the narrator as the main character. In the 

seco nd chapter , which d i s c u sses "'Berenice,'" •t E 1 eo n or a," 
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... L i g e i a , "' and •t More 11 a , " the n a r r at or i s the be r ea ve d 1 owe r 

who mourns the de ath of a beautiful woman. In the third 

c h a p t e r , w hi c h d i s cuss e s •• T h e Cask of Am o n t i 11 ado , tt "The 

Tell - Tale Heart ," and "The Black Cat," the narrator is a 

demented kill e r . 

I wish to express my appr e ciation to th e members of 

the De partm e nt of English, Dr. Autrey Nell Wiley, Dr. Gladys 

Maddocks, and Dr. El ea nor Jam e s, for th e ir work on my Thesis 

Committee. Dr. Wiley's inspiration, guidance, and careful 

r ead in g of the manuscript hav e mad e it possible for me to 

c ompl e t e the paper. Dr. Maddocks 1 s l ect ur e s in American 

li te ratur e oft e n op e ned ne w vistas of thought to me while I 

wa s searching for information for my pap er. In addition to 

the memb e rs o f my Committee, I wish to thank Dr. Constanc e 

Beach for h e r assistance and int erest ing l ect ur e s during my 

study of t h e Gothic romanc e . I appreciate th e consideration 

t hat has b ee n shown to me upon all occasions by thes e prof e s

sors, who hav e sp e nt so many hours, often in exce ss of their 

regular duties, to aid me in th e completion of my graduat e 

work. 

January 15, 1965 
Carri e Su e Woods 
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CHAPTER I 

THE NARRATOR AS THE OB SERVER 

The narrator in the "Fall of the House of Usher'' is 

the nameless observer who tells the story to the reader. 

His mention of himself serves three purposes: first, to 

direct the reader into the mood of the story; second, to 

serv e as a link between the reader and reality; and third, 

to impart information. He imparts information by describing 

what he sees, recalling the past, expressing opinions, 

relating conversations with Usher, and telling how he 

participated in the action of the story. 

The narrator leads the reader into an atmosphere of 

gloom and terror by describing his own moods. At the 

beginning of the story, when he catches sight of the House 

of Usher, he immediately tells the reader that ••a sense of 

insufferable gloom pervaded" his spirit. We note several 

things about the narratorts mood when he first glimpses the 

House of Usher. First, he does not or cannot satisfactorily 

expl ai n the mood that he is in : 

• I know not how it was- - but with the first glimpse 
of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded 
my spirit. What was it--I paused to think - -what 
was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the 
House of Usher? It was a mystery all insoluble; nor 
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could I grapple with th e shadowy fanci e s that crowd ed 
upon me as I pond e r ed. I was forced to fall back upon 
th e unsatisfactory con c lusion, that while, beyond doubt, 
the r e ar e c ombinations of ve ry simple natural objects 
whi c h hav e th e pow er of thus affecting us, still th e 
a nal y sis of th e pow er li e s among considerations beyond 
our d epth. It was possibl e , I r efl e ct ed, that a me r e 
dif fe r e nt arrang eme nt of th e particulars of th e sc e ne, 
o f th e d e tails o f th e pictur e , would be suffici e nt to 
modif y , or p e rhaps to annihilat e its capacity for 
sorrow f ul impr e ssion; an d acting upon this id e a, I 
re in e d my hors e t o th e pr ec ipitous brink and 
g a z e d down--but wi t h a shudd e r e v e n mor e thrilling than 
b e for e . 1 

He say s "I know not how it was." La te r wh e n h e paus e s to 

t hin k wha t it was "that so unn erv e d''• him " in th e cont empla-

t i o n o f th e Hous e o f Ush er," h e decid e s that "It was a 

myst e ry all insolubl e ." He do e s not f ee l compl e t e l y c apabl e 

of s olving th e myst e ry, for h e s a ys, " nor could I grappl e 

2 

with th e shadowy f an c i e s that c rowd e d upon me as I pond er ed." 

He do es c on c lu de , but no t to hi s s a tisf ac tion, that " th er e 

~ c ombina t ions of v ery simpl e na t ural obj e ct s whi c h hav e 

th e pow e r of t hus aff ec ting us, still th e a nalysis li e s 

be yond our d e pth." Our f irst obs e rvation ma y b e that h e do e s 

not und e rstand th e mood induc e d in him. It is a myst e ry , 

po s sibl y c aus e d by th e arrang eme nt of natural obj e cts. His 

1Edgar Allan Po e , "Th e Fall of th e Hous e of Ush er, " 
Th e Wor k s Q_f Edgar All an Po e , e d • Ed w i n Mark h am , VI (N ew 
York : Funk & Wagnalls, 1904), 83-84. All quotations from 
"Th e F a ll of th e Hous e of Ush e r , " "B e r e ni ce , •• "El eonora," 
"' Lig e i a," "Mor e lla," "Th e Cask of Amontillado," "Th e Te ll
Tal e He art , " and "The Black Cat" ar e tak e n from Volum e VI of 
t his coll ec tion. He r e aft e r onl y th e pag e numb er will be 
giv e n wh e n quo t ations ar e mad e from th e s e stori e s. Qu ot ations 
f rom a work o f Po e c on t ain e d in ano t h e r volum e in this col
l ec tion will b e cit e d by volum e numb er and pag e numb er. 
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d e scription o f the mood suggests to the reader a feeling of 

th e mysterious, an aspect of nature beyond human under-

st a nding . 

S e cond, he t e lls us that the gloom is unrelieved and 

unred ee me d. He says "for th e feeling was unrelieved" and 

"th e r e was an unr e d e emed dreariness of thought which 

no goading of th e imagination could torture into aught of 

th e sublim e, " Th e words "unrelieved" and "unredeem e d" sug-

g e st that th e r e is no hope. Third, th e narrator tells us 

hi s gl o om is as d ee p and as black as possible. Not e in the 

pas sag e below th e phrases ''utt e r depression of sou 1 , " "an 

icin e ss, a sinkin g , a sick e ning of the heart--an unredeem e d 

dr e arin e ss of thought." 

I say insuff er abl e ; for the f e eling was 
unr e li e ved by any of that half-pl e asurabl e , becaus e 
poetic, sentiment with which th e mind usually 
rec e ived e ven th e sternest natural imag e s of the 
d e solat e or terribl e . I looked upon th e sc e ne 
b e for e me . with an utt e r depression of soul 
which I can compar e to no earthly sensation mor e 
prop e rly than to the aft e r-dream of th e r e v e ller 
upon opium--th e bitter lapse into e very-day life-
the hideous dropping off of th e v e il. There was an 
icin e ss, a sinking, a sick e ning of th e h e art -- an 
unr e d eemed drearin e ss of thought which no goading 
of th e imagination could tortur e into aught of th e 
sublim e. l 

Aft er an att empt to all e viate his d epression by 

a chang e o f sc e ne , the narrator comm e nts furth e r on his 

fe e ling o f gloom and terror: 

1 Pp . 83-84. 



I have said that th e sole effect of my som ewhat 
childish experim e nt--that of looking down within the 
tarn--had be e n to d ee p e n the first singular impres
sion. Th ere can b e no doubt that th e consciousness 
of the rapid incr ea s e o f my sup erstition--for why 
should I not so t er m it?--s e rved mainly to accelerate 
the incr ease itself. Such, I have long known, is the 
paradoxical law of all s e ntiments having terror as a 
basis. And it might hav e been for this r e ason only, 
t hat, when I again upli fte d my eye s to th e hous e 
its e lf, f rom its imag e in the pool, there gr ew in my 
mind a strang e fancy--a fancy so ridiculous, ind eed, 
that I but me ntion it to show the v ivid force of th e 
sensations whi c h oppr e ss e d me . I had so worked upon 
my imagination as r ea lly to be liev e that about the 
whole mansion and d om a in th e r e hung an atmosph e r e 
p e culiar to themselves a nd t h e ir imm e diat e vicinity-
a n atmosphere which had no affinity with the air of 
hea ven, but which had r eek e d up from the decay e d 
trees, and th e gray wall, and th e silent tarn--a 
pestilent and mystic vapor, dull, slu gg ish, faintly 
dis cer nibl e, a nd l eade n-hu ed . 

Shaking of f from ml sp irit what mus t hav e been a 
dream, I scann ed 

In this passage, we not e two fac ts. First, h e attributes 

a ll fear to superstition. Next, h e describes the at mosph er e 

about th e hous e as on e "whi c h had no affinity with the air 

of heave n, but which had r ee k e d up from th e d ecaye d trees, 

and the gray wall, and the sil e nt tarn--a pestilent and 

mysti c vapor, dull, sluggish, faintly discernible, and 

leaden-hued." He says this feeling t hat h e had about th e 

atmosph ere was his imagination, and that it " must have bee n 

a dre am. " His description of th e at mosph e r e is r ea lly what 

h e wa n ts the reader to bel i eve to b e reality, e ve n though h e 

4 

attributes it t o imagination. Later in the story h e desc rib e s 
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this condition as a concrete fact : uBut under the surfaces of 

the hug e masses of agitat ed vapor, as well as all terr e strial 

obj ec ts imm ed iat e ly around us, were glowing in the unnatural 

light of a faintly luminous and distinctly visible gaseous 

ex h a lation which hung about and e nshrouded the mansion." 1 

Ente ring th e hous e does not r e li eve his gloom. He 

says : 

A valet, of stealthy st ep, th e nce conducted me, 
in sil e nc e, through many dark and intricat e passag e s 
i n my progr ess to the studio of his mast er. Much 
t hat I e ncount ered on the way contributed, I know not 
how, to h e igh te n the vag ue sentiments of which I hav e 
already spoken. I still wondered to find how 
unf amiliar were the fancies which ordinary imag es 
were st irring up .2 

Myst e ry still ass oci ates its e lf with the insid e of the hous e . 

Aga in he us es the words "I know not how" when r efe rring to 

how t h e insid e of the hous e stirred up mor e fancies. Aft e r 

describing th e insid e of the hous e and the furniture, h e 

says : " I felt tha t I breath ed an atmosphere of sorrow. An 

air of stern, deep, and irr edeemabl e gloom hung ov e r and 

per v ad e d a 11 . u 3 We not e hi s us e of th e word •• i r r edeem a b 1 e" 

t o describe the gloom induc ed by the insid e as well as the 

outside of the hous e . The repetition of this word impress e s 

upon the r eade r a feeling of hop ele ssn e s s . 
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When he describes his meet ing with the characters, he 

repeats his feeling of gloom. Concerning his first glimpse 

of his old friend, Ro der ick Usher, h e says: ~ I gazed upon 

him with a feeling hal f of pity, half of awe. . The now 

ghastly pallor of the skin, and the now miraculous lustr e of 

the eye, above al l things startled and eve n awed me.R 1 When 

he describes hi s glimpse of Lady Madel i n e, h e s a y s : '"I 

regarded h er with utt er astonishment not unmingl ed with 

dread; and yet I found it impossible to account for such 

f eelin g s. A sensation of stupor oppr essed me as my eyes 

followed h er retreating steps." 2 Not e t hat h ere again, h e 

professes to know no reaso n. He says, "And yet I f oun d it 

impossible t o acco unt for such feeli ngs.'" After the deat h 

of Lady Madeline, the narrator tells us that Usher grew 

more a nd more desponde nt. He says of Us her : "' It was no 

wond er that his cond i tio n terrified--that it in fected me . 

I felt creep ing upon me, by slow yet certa in degrees, the 

wild influences of his own fa nta stic yet impr ess iv e super

stit ions."3 

As the narrator describes his own terror and laps e 

into the superstitious, h e is really preparing the reader 

for th e e v e nts ahead. Later in the tale, the narrator 

l p. 90. 
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introdu ces the id ea to the reader that there were strange 

sounds co ming from Madeline's tomb. To do this h e first 

suggests that it was only his own "excited fancy." He says: 

"At the termination of this sent e nc e I started and, for a 

mome nt, paused; for it appeared to me (although I at once 

co nc lud ed that my exc it ed fancy had deceived me )--it 

appeared to me that, from some very remot e portion of the 

mansion, t her e cam e the ec ho . . of the very 

crack in g and rippi ng sound."' 1 After t his suggestion t o the 

read e r , he proceeds to say: "H ere again I paused abruptly, 

a nd how with a feeling of wild amazement--for there could 

be no doubt wh at e ver that, in this instance, I did actually 
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hear a low and apparently distant, but harsh, protracted, 

and most unusual screaming or grating sound." We not e that 

h e us es the same met hod in l ead ing the reader from the 

imagin ed to the real in the description of t h e atmosphere 

about the hous e and the discernment of the noise within the 

vault. First, h e attributes the atmosphere and the noise to 

his own imagination and thus exc it es the imagination of the 

r eader ; then h e tells th e read e r that these phenomena ar e 

r ea l. At the e nd of the story, as strange eve nts seem to 

crowd a bout him, the narr at or says: 11 0ppr essed, as I cer 

tainly was, upon the occurrence of this second and mos t 

extraord inary coincidence, by a thousand conflicting 



s e nsations, in which wonder and extreme terror were pre

dominant , '" 1 and '"completely unnerv ed, I leaped to my feet . ,.. 2 

After the appearance of Lady Madeline from th e tomb, he 

cries ou t, "From that chamber, and from that mansion, I 

f l ed aghast."·3 Th e reader ca n r eac h a pinnacle of t e rror 

with the na r rator , and flee with him out of th e collapsing 

hous e . 

The narr at or serves as the only link in t h e story 

that the reader h as with r ea lity. It would b e d i ff icult, in 

fact, f or the reader to b e li eve this story if it were told 

by Us h er hims e lf. The first difficulty in using a major 

8 

c haracter as a first pers on narrator in this story is Usher's 

me ntal instabili ty . The second difficulty is the neces sity 

of reporting his own death. Poe might ha ve us ed a n omnis-

cie nt author, but had h e done so, I think the reader would 

ha ve quickly lab e l ed the story as only a figment of th e 

a uthor's imagination. Only by using a narrator as an eye -

witness c ould Po e h e lp the reader t o "b e li eve " this tale in a 

literary sense. 

Although the narrator is given t o gloomy moods, 

certa in remarks in the story show us t hat he is a h ea lthy, 

h e lp ful, frie ndly , c heerf ul, and considerate person. He i s 

the type of person the reader ca n trust to report truthfully. 

1P. 107. 
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We know that the narrator had ridden on horseback all day in 

order to reach the House of Usher because he says at the 

beginning of the story: ~D uring the whole of a dull, dark, 

and soundless day I had been passing alone, on horse

back.wl Since h e rode all day, and alone, we conclude he 

was of reasonably sound mind and body. After viewing the 

9 

mansion, as depressing as it was to him, he says: nNeverthe -

less, in this mansion of gloom I now proposed to myself a 

sojourn of some weeks." 2 We see from this passage that 

althou g h he felt deep depression, he was still capable of 

making decisions . He did not let his personal feelings 

interfere with the need of his friend. In the next passage 

we se e that Roderick Usher "had been one of my boon com 

panions in boyhood; but many years had elapsed since our 

last meeting ." We also see that Usher valued the frie ndsh ip 

because his letter expressed "an ear nest desire to see me 

[the narrator] as his best and indeed his only personal 

friend." Usher believed that the narrator could help him 

by the "cheerfulness of his society."' We see that the nar

rator was kindly disposed to help another in need, because 

h e says: ~ it was the apparent heart that went with 

hi s r e quest--which allowed me no room for hesitation; and I 

accordingly obeyed forthwith what I still considered a very 

1P 83. 

2 p. 84. 
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singular summons.» 1 We see that Usher considered the narra-

tor capable of help and comfort beca use the narrator says: 

"It was thus that he [Ush er ] spoke of the object of my visit, 

of his ear nest desire to see me, and of the solace he 

expected me to afford him."2 

We see him as a scrutinizing obs erve r from his 

remark, •Per haps the eye of a scrutinizing observer might 

hav e discovered a barely perceptible fissure,"3 to the e nd 

of the story. This passage l eads us to trust his observa-

tions beca us e h e is a careful obs erv er . We see him also as 

a sympathetic friend working in ear nest to help Usher ov e r-

co me his malady : "For several days ensuing . and during 

this period I was busied in ear nest e nd eav ors to alleviate 

the me lancholy of my friend. We paint ed and read together, 

or I list e ned to the wild improvisations of his 

speaking guitar."4 We not e also that h e was a c ultur ed man, 

capable of painting, of reading, and of enjoying music. 

In his various rol es, the narrator informs th e reader 

by describing what h e se es , recalling the past, expressing 

opi nions, relating conversations with Usher, and telling how 

h e participated in the action of the story. 

As observer he describes what he observes; howev er, 

he does so in descriptive words and phrases which lead the 

1 P . 85. 3 P. 87. 

2 p. 91. 4 P. 94. 
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reader into a state of gloom and horror. What he observes 

in the story may be divided into three categories: weather 

and atmospheric phenomena--clouds, wind, light, appearance 

of the sky; the house--th e grounds, the outside of the house, 

the insid e of the hous e including the vault and the furnish

ing; and the c haract ers --their physical appearance, their 

actions, and the books, music and art of Roderick Usher, the 

main character. 

The narrator introduces his tale by saying that he 

cam e to the House of Usher in the autumn of th e year and that 

on the day of his arrival there were low-hanging clouds in 

the sky. The narra tor describes these two facts in the 

following manner: " During the whol e of a dull, dark, and 

soundless day in the autumn of the year, when the clouds hung 

oppressiv e ly low in the heave ns." 1 By using the adjectives 

"dull, dark, and soundless" bef or e "day'' and the adverb 

"oppressively''' before "' low," he mak es a cloudy autumn day a 

day of gloom. 

Light, or ~he lack of it , h e describes on several 

occasions. When h e e nters Usher's studio, he sees "Fe e ble 

gleams of e ncrimson ed light mad e their way through the 

trelli s sed panes."2 The simple obs erva tion that light 

e nt ered the house through th e windows is thus transformed by 

l p 0 83. 
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the narrat or into an impression of a dark and dank house by 

the word .. feeble,' 1 as if to say no power could penetrate the 

darkness of the old mansion. We note that lat e r in the tale 

when the narrator and Usher enter the vault with the body of 

Lady Madeline, h e, the narrator, says, »The vault • • was 

small, damp, and e ntir ely without mea ns of admission f or 

light." 1 In contrast to the •• feeble" light penetrating into 

the hous e above, complete darkness fills the tomb or va ult. 

Although this is a n observation in complete accord with 

natur e , this simple contrast impress e s the reader who 

associates complete darkness with death and the grave. The 

word "encrimsoned" modifying the "light " which e nt ers the 

hous e hints at an unnatural glare which the narrator uses 

throughout the tale. The narrator describes a light at the 

end of the story: 

Suddenly there shot along the path a wild light, and 
I turned to see whence a gleam so unusual c ould have 
i s sued; for the vast hous e and its shadows were alone 
behind me. The radiance was that of the full, setting, 
a nd blood-red moon, which now shon e vividl2 through 
the once barely d is ce rnibl e fissure .... 

In this description, the narrator describes the light from a 

full, red, setting moon as "a wild lightu and ••a gleam so 

unusual" that the reader sees terror in the moonlight. 

His longest and most terrifying reference to weather 

co mes just before the return of Lady Madeline from the va ult-

1P. 100. 

2P. 110. 
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tomb. Th e wi nd is a gusty wind, the night is cloudy, and an 

electrical storm is not flashing lightning but l e nding a glow 

to the clouds: 

The imp et uous fury of the entering gust nearly 
lift ed us from our feet. It was, indeed, a tempes
tuous yet sternly beautiful night, and one wildly 
singular in its terror and its beauty. A whirlwind 
had apparently collected its force in our vicinity; 
for there were frequent and violent alterations in 
the direction of the wind; and the exceeding density 
of the clouds (which hung so low as to press upon the 
turrets of the hous e) did not pr eve nt our perceiving 
the lif e -lik e velocity with which they flew careering 
from all points against eac h other, without passing 
away into the distance. I say that even their 
exc eedi ng density did not prevent our perceiving 
this --y et we had no glimpse of the moon or stars, 
nor was there any flashing forth of the lightning. 
But the und er surfaces of the hug e mass es of agitated 
vapor, as well as all terrestrial objects immediat e ly 
around us, were glowing in the unnatural light of a 
faintly luminous and distinctly visible gaseous exha
lation which hung about and e nshroud ed the mansion. 
"r he s e a p p e a r an c e s , w h i c h b e w i 1 d e r yo u , a r e mer e 1 y 
electrica l phenomena not uncommon . . or it may be 
that they hav e their ghastly origin in the rank miasma 
of the tarn. Let us close this casement; . . the 
air is chilling and dangerous to your frame~l 

With the n at ural basis of a windy, cloudy night and a pos-

sible electr ical storm, the narrator adds to his description 

deta il after detail until the reader los es any connection 

with the co ncr ete . The sentence "It was, ind eed , a tempes-

tuous yet sternly beautiful night, and one wildly singular 

in it s terror and its beauty" completely abandons obj ect ivity. 

Th e whirlwind and the dense, low clouds, the absence of moon 

and stars and lightning are obj ect ive details, but following 

1 
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the desc ripti ve words "wildly singular in its terror and 

bea uty •• t h e y g i v e the r eade r l i t t l e chance to form co ncr e t e 

pi ct ur es of the we ath er c onditions. The word "life-like" 

preceding "v e loci ty" i n th e reference referring to th e clouds 

aga in g i ve s nat ur e the power of a personal demon who wills 

the doom o f the Ushers. We not e th e following : 

But un de r surfaces of the hug e mass e s of agitated 
vapor, as well as all terrestrial obj ect s imm ed iat ely 
aro un d us , were glowing in the unna t ural light of a 
fai ntly luminous and distinctly visibl e gaseous ex hala
tio n whi c h hun g about a nd e nshroud ed the mansion.! 

This s e ntence departs from the reader's knowl e dg e of the 

nat ur a l because earlie r in the story the narrator had described 

the unn at ur al light as im agi nary. He attributes what h e sees 

to electr i ca l phenomena in th e first part of t h e quota ti on 

on pag e 13, but in the above sentence h e abandons all 

sc i e ntif ic basis and laps es into the exp lanation that h e 

h ad bef or e attributed to the superstition of Ush e r. 

Just as th e narrator gives t h e we ath e r almost lif e -

l ike demonic powers, so do es h e d e s c rib e the house. Th e 

r e ad e r is led to picture t h e old a nd decadent family mansion 

of the Ushers as be ing alive and p articipating in the d ea th 

o f t h e fam i ly . We not e that the narrator tells us the fol-

lowing facts ab out the groun ds surrounding t h e hous e i tself . 

It was s impl y landscaped; there were a few sed ges growing. 

1P. 104. 



There were a few trees that were decayed, and their trunks 

were white. There was a lak e by the house which reflect ed 

the tr ee s and sedge. We note that he introduces the whole 
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scene by his first mention of the house when he says " the 

me lancholy Hous e of Usher" in the first line of the story. 

This word ••'me lancholy" gives the read er the k ey to the 

atmosphere h e is trying to induce. Th e color words "gray" -

gray s edge and gray wall and"black'~-black tarn- -al though 

concr ete in a description, seem to me to l ead the reader to 

a c omple te f ee ling of depression. uGh as t l y tree-s t ems , •• 

" s i l e nt t a r n , •• t h e •• s u ll en w at er s of t h e t a r n , " •• dec ay e d 

trees," ~p r ec ipitous brink''--all s eem to point to some fore

boding danger. Decay, blackn e ss, and silenc e mak e the read e r 

think of d e ath. 1 

In describing the outsid e of the hous e, h e saysJ "I 

scanned mor e narrowly the real aspect of th e buil d ing." 

Thus h e indicat e s his de sire to be objective. He is objec 

tive as h e describes the fungi, the crumbling stones, t he 

f i ss ur e . But his ~ords " wild inconsist e ncy b etwee n its still 

perfect adaptation of parts, and the crumbling condition of 

th e individual ston es ," l ead the reader to b e li eve it is 

al mo st unnatur al f or th e hous e to be still standing. The 

word "wild," which h e us es several times in the story, s ug-

g e sts madn ess . Th e word " b l e a k" be for e " wal l s •t s u g g e s t s 

l 
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loneliness, and the phrase "vacant eye-like windows" suggests 

a person on the brink of madness. 1 

As the narrator enters the insi de of the house ov er 

the short causeway, he gives us a glimpse of the portion 

which he saw: 

A servant in waiting took my horse, and I e nt ered 
the Gothic archway of the hall. A valet, of stealthy 
step, thence conducted me, in silence, through many 
dark and intricate passages in my progress to the 
"st ud i o " o f hi s mas t e r . Wh i l e the o b j e c t s around 
me . while the carvings of the ceilings, the 
sombre tapestries of the walls, the ebon blackness of 
the floors, and the phantasmagoric armorial trophies 
which rattled as I strode . 

The room in which I found myself was very large 
and lofty. The wi ndows were long, narrow , and pointed, 
and at so vast a distance from the black oaken floor 
as to be altog e ther inaccessible from withi n. Feeble 
gleams of encri mson ed light mad e their way through the 
trellissed panes, and served to render sufficiently 
distinct the mor e prominent objects around; the eye, 
however, struggled in vain to reach the remoter angles 
of the chamb er, or the recesses of the va ult ed and 
fretted ceiling. Dark draperies hung upon the walls. 
Th e general furniture was profuse, comfortless, 
antiqu e, and tattered. Many books and musical instru
ments lay scattered about, but failed to give any 
vitality to the scene.2 

On the seventh or eighth day after Madelin e had been laid in 

the vault, h e ref ers again to the furniture th u s : "I 

endeavored to believe that much, i f not all of what I felt , 

was due to the bewildering influence of the gloomy furniture 

of the room--of t h e dark and tatter e d draperies." 3 Again, 

l 
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as Lady Madeline awaits without the door after her return 

from the tomb, the narrator says: "As if in the sup er human 

energy of his utterance . the huge antique panels to 

which the speaker pointed threw slowly back, upon the 

instant, their ponderous and ebony jaws." 1 The narrator 

then gives us in som e concrete details a description of 

the inside of the house. He says there were many dark 

pass ages, carved ceilings, long, narrow windows, tapestries 

on the walls, black oaken floors, trophi es which rattled, 

trellis s ed window-panes, a lot of old and tattered furniture. 

Since he tells us there was littl e light in the house, the 

black floors and the old appearance depress the reader 

without much e ncourag eme nt from the narrator. As he pro

ceeds, how ever, the narrator refers to "sombr e tapestries," 

"the recess e s of the vaulted a nd fretted ceiling," "dark 

drap eries," "gloomy furniture," and finally to the antique 

pa nels as opening "their ponderous and ebony jaws." The 

narrato r ca n phrase his most objective descriptions to 

point toward gloom. His statement that ''many books and 

musical instruments lay s c att ered about" is actually included, 

I suspect, to add to the reader's id ea of Rod e rick's sensi

tive nature. His us e of "inacc ess ibl e " in de scribing the 

windows ca us es us to pictur e a hous e in which it is difficult 

to obtain light. Later in the story th e narrator takes 

1P . 109. 



pains to describe in some detail the vault in which he and 

Usher laid the body of Lady Madeline: 

, The vault in which we placed it (and which had 
been so long unopened that our torches, half 
smothered in its oppressive atmosphere, gave us little 
opportunity for investigation) was small, damp, and 
ent irely without means of admission for light; lying, 
at great depth, immediately beneath that portion of 
the building in which was my own sleeping apartment. 
It had been used, apparently, in remote feudal times, 
for the worst purposes of a donjon-keep, and, in later 
days, as a place of deposit for powder, or some other 
hi ghly combustible substance, as a portion of its 
floor, and the whole interior of a long archway through 
which we reached it, were carefully sheathed with 
copper . The door, of massive iron, had been, also, 
similarly protected. Its immense weight caused an 
unusually sharp, grating sound, as it moved upon its 
hinges. 

Having deposited our mournful burd e n upon tressels 
within this region of horror. 1 

The narrator describes the vault in concrete terms, telling 

us that it was small, damp, and dark, that it had been used 

as a dungeon and lat er to store gunpowder, that the archway 

was lined with copper, and that the doors were iron. Since 
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a vault or dungeon naturally causes the reader to conjure up 

morbid thoughts, the narrator needed to add little of his own 

impr essio nistic description. However, as soon as the descrip-

tion is finished, h e refers to the vault as a "region of 

horror" and thus emphasizes any gloomy thoughts the reader 

might already have entertained. 

The narrator describes in detail the looks and actions 

of Rod eri ck Usher, the main character, although he tells 

100. 
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little of th e other characters in the story. What the nar-

rator omits in describing his own looks, he makes up for in 

describing Usher. In his first meeting with his old friend, 

the narrator takes the opportunity to describe Usher for the 

reader: 

Sur e ly, man had never befor e so terribly altered, 
in so brief a period, as had Roderick Usher! It was 
with difficulty that I could bring myself to admit the 
identity of the wan being befor e me with the companion 
of my ear ly boyhood. Yet t he character of his face had 
been at all times remarkable. A cadaverousness of 
complexion; an eye larg e, liquid, and luminous beyond 
comparison; lips somewhat thin and very pallid, but of 
a s urp assingly beautiful curve; a nos e of a delicate 
Hebre w mod el, but with a br ea dth of nostril unusual in 
similar formations; a finely moulded chin, speaking, 
in its want of prominence, of a want of moral energy; 
hair of a mor e than web-like softness and tenuity; -
th e se features, with a n inordinat e expansion above the 
regions of the temple, made up altog et he r a countenance 
no t easily to be forgotten. And now in the mere exag
geration of the prevailing character of these features, 
and of the exp r ess ion they were wont to convey, lay so 
much of change that I doubted to whom I spoke. The now 
ghastly pallor of the skin, and the now miraculous 
lustr e of the eye, above all things startled and even 
awed me . Th e silken hair, too, had been suffered to 
grow all unh eeded, and as, in its wild gossamer texture, 
it floated ra t her than fell about the face, I could not, 
even with effort, connect its Arab e sque expression with 
any idea of simpl e humanity.l 

• His action was alt er nat e ly vivacious and sull e n. 
His v oic e varied rapidly from a tremulous indecision 
(when th e animal spirits seemed utt e rly in abeyance) to 
what species of e nerget ic concisio~~hat abrupt, weighty, 
unhurri ed , and hollow-sounding e nunciatio~~hat leaden, 
self-balanced, and p erf ect ly modulated guttural utt er
ance, which may be obs e rv e d in the lost drunkard, or 
the irreclaimable eater of opium, during the periods of 
his most int e nse excitement.2 

1Pp. 89-90. 
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The narrator begins the description of his friend by 

exclai ming to the reader: " Sur ely, man had never before so 

terrib ly altered, in so brief a period, as had Roderick 

Usher!" This statement immediately sets the reader on guard 

to look for a man who is not himself, who has so changed that 

his friends scarce recognize him. In fact the narrator him-

self goes on to confirm the reader's suspicion by saying: 

"It was with difficulty that I could bring myself to admit 

the identity of the wan being before me with the companion of 

my ea rly boyhood." 1 Th e expressio n 11 Wan being"' further leads 

the reader to picture a human being on the brink of despair. 

Th e next statem e nt--"Yet the character of his face had been 

at all tim e s remarkabl e"--leads the reader to expect someone 

who is a little different from the ordinary man. The narra-

t or then proceeds to an obj e ctiv e description of Usher, 

e nding with "that I do ubt ed to whom I spoke" as if to bring 

the reader back to the idea that Usher was not a normal 

p e rson. The next line is purely impressionistic: "The now 

ghastly pallor of th e . skin, and the now miraculous lustre of 

h d n2 t e eye , above all things startl e d and eve n awe me. The 

words "ghastly, .. "miraculous,•• ••startled't and .. awed.,' give 

th e r eader the fe e ling of the unnatural in the person of 

Rod er ick Usher . The descriptio n of his action and his voice 

2 
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is almost entirely impressionistic. The words "'vivacious," 

"s ullen,"' "animal spirits," " hollow-sounding, "" "lost,•• 

" d r u n k a r d •• o r " i r r e c 1 a i m a b 1 e e a t e r o f o p i u m " c a u s e t h e r e a d e r 

to believe that Usher is already on the brink of insanity and 

that his plight is hop eless . Th e few concrete r e ferenc e s the 

n a r r a t o r m a k e s - - " v a r i e d r a p i d 1 y , •• " a b r up t , •• 11 we i g h t y , " 

"unhurried"--are ov ers h ad ow ed by the other adjectives. After 

the fir st appearance of Lady Madeline, the narrator observes 

his friend : It . but he had buried his face in his hands, 

and I co u ld only perceive that a far more than ordinary wan-

ness had overspread the emaciated fingers through which 

trickled many passionate tears." 1 

In describing Ush errs grief at the immin e nt death 

of Madeline, the narrator observes "a far more than ordinary 

wann e ss» and thus hints to the reader that Usher is afflicted 

with som e thing mor e than a simple illness. "Emaciat ed 

fingers," although an objective description, adds to the 

pity of the scene. After the death of Lady Madeline, the 

nar rator obs erves the - change in the actions of his friend as 

follows: 

And now, some days of bitter grief having e laps ed, 
a n obs e rvabl e change came o ver the features of the 
men tal disorder of my friend. His ordinary mann er h ad 
vanis h ed. His ordinary oc c upa t ions were neglected or 
forgotten . He roamed from chamber to chamber with 
hurri ed, un e qual and obj ect l ess step. The pallor of 
his co unt e nanc e had assumed, if possible, a mor e 

1 
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ghastly hue--but the luminousness of his eye had 
utterly gone out. The once occasional huskiness of 
his tone was heard no more; and a tremulous quaver 
as if of ex treme t error, habitually characterized ' 
his utt e rance.l 
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In this passag e we l ea rn that Usher was neglecting his former 

activities and that he paced about the house. The descrip-

tive phrases "ghastly hue," "luminous ness of his eye,"· and 

"tremulous quav er , as if in ext reme terror" impr ess the reader 

with Usher's tott er ing reason and extreme fear. In later 

passag es the narrator describes the action of Usher on the 

la st and fat ef ul night that the narrator spent at the House 

of Usher. 

In an instant afterward he rapped, with a gentle 
to u ch, at my door, and entered, bearing a lamp. His 
countenance was , as usual, cadavero usly wan--but, 
mor e ov er, there was a species of mad hilarity in his 
eyes --an ev id e ntly r e strained hyst er ia in his whole 
d e meanor.2 

From a position fronting my own, he had gradually 
brought round his chair, so as to sit with his face to 
the door of the chamber; and th us I could but 
partially p e rc e ive his feat ur es, although I saw that 
his lips trembled as if he were murmuring inaudibly. 
His h e ad dropped upon his breast--yet I knew that he 
was not asleep, from the wide and rigid opening of the 
eye as I caught a glance of it in profile. The motion 
of his body, too, was at variance with this id ea --
for h e rock e d from side to side with a gentle yet 
c onstant and uniform sway. 

Hi s eyes were bent fixedly before him, and through
out his whole countenance there reigned a sto ny 
rigidity. But, as I placed my hand upon his sho uld er, 
there came a strong shudder over his whole person; a 

l 
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sickly smile quivered about his lips; and I saw that 
he spoke in a low, hurried, and gibbering murmur, as 
if unconscious of my presence.! 

In these passages th e narrator reports several of Usher 1 s 

actions. He knock ed on the door gently, he moved his chair 
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to face the narrator, his lips trembled, his head dropped on 

his breast, he rocked from side to side, h e shudd ered, he 

smiled. The reader can read these facts, but they are 

colored by "cadaverously wan,"' "mad hilarity," which add to 

the horror of the scene. 

Three times during the story the narrator reports an 

action or a description of the Lady Madelin e . The first 

time, she passes through the apartment upon the night of 

his arrival: »While he spoke, the Lady Madeline (for so was 

she called) passed through a remote portion of the apartment, 

and, without having notic ed my presence, disappeared.» 2 

Here the narrator relates a simple fact--Lady Madeline passed 

through the apartment but she did not s ee the narrator. The 

words nremote portion of the apartment" and ••disappeared" 

give h er al mo st a ghost-like quality, however . The next 

mention of Lady Madeline comes when the narrator, along with 

Usher, views her body in the coffin. The narrator says: 

A striking similitude between the broth er and sister 
now first arrested my atte ntion ..• The disease 
which had thus e ntombed the lady in the maturity of 

l Pp. 107-108. 

2 p. 93. 



youth, had l e ft, as usual in all maladies of a 
strictly cataleptical character, the mockery of a 
faint blush upon th e bosom and the face, and that 
suspiciously lingerin~ smile upon the lip which is 
so t e rribl e in d e ath. 
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Two facts are me ntion e d here: that the narrator noticed that 

Mad e line was Roderick's twin and that in death she bore a 

faint smile and a blush on her fac e and bosom. To this he 

a dds th e phrases "' th e mock e ry of a faint blushu and "suspi-

ciously ling e ring smil e upon the lip which is so terrible in 

d ea th." Th e words .. mock e ry," "suspiciously, •• and "terrible''• 

impr ess th e r e ad e r that Madeline i s death is strange and 

mys te rious and may y e t caus e more harm to the living . His 

la s t me ntion o f Mad e lin e occurs when she returns from her 

vault- t omb. 

but th e n without thos e doors th ere did stand the 
lo f ty and e nshroud e d figur e of th e lady Madeline of 
Us h e r. Th e r e was blood upon h e r white rob e s, and th e 
ev id e nce of som e bitt e r struggl e upon ev e ry portion 
of h e r ema ciat e d fram e . For a mom e nt sh e r emain e d 
tr embling and r ee ling to and fro upon the threshold-
t h e n, with a low moaning cry, fell heavily inward upon 
t h e p e rson of h e r brother, and in h e r violent and now 
f inal d e ath-agoni e s , bor e him to the floor a corps e , 
and a victim to th e t e rrors he had anticipated.2 

Fr om this d e scription we gather th e following facts: 

Ma de lin e did stand outsid e th e door in h er whit e shroud, 

whi c h wa s bloody from h e r struggl e to escape th e coffin and 

th e vault. Sh e tr e mbl ed, then r ee l e d forward on h e r broth er, 

who fe ll to th e floor a corpse. How she kill e d him, or 

1P. 101. 
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whether or not she killed him, is left to the imagination of 

th e r e ader. T h e w o r d s •• l o f t y a n d e n s h r o u d e d " g i v e M ad e l i n e 

a ghost-lik e appearanc e . Since the narrator chose only to 

d escribe her white robes and her " trembling and reeling" 

action, we cannot know th e e xpression on her face , what she 

thought; e must imagin e f or ourselve s h e r thoughts and 

motives. 

Thr ee oth e r p eopl e are mention e d bri e fly in the story: 

"A se rvant in waiting," who took th e narrator's hors e , "· a 

v a l e t , of stealthy st ep," and "'th e physician of the family." 

De scribing th e va l e t as a man "of st e althy st e p," th e nar-

r at or us e s a n impr e ssioni st ic phras e sinc e no oth e r d e tail 

is r e lat e d about him . He d e scrib e s th e physician as having 

a count e nanc e with "a mingl e d expr e ssion of low cunning and 

pe rpl e xity" who "accost e d me with tr epidation and pass e d on." 1 

This too is an impr e ssionisti c d e scription sin ce t h e s e adj e c-

t iv e s ar e given to a man th e narrator has only glimps ed, and 

no fa c ts ar e giv e n in addition e ith e r to confirm or d e ny th e 

n arrator's opinion. 

Th e books, art, and music of Ush er ar e described in 

d e tail in th e book. Th e narrator, d e scribing th e int erior, 

says many books a nd musi ca l instrum e nts lay about. Lat e r he 

me n t i o n s t h e "' w i l d a i r o f t h e 1 a s t w a l t z o f V o n We b e r , ''' w h i c h 

Ush er play e d, and h e de scrib e s on e of his paintings in minut e 

det ail: 

lp. 88. 



. A small picture pr e sented the interior of an 
immens el y long and r ec tangular vault or tunnel, with 
low walls, smooth, whit e , and without interruption 
or device. Certain accessory points of th e design 
s erv ed we ll to convey the idea that this ex cavation 
lay at an exceeding depth below the surface of the 
earth. No outl e t was observed in any portion of its 
vast extent, and no torch or other artificial source 
of light was discernibl e ; y e t a flood of intens e 
rays roll e d throughout, and bathed th e whol e in a 
ghastly and inappropriat e splendor.l 

The narrator quot e s Usher's poem "The Haunted Palac e" and 
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name s the books poss essed by him. Before the last terribl e 

sc e ne , h e was r e ading to Usher from .. Mad Trist" of Sir 

Launcelot Canning, much of which he quotes in the story . 

Since the books and the painting may be d e scrib e d fully and 

obj ect iv e ly a nd s till giv e a not e of horror, I suggest that 

th e narrator .gave this detail to l e nd credulity to his tal e. 

To the otherwis e obj ect ive desc ription of Ush er's pi ct ur e h e 

adds the observ at ion, " a nd yet a f lood of int e ns e rays roll ed 

t hrough out, and bathed the whole in a ghastly a nd inappro-

priate splendor." This mention of "ghastly" light r eminds 

the r eade r of the unnatural glare which Usher me ntions in 

the tale . 

On thre e o ccas ions th e narrator gives us information 

by r eca lling the pas t . Th e first instanc e concerns the 

family of Usher: 

Although, as boys, we had be e n even intimat e 
associates, ye t I r ea lly kn ew littl e of my fri e nd. 
Hi s r e s erve had b ee n always ex c e ssiv e and habitual. 

l Pp. 94-95. 



I was aware, however, that his very anci e nt family had 
been noted, time out of mind, for a peculiar sensi
bility of t emperam e nt, displaying itself, through long 
ages, in many words of ex alt ed art, and manifest ed , of 
late, in repeat ed deed s of munificent yet unobtrusiv e 
charity, as well as in a passionate devotion to th e 
intricaci e s, p erhaps even more than to the orthodox 
and easily recognizable beauties, of musical science. 
I had l ear ned, t oo, the very remarkable fact, that the 
stem of th e Usher race, all tim e-honor e d as it was, 
had put forth, at no p e riod, any e nduring branch; in 
oth e r words, that the e ntir e family lay in the direct 
line of descent, and had always, with v ery trifling 
and v e ry temporary variation, so lain. It was this 
deficiency, I c onsid e red. 1 
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The second reference to his past com e s as h e e nters the hou se . 

He say s : "While th e obj ec ts around me were but matt ers 

to which, or to such as whi c h, I had bee n accustomed from my 

infancy--whil e I hes itat ed not to acknowledge how familiar 

was this - -I &till wondered to find how unfamiliar were the 

f . . . . "2 a nci es which ordinary imag es were stirring up. In this 

passage h e lets the reader know that hou se s of his sort were 

c ommon, and t h ere was a no t h er qu al ity in addit ion to its 

furnishings which ca us ed him gloom. He is telling the reader 

t here i s a strange, unn at ur al atmosph e r e inside as well 

as outside the hous e . Th e t hird tim e h e me ntio ns th e past 

i s in reference to Usher's malady wh e n h e says: "For some-

thing of iliis nat ur e I had ind eed b ee n pr epar e d, no l e ss by 

his letter , than by r emini sce nces of certa in boyish traits, 

and by conclusions d ed uc e d from his p ec uliar physical conforma-

tion and temperament."3 In t his passage, h e sugg ests to the 

1 Pp. 85-86. 3p . 90. 

2 P. 88. 



28 

reader tha t Usher's malady might be connect e d with some 

family trait; that it is no t a simple physical malady. 

On several occ a sions in the story he mentions his 

memory in recalling th e events of the present tale. At one 

time, he says, "I shall ever b ea r about me a memory of the 

many solemn hours I thus sp e nt alone with th e mast er of th e 

House of Usher, "l and at a noth e r time, "The words of one of 

t hese rhaposodi es I have easily rem e mb e r ed, rt2 and "I we ll 

r ememb e r that suggestions arising from t his ballad led us 

into a train of thought."3 His me ntion of his me mory causes 

the reader to conclude that h e has a good memory, that h e 

can be relied upon to report accurately, and that h e h as 

b ee n strongly impr essed by wh a t has happ e ned t o him. 

On oth e r occasions throughout th e story, he tells 

th e r e ad e r what he would lik e him to beli eve by ex pr es sing an 

opinion of his own. Th e first opinion h e ex p resses in the 

story is about th e House: 

. I consid e r ed , whil e running ov e r in thought the 
p e rf e ct k ee p-ing o f the character of the pr e mis e s with 
th e accr e dited character of the p e opl e, and while 
s pe culating upon the possibl e influ e nc e whi c h the on e , 
in the long lapse of c e nturi es , might hav e exe rci zed 
u po n the other--it was this d e ficiency, p e rh ap s, of 
col lateral issu e , and the consequent und ev iating trans
mission, from sir e to son, of th e patrimony with th e 
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name, which had, at length, so identified the two as 
to merge the original title of the estate in the 
quaint and equivocal appellation of the "House of 
Usher"--an appellation which seemed to include, in 
the minds of the peasantry who used it, both the 
family and the family mansion.l 

He also expresses several opinions regarding Usher. 

The first concerns Usher's greeting. He says: 11 Upon my 
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en tranc e, Usher arose from a sofa on which he had been lying 

at full length, and greet ed me with a vivacious warmth which 

had much in it, I at first thought, of an ov erd one cordiality--

of the constrained effort of the 'ennuye' man of the world. 

A gla nc e , however, at his countenance convinced me of his 

perfect sinc e rity ." 2 He also gives the reader a clue to the 

hopelessness of Usher's condition when he says: ''And thus, 

as a closer a~d still closer intimacy admitted me more 

unreservedly into the recesses of his spirit, the mor e 

bitterly did I perceive the futility of all attempt at 

cheering a mind from which darkness, as if an inherent posi-

tive quality, pour ed forth upon all objects of the moral and 

p h y s i c a l u n i v e r s e i n o n e u n c e a s i n g r a d i at i o n o f g l o o m . •t 3 I n 

speaking of Usher's paintings, he said, "If eve r mortal 

painted an ideal, that mortal was Roderick Usher."4 In 

expressing his opinions about the inner recesses of Usheris 

mind, the narrator mak es two oth e r inter est ing comments: 

"I fancied that I perceived, and for the first time, a full 

1P. 86. 3P. 94. 
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consciousn e ss on the part of Usher of the tott e ring of his 

lofty reason upon h e r throne," 1 and "I thought his unceas

ingly agitated mind was laboring with some oppr e ssi ve secret, 

to divulg e which h e struggl ed f or the neces sary courage."2 

Th e se two passag e s hint at Us h er 's forthcoming ma d ne ss and 

suggest som e hi dden moti ve in his action toward Madeline. 

This motiv e, however, is never revealed to th e r eader. 

Wh e n co mm e nt ing upon Usher's d esir e to pres erv e Lady 

Madel in e 's body within t h e mansion, h e says: "I will no t 

de ny that wh e n I c all ed to mind th e s inist e r countenance of 

the person whom I me t upon the staircas e, on the day of 

my arrival at th e hou se, I h a d no desire to oppo se wha t I 

rega r ded as at best but a h a rml ess , and by no mea ns an 

unnatural, pr eca ution."3 This appears to b e the narrat or' s 

device to mak e the pres er vation of the body mor e plausibl e 

to the reader. He is hinting that th e ph ys ician might r e sort 

to un c onv e ntional me ans in handling t h e body were it not 

guarded by t h e family. 

On e g oo d sourc e of in f o r mat ion for the reader is the 

information that Ush e r divulges to the narrator. 

c onc er ns t h e malady of Ush er: 
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. He entered, at some length, into what he 
conceived to be the nature of his malady. It was, 
he said, a constitutional and a family evil, and 
one for which he despaired to find a remedy--a mere 
ne rvous affection, he immediately added, which would 
undoubtedly soon pass off. It displayed itself in a 
host of unnatural sensations. Some of these, as he 
detailed them, inter este d and bewildered me; 
although, perhaps, the terms, and the general 
manner of the narration had their weight. He suffered 
much from a morbid acuteness of the senses; the most 
insipid food was alone endurable; he could wear only 
garments of certain texture; the odours of all flowers 
were oppressive; his eye s were tortured by even a 
faint light; and there we re but peculiar sounds, and 
these from stringed instruments, which did not inspire 
him with horror.I 

Comm e nting further on Usher's terror, he quotes 

Usher as follows: 

To an anomalous species of t err or I found him a 
bounden slav e. "I shall p e rish,'"' said he, •• I must 
perish in this deplorable folly. Thus, thus, and not 
otherwis e·, shall I be lost. I dread the eve nts of 
the future, not in themselves, but in their results. 
I shudder at the thought of any, even the most 
trivial, in c ident, which may operat e upon this 
intol era bl e agitation of soul. I have, indeed, no 
abhorrence of danger, except in its absolute effect-
in terror. In this unn erved- -in this pitiable con
dition--I feel that the period will sooner or la te r 
arrive when I must abandon lif e and reason together, 
i n som e struggle with the grim phantasm , FEAR . "2 
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We note that in ~he beginning o f the story h e attributed all 

fear to sup erst ition. This is possibly another of his 

devices to suggest the atmosphere of fear to the r eader 

before h e describes the most fearful eve nts. Next he sug-

gests to us that he discerned, through his aJertness, hints 
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t h at U s h e r h i m s e 1 f h ad b e e n i n f 1 u e n c e d b y t h e •• ph y s i q u e '' o f 

the family mansion. Here we see a recurrence of the idea 

that the hous e itself has powers of evil and actually partic

ipates in the downfall of the Ushers. 

I l ear ned , moreover, at intervals, and through broken 
and equivocal hints, another singular feature of his 
mental condition. He was enchained by certain super
stitious impressions in regard to the dwelling which 
he tenanted, and whence, for many years, he had never 
ventured forth--in regard to an influence whose sup
posititious force was conveyed in terms too sh ad owy 
here to be re-stated--an influence which some 
peculiarities in the mer e form and substance of his 
family mansion had, by dint of long sufferance, he 
said, obtained over his spirit--an effect which th e 
physique of the gray walls and turrets, and of the dim 
tarn into which they all looked down, had, at length, 
brought about upon the morale of his existence. 1 

Then the narrator subtly tells us of the impending 

death of Lady ·Mad e lin e. This gives the r eade r a sense of 

forebod ing doom and also serves as a link to prepare the 

reader for h e r death . 

He admitted, howev er, although with hesitation, that 
much of the peculiar gloom which thus afflicted him 
co uld be traced to a mor e natural and far mor e 
palpab l e origin--to the severe and long-continu ed 
illness--indeed to the evidently approaching dis
solution--of ·a tenderly beloved sister, his sole 
comp anion for long years, his last and only relati ve 
on eart h. "Her decease, .. he said, with a bitterness 
which I can never forget, "would l eave him (him, the 
hopeless and the frail) the last of the ancient race 
of the Ushers."2 

After announcing the imp e nding death of Lady Madeline 

to the readers, he then describes h e r disease. I presume 
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this was related to him by Usher. 

The disease of the lady Madeline had long baffled the 
skill of her physicians. A settled apathy, a gradual 
wasting away of the person, and frequent although 
transient affections of a partially cataleptical char
acter, were the unusual diagnosis. Hitherto she had 
steadily borne up against the pressure of her malady, 
and had not betaken herself finally to bed; but, on 
the closing in of the evening of my arrival at the 
house, she succumbed (as her brother told me at night 
with inexpressible agitation) to the prostrating power 
of the destroyer; and I learned that the glimpse I had 
obtained of her person would thus probably be the last 
I should obtain--that the lady, at least while living, 
would be seen by me no more.l 
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Again he reports a long discourse by Usher regarding 

th e house and the atmosphere about it. This underscores what 

he has already suggested to the reader--that the house par-

ticipates in the doom of his inhabitants and exercized a 

demon-like control over their destinies: 

I well remember that suggestions arising from this 
ballad, led us into a train of thought wherein there 
became manifest an opinion of Usher's which I mention 
not so much on account of its novelty, (for other men 
have thought thus,) as on account of the pertinacity 
with which he maintained it. This opinion, in its 
general form, was that of the sentience of all 
vegetable things. But, in his disordered fancy, the 
idea had ass~med a more daring character, and tres
passed, under certain conditions, upon the kingdom of 
inorganization. I lack words to express the full 
extent, or the earnest abandon of his persuasion. The 
belief, however, was connected (as I have previously 
hinted) with the gray stones of the home of his fore
fathers. The conditions of the sentience had been 
here, he imagined, fulfilled in the method of col
location of these stones--in the order of their 
arrangement, as well as in that of the many fungi 
which overspread them, and of the decayed trees which 
stood around--above all, in the long undisturbed 



endurance of this arrangement, and in its reduplica
tion in the still waters of the tarn. Its evidence 
--the evidence of the sentience--was to be seen, he 
said, (and I here started as he spoke,) in the gradual 
yet certain condensation of an atmosphere of their own 
about the waters and the walls. The result was dis
coverable, he added, in that silent, yet importunate 
and terrible influence which for centuries had moulded 
the destinies of his family, and which made him what I 
now saw him--what he was.l 

After the death of Madeline, he relates what Usher 

said: 

. he stated his int entio n of preserving her corpse 
for a fortnight (previously to its final int erment), 
in one of the numerous vaults within the main walls of 
t he building. The worldly reason, however, assigned 
for this singular proceeding, was one which I did no t 
feel at liberty to dispute. The brother had been led 
to his resolution (so he told me) by consideration of 
the unusual character of the malady of the deceased, 
of certain obtrusive and eager inquiries on the part of 
her medical men, and of the remote and exposed situa
tion of the burial-ground of the family.2 
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This gives the reader the reasons for Usher's desire to keep 

her body in the house; and thus the narrator makes this action 

sound authentic to the reader. We note, however, that the 

word ''assigned~ linked to the reason and the phrase "so he 

told me" hint to _ the reader that Usher's reasons may not be 

completely honest. 

The most dramatic speech by Usher, which is a direct 

quotation, is at the end of the story. It is a masterpiece 

of fear and horror: 

"Not hear it?--yes, I hear it, and have heard i t. 
Long--long--long--many minutes, many hours, many 

lpp. 97-98. 
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days, have I heard it--yet I dared not--oh, pity me, 
miserable wretch that I am! --I dared not--I dared 
not speak! We have~ her [Madeline] living in the 
tomb! Said I not that my sens e s were acut e ? I now 
t e ll you that I heard her first feeble movements~ 
th e hollow coffin. I heard them--many, many days 
ago--yet I dared not--1 dared not speak~ And now-
tonight--Ethelred--ha! ha! the breaking of the 
hermit's door, and the death-cry of the dragon, and 
the clangour of the shield!--say, rather, the rending 
of her coffin, and the grating of the iron hinges of 
her prison, and her struggles within the coppered 
archway of the vault! Oh whither shall I fly? Will 
she not be here anon? Is she not hurr ying to upbraid 
me for my hast e ? Have I not heard h er footstep on 
the stair? Do I not distinguish that h e avy and 
horribl e beating of h er h e art? MADMAN!" h ere he 
sprang furiously to his feet, and shrieked out his 
syllables, as if in the effort he were giving up his 
sou 1--"MADMAN~ I TELL YOU THAT SHE NOW STANDS 
WITHOUT THE DOOR!"l 

Although the narrator is a nam eless and faceless 
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observer, he does participate in the action of the story. He 

does not provide th e cause for any action, nor is h e related 

to the motiv e of any character. By his participation in the 

action of the story, he tells us what action took plac e . 

His Main activity seems to have been to "alleviate the 

melancholy of [h:l.s] friend." He tells us that h e and Usher 

" . d h " 2 paint e d and r ea toget er. He also says "At the request 

of Usher, I personally aided him in the arrangements for the 

t emporary entombment. The body h avi ng been encoffined, we 

lPp. 108-109. 
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two alone bore it to its rest." 1 By telling of the books, 

paintings, and music of Usher he has an opportunity to give 

us an insight into his character. By accompanying Usher to 

the vault, he has the opportunity to describe the vault, and 

upon viewing the body to discover that Madeline and Roderick 

were twins. His final act of reading the "Mad Trist•" to 

Usher provides an excellent setting for the dramatic action 

to follow. His last action was to flee "aghast.~ Since he 

had escaped the House of Usher, he could describe for us its 

downfall and the "mighty walls rushing asunder.~2 

The narrator in "The Fall of the House of Usher" does 

more for the reader than set a melancholy mood, describe the 

setting and c0aracters, inform the reader, or relate the 

events of the story. He adds dimension to what might have 

been only a horror tale by his contemplation on a melancholy 

them e . Through the narrator's contemplations th e reader is 

led to debate with himself certain aspects of the story which 

still have universal significance. He sees the disintegration 

of th e family mansion as parallel to the physical and mental 

disintegration of an old and proud family, the Ushers. He 

reminds himself of the fact that although the human capac

iti e s for greed, hate, and love may b e more universally 

experienced by mankind, the decay of an old and proud family 

is a theme which interests readers even today, as indicated 

1P. 100. 
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by the success of such modern American authors as Tenn e ssee 

Williams and William Faulkner. 

As the narrator tells his story he poses several 

questions for the reader. He poses the question, briefly 
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meditat e s on it, but gives no satisfactory answer for the 

r eader. Aft e r first viewing the Hous e of Usher, the narra

tor tells us he ex peri en c e d a •• sense of ins u f fer able gloom."' 1 

He th e n asks: "What was it--I paused to think--what was it 

that so unnerv ed me in the contemplation of th e House of 

Ush er ? It was a myst ery all insoluble; nor could I grapple 

with the shadowy fanci e s that crowded upon me as I pondered ... 2 

Then h e answers his qu estion. "I was forced to fall back 

upon th e unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, b ey ond doubt, 

th e r e are combinations of v ery simple natural obj ec ts which 

hav e the power of thus affecting us, still the analysis of 

this power li es among considerations beyond our depth. It 

was possibl e, I refl e cted, that a me r e diff e r e nt arrangement 

of the particulars of the sc e n e , of the details of the pic

ture, would be suffici e nt to modify, or perhaps to annihilate 

its capacity for sorrowful impr ess ion. ~ 3 Her e th e narrator 

pos e s sev e ral qu e stions for th e r e ad er to pond e r. Is it 

possible for an arrang eme nt of natural obj ec t s t o depress 

th e mind; or does the mind, alr ea dy me lancholy, arrange them 
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so because of its own state? Is there a mysterious aspect of 

natur e b e yond human understanding which can participate in 

our destruction; or does the melancholy mind only see the 

capacity for destruction in everything about it? 

After making an effort to rid himself of his gloom, 

the narrator comments on the relation of superstition to 

fear. "There can be no doubt that the consciousness of the 

rapid increas e of my sup erstition--for why should I not so 

term it?--s e rved mainly to accelerate the incr e ase itself. 

Su c h , I hav e long known, is the paradoxical law of all s e nt i

me nts having t er ror as a basis.nl Here the r eade r may ask: 

Are all unground ed fears mer e ly sup ersti t ion? Should human 

reason be able to ov erc ome all terror which h as no scientific 

basis? Th e narrator g oes on to explain a strange atmosph ere 

which h e fancied to hang about the house: "' I had worked 

upon my imagination as r e ally to believe that about the 

whole mansion and domain ther e hung an atmosphere peculiar 

to themselves and th e ir imm ediat e vicinity--an atmosph e r e 

which had no affinity with the air of heave n, but which 

reeke d up from the decayed trees, and the gray wall, and the 

silent tarn--a pestilent and mystic vapor, dull, sluggish, 

faintly discernible, and l e ad e n-hu ed . n 2 Here th e r e ader must 

ask : · What explanation is there for this atmosphere? Is i t 

the imagination of the narrator? Is it a c hemic a l r eact ion 

l p . 87. 

2 p. 87. 



within the stagnant waters of the tarn? Is it a super-

natural aspect of nature which works for our destruction? 

Usher himself, according to the narrator, believed that the 

atmosphere of the house and the tarn actually had affected 

his mental state: 

I learned, moreover, at intervals, and through broken 
and e quivocal hints, another singular feature of his 
[Usher's] mental condition. He was encha ined by 
certain superstitious impressions in regard to the 
dwelling which he tenanted, and whence, for many years, 
h e had never ventured forth- -in regard to an influence 
whose supposititious force was conveyed in terms too 
shadowy her e to be re-stated--an influence which some 
pec uliariti es in the mere form and substance of his 
family mansion had, by dint of long sufferance, h e 
said, obtained over his spirit--an effect which the 
physique of the gray walls and turrets, and of the dim 
tarn into which they all looked down, had, at l e ngth, 
brought about upon the morale of his existence.l 

The narrator mentions Usher's attitude on this subject a 

second time: 

I well rememb e r that suggestions arising from this 
ballad led us into a train of thought wherein th e re 
became manifest an opinion of Usher's which I mention 
not so much on account of its nov e l ty (for other men 
have thought thus), as on account of the pertinacity 
with which he maintained it. This opinion, in its 
general form, was that of the sentience of all 
v e getable things. But, in his disordered fancy, the 
idea had assumed a mor e daring character, and tres 
passed, under certain conditions, upon the kingdom 
of inorganization. I lack words to express the full 
ex tent, or the earnest abandon of his persuasion . 
The belief, however, was connected (as I have previ
ously hint ed) with th e gray stones of the hom e of his 
forefathers. The conditions of the senti e nce had been 
here, h e imagined, fulfilled in the method of colloca
tion of these stones--in the order of their arrang e 
ment, as well as in that of the many fungi which over 
spread them, and of the decayed tr ee s which stood 

l P. 92. 
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around--above all, in the long undisturbed endurance 
of this arrangement, and in its reduplication in the 
still waters of the tarn. Its evidence--the evidence 
of the sentience--was to be seen, he said in 
the gradual yet certain condensation of an atmosphere 
of their own about the waters and the silent yet 
importunate and terrible influence which for centuries 
had moulded the destinies of his family, and which 
made him what I now saw him--what he was.l 

These passages again hint that the house and its atmosphere 
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exercized a demon-like control over the inhabitants thereof. 

The reader can lapse into this mood for the atmosphere of 

the story. But in pondering the decay of the family as a 

univ ersal problem, he must ask: Do certain surroundings 

influence and mold the destinies of the family, or are the 

surroundings what they are because of the nature of the 

family inhabiting them? 

Does the narrator really believe as a scientific 

fact his own statement when he describes the atmosphere 

around the house during the destroying storm? 

. But the under surfaces of the huge masses of 
agitated vapor, as well as all terrestrial objects 
immediately around us, were glowing in the unnatural 
light of a faintly luminous and distinctly visible 
gaseous exhalatio n which hung about and e nshrou ded 
the mansion.2 

Is it possible the narrator has been influenced by Usher as 

he himself admitted earlier? "I felt creeping upon me," he 

says, "by slow yet certain degrees, the wild influences of 

his [Usher's] own fantastic yet impressive superstitions." 3 

1Pp. 97-98. 3P . 102. 

2P. 104. 



Again, the reader may ask: Is it possible that the mental 

state of Usher had affected the narrator so that he too saw 

an unnatural quality in the atmosphere itself? Later, the 

narrator says, "These appearances, which bewilder you, are 

merely electr i ca l phenomena not uncommon--or it may be that 

they have their ghastly origin in the rank miasma of the 

tarn." 1 He puts the scientific and the superstitious side 
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by side. He does not choose. He leaves the decision to the 

reader . 

Let us examine other influences which may have led 

to the decay of the Usher family. The narrator says: "I 

had learned, too, the very remarkable fact, that the stem of 

the Usher race, all time-honored as it was, had put forth, 

at no period, any end uring branch.'" 2 When he describes 

Usher, he says: "For something of this nature [excessive 

n rvous agitation] I had ind eed been prepared, no less by 

his letter, than by reminiscences of certain boyish traits, 

and by concl usions deduced from his peculiar physical con

formation and temperament." 3 Is Usher's nervous condition, 

which lapses into complete insanity, a result of inheritance 

as the narrator hints above? Is it simply in Usher's neurotic 

imagination, as the narrator hints when he refers to him three 

d • II ?4 times as a "hypochon r1ac · . Is Usher simply a victim of 

1P. 104. 

2P. 86. 4Pp. 95, 99, 105. 
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superstition, as the narrator hints when he says earlier that 

superstition is the basis for all fear? Has Usher been 

influ e nced by the cataleptic disease of Lady Madeline, his 

twin and sole companion? Can a man have melancholia of th e 

mind as an inherent quality, as the narrator suggests of 

Us he r? "And thus, as a closer and still clos e r intimacy 

admitted me more unr e s ervedly into the recesses of his spirit," 

h e says, "the more bitterly did I perceive the futility of 

all attempt at cheering a mind from which darkness, as if an 

inherent positive quality, poured forth upon all objects of 

the moral and physical univ e rs e in one unceasing radiation of 

gloom. •r 1 

Und e rlying the central them e--the disintegration of 

ho use and family and their inter-r e lation with ea ch oth e r--

is the minor th eme of death. Although t h e narrator does not 

give his personal views on death by commenting on it or giving 

an opinion of it, th e r eader can get his philosophy of death 

by the way h e tells the story and his descriptions concerning 

i t . No where in th e story do e s he speak a word of comfort 

c on cer ning death. He gives no word of comfort to Usher upon 

l ea rning of Lady Mad e lin e 's imp e nding death. He cloaks th e 

whole story in descriptions of th e black, the gray , the sil e nt, 

t h e desolate, the dark, the d e stroyer. He r efer s to the 

vault-tomb as th e "r egion of horror." 2 He describes the 

lp. 94. 

2P. 100. 



horror resulting from Usher's burying Madeline while she 

still lived. The narrator's method of telling the story 

gives the reader a view of death to contemplate. 

These contemplations of the narrator add depth for 

the reader. The story was written for an effect. It was 

not meant to be a philosophical essay or to persuade the 

r e ad e r t o a n y o p i n i o n . T h e r e ad e r , a f t e r h av i n g f e l t t h e 

interaction of the natural and supernatural as described by 

the narrator must then take the melancholy themes and given 

them his own interpretation . 
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Critics have suggested many sources which could have 

influenced Poe in writing "The Fall of the House of Usher . '" 

Among these are objects observed in his youthful travels, 

nin e teenth-century ideas which were popular when he wrote 

this story, and elements abounding in the Gothic novel, 

which was popular in England and Europe at the close of the 

eighteenth century. Hervey Allen suggests that Poe's visits 

to Charleston and the Carolina woods, where he probably saw 

an old, crumbling colonial mansion, may have given him the 

idea for the house in this story . Also in this area swamps, 

gloomy trees, tarns, moats, and pompous semi-feudal tombs 

abounded. 1 

Others have mentioned prevailing philosophies and 

psychologies of the nineteenth century as possible influences. 

lrsrafel (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, Inc., 1934), 
p. 179. 
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Leo Spitzer tells us that the theory of the time was that the 

organic being must be explained by the environment, just as 

the environment bears the imprint of this being. When Poe 

wrote this story in 1839, these sociological, deterministic 

id eas were in the air. Spitzer considers "The Fall of the 

House of Usher" as a poetic expression of these ideas. 

Roderick brings out this philosophy in his ideas on s e ntience 

in which all vegetable things--the fungi, the decayed tr ee s--

and t h e hous e hav e influ e nced his family and hims e lf. In 

Usher's world th e differences between th e human, vege tabl e , 

and min e ral kingdoms are abolished. 1 

John D. Davi es sugg es ts that Poe's int e r est in 

phrenology, a · ninete e nth-century pseudo-science, influenc e d 

the portrait of Rod e rick in "The Fall of th e House of Usher." 

To authenticate Poe's int erest in phr e nology, Dav i es quo tes 

part of Po e 's review of the Am er i ca n edition of Mrs. L. Mil es' 

Phrenology and the Moral Influenc e Qf Phr e nology, publish ed 

in the Sou t h e rn Lit erary Messenger wh e n Poe was the ed itor . 

. . Phrenology is no longer to b e laughed at. It i s 
no long e r laugh ed a t b y me n of c ommon und erstanding. 
It has assumed th e majesty of a science, and as a 
sc i e nc e ranks among th e most import a nt which ca n e ngag e 
the attention of thinking beings--this too, wh ethe r we 
co n s id er it mere ly as a n obj ect of speculative inquiry, 
or a s involving co nse qu e nces of the high est practical 
mag nitud e . 

1"A Rei nt erpr etation of 'Th e Fall of the Hous e of 
Ush er,"' Comparativ e Lit e r at ure , IV (19 52), 351-363. 
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Davies further states that Poe continued with this phrenolog-

ical approach to artistic creation until the end of his brief 

career. In his stories, Davies asserts, Poe often employed 

phrenology in his descriptions, like a modern author 

describing his characters as extroverts or with specific 

complexes. In "The Fall of the House of Usher'" Poe described 

Roderick as having "inordinate expansion above the regions of 

the temple," indicating to those who understood phrenology 

that Roderick was extraordinarily endowed with the organ of 

Id eal ity, and thus able to dash off such verses as "The 

Haunted Palace." In addition, the wghastly pallor of the 

skin . miraculous lustre of the eye . . wild gossamer 

texture of the hair" indicated to phrenologists that Roderick 

had an extremely nervous temperament. Poe's first readers 

who were acquainted with phrenology could fully appreciate 

. . . l the subtlety of this characterization. 

Killis Campbell sugg es ts another way in which Poe was 

indebted to his times. The Am e rican newsp ap ers of the 

thirties and forties of the last century oft e n contained the 

subjects of ballooning, voyages into remote parts of the 

world, premature burial, mesmerism, pestilence, and myst ifi-

cation. .. Th e Fall of the House of Usher'" contains premature 

burial. As a magazine editor and critic, Poe was acquaint ed 

1Phrenology, Fad and 
American Crus ade (New Haven: 
pp. 120-122. 

Sc i e nc e : A 19th Ce ntury 
Yale University Press, 1955), 



with the writings of his own time, and he kept abreast of 

public int e r e sts and types of stories which would sell. 1 

In addition to his own observations and the philos-

ophies of the times, Po e drew heavily on elements from the 

Gothic novel: setting, supernaturalism, characters. 
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Students and professional critics alike hav e discovered ma ny 

similariti e s betwe e n Poe's writings and the Gothic romance. 

Killis Campb e ll comments on Poe's tales as follows: 

. That Poe's tales, moreover, despite a strain of 
rea lism h e re and th e re, are a product of th e Romantic 
Mov e me nt, is so obvious as scarcely to call for 
demonstration. Suffic e it to say that Poe mak es us e , 
in one or another of his tales, of ve ry ne arly all 
t h e co nv e ntional d ev ic e s that d istinguish the work of 
the Gothic romancer--the machinery o f t rap doors and 
subterranean chambers, of secret passages and decayed 
c astl e s, of ghostly apparitions, of trances, of 
cataleptic attacks, of lif e after death,--and that 
exhibits virtually all the abstract qualities that we 
associate with Romanticism, including the e l eme nts of 
myst er y and terror, th e morbid, the gr ot es qu e, the 
st rang e, th e remote, a nd the extravaga nt. 2 

In addition Campb e ll t e lls us that Po e had r ea d such Gothic 

no vel s as Vathek and Th e Castl e of Otranto and nov els by 

other well-known - Gothic writ er s such as Ann Rad c li ffe, 

Matthew Gr e gory Lewis, and Charl e s Maturin. 3 

Many Gothi c strains are in "The Fall of th e Hous e of 

Us her." Th e remoteness of the setting, which, lik e that of 

lTh e Mind of Po e and Oth er Studi es (Cambridg e : 
Harvard Univ ersityPrm,~33) , pp. 103-10 4 . 

2Ibid., p. 109. 

3Ib i d., p. 3 . 
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the Gothic novel, cannot be accurately fixed in time and 

space, impresses the reader, for no geographical boundaries 

or historical happenings give a clue as to where or when 

this story took place. The castle with its furnishings 

r esembl e s the Gothic castles and furnishings. Note the 

similarities between the house of Usher and Montoni 's castle 

in Ann Radcliffe's Mysteries Qf Udolpho: "Emily gazed with 

melancholy awe upon the castle, which she understood to be 

Montoni 's, for though it was now light ed up by the setting 

sun, the Gothic greatness of its features and its mouldering 

walls of dark, gray stone, rendered it a gloomy and sublime 

object."·1 Insid e the house of Usher, just as inside the 

castle of Montoni, we find dark and gloomy rooms, tapestries, 

and a subterranean vault, later used for a grave . Observing 

parallels betwee n ttThe Fall of the House of Us h e r" and 

Gothic literature, Lyle Kendall reminds us of the fact that 

burying the victim within the castle was used by the Gothic 

nov e list, Clara Reeve , in The Old English Baron, in which a 

mu rdered person was hidd e n in a mak esh ift coffin in the 

haunt ed wing of the castle, and that several of Roderick's 

books deal with palmistry, exorcizing witches, and ferreting 

out h eret ics. Kendall beli eves that f inding these topics in 

Usher's library helps to substantiate his theory that 

Madeline was a vampire. Vampirism was a subject which 

1 CLondon: George Routledge a nd Sons, Limited, n.d.), 
Pt. I, p. 109. 
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abounded in Gothic literature. 1 Emily and Roderick, like the 

genteel Gothic heroine and hero, had well-stocked libraries 

and instruments for art and music. 

Poe used his setting much as did such Gothic novelists 

as Mrs. Radcliffe and Maturin--to provide an effect for the 

reader. In her book, The Mysteries Qf Udolpho, Mrs. 

Radcliffe inspired fear, awe, tranquillity, mystery, or 

grief by her use of the setting as she carried her characters 

from the peaceful domestic French chateau through the 

towering precipes of the Pyrenees to the gloomy castle of 

Montoni. Kendall also suggests that the use of eerie sounds 

in "Th e Fall of the House of Usher" ar e similar to Maturin's 

practice in his Gothic novel, Melmoth the Wanderer, in which 

horrible sounds add to the climax in the final chapter.2 Poe 

also us ed the moon and clouds for effect as did Maturin. 

In addition to the setting of "The Fall of th e House 

of Ush er, " Poe used another Gothic device, supernaturalism. 

The return of Madelin e from the dead sugg es ts the super-

natural to th e reader. Som e critics, such as Lyl e Ke ndall, 

hav e suggested that Madeline was a vampire, a supernatural 

creature abounding in Gothic literature. Poe's use of the 

supernatural strikes a delicate balance b etwee n styles 

l"The Vampire Motif in 'Th e Fall of the House of 
Usher,"' Coll e ge English, XXIV (March 1963), 450-453. 

2 p. 450. 
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employed by earlier Gothic novelists. Mrs. Radcliffe 

explained rationally any suggestion of supernaturalism in 

her novels, but Horace Walpole employed genuine supernatural 

eve nts. 1 Because of Poe's treatment of the supernatural, 

critics have managed to debate various interpretations of 

the story throughout the years. 

Poe used characters of high social standing from an 

old and respected family in "The Fall of the House of Usher . ''• 

Gothic tales usually dealt with the nobility as the main 

c hara cte rs and used servants or the lower class people for 

co mic effect . Poe only mentioned the servants in "The Fall 

of the House of Usher," he used no comic effect. The refine-

me nt and the elega nce of the characters and setting resemble 

those of the Gothic novel. 

In addition to their search for sources, critics 

h ave suggested various interpretations of "The Fall of the 

H o u s e o f Us h e r . 11 Am o n g t h e s e i n t e r p r e t at i o n s a r e t h e Go t h i c , 

Lyle the philosophical, the symbolic, and the Freudian. 

Kendall gives us a convincing theory that the story is 

Gothic, based on the idea that Madeline is a vampire, a 

succubus. He cites such evidences as Roderick's terror, the 

look of cunning on the physician's face, the reference to 

t h e 11 h 0 1 1 0 w c 0 f f i n , '' a n d R o d e r i c k ' s b o o k s . Madeline's 

ll have observed these parallels in my reading of 
Gothic nov els. For a discussion of the Gothic nov el, see 
Edward Wag e nknecht, Cavalcade Q.f. the English Novel ( New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1954), pp. 110-133. 
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cataleptical disease, Kendall says, is similar to the trance-

l i ke, death-like state of suspended animation commonly 

attributed to witches. 1 

Leo Spitzer links the story with the deterministic 

philosophical idea of the nineteenth century. He suggests 

this theory in answer to Cl ea nth Brooks and Robert Penn 

Warren who have criticized the lack of tragic quality in the 

story and who hold that since Roderick does not struggle 

against his doom, the story cannot b e a e sthetically justi -

fi ed . Spitz e r tells us, however, that Rod e rick did not 

struggle against his fate because such a struggle would not 

be in k ee ping with the cli mat e of the story. He b e li e v e s, 

also, that Rod e rick and his sist e r had an inc e stuous r e l a-

tionship. Although th ey suf fe r ed separately, they died 

tog et her , represen t ing the mal e and femal e principle in th e 

decayi ng family. 2 Also in the philosophical vein, E. Arthur 

Robinson sugg e sts that Poe's "Eureka" gi ves us som e c lu e t o 

follow in the interpretation of "Th e Fall of t h e Hous e of 

Us h er." Th e id e a of the univ e rse as infi nit e individualiza-

tions of God as set forth in Eur eka can b e link ed to Ush er's 

philosophy in "Th e Fall o f the House of Usher. " 

Robinson also r ev iews th e symbolic appr oa ch of 

Edward H. Davidson, who applies symbolism to th e charact ers 

1"Th e Vampi re Motif in 'Th e Fall of th e Hous e of 
Ush er,'" pp. 450 -453 . 

2"A Re i nterpretation of ' Th e Fall of th e Hous e of 
Us h er,"' pp. 351-363. 



and the nature of the story. Davidson, Robinson tells us, 

holds that Usher represents the intellectual aspect, while 

Madeline represents the physical. When Usher seeks to 

destroy the physical side of himself, Madeline returns to 

destroy them both. The symbolic approach makes Usher the 

only actual character in the story, with the house, th e 

narrator, and Madeline all objectifying elements or clashes 
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within his personality. Even Usher can be made to represent 

some aspect of the univers e . 1 

D. H. Lawrence applies the Freudian approach in his 

c r i t i c i s m o f Poe ' s works , i n c l u d i n g •• Th e Fall of t he H o us e 

of Usher ." He c omm e nts: 

. Th e · brother and sister loved each other pas
sionately and exclusively. They were twins, almost 
identical in looks. It was the same absorbing love 
between them, this process of unison in nerve 
vibration, resulting in more and mor e extreme exal 
tation and a sort of c onsciousn ess, and a gradua l 
breakdown into death. The exquisitely s e nsitive 
Roger, vibrating without resistanc e with his sist er 
Madeline, mor e and more exquisitely, and gradually 
devouring her, sucking her life like a vampire in his 
anquish of extreme love. 

Lawr e nce suggests that Madeline and Roderick betrayed the 

Holy Ghost, which d ec r ees that each indi vidual must liv e in 

isolation without merg ing on e with another. 2 

Floyd Sto va ll suggests a co mbination of the psycho-

logical-philosophical approach. He thinks that the story 

l"Ord er and Sentience in 'The Fall of the House of 
Usher "' PMLA LXXVI, i, pt. l (March 1961), 68-75. ' ___ , 

2wilson, pp. YS0-981. 



describes how objects by long and close association develop 

a common identity with his twin sister and that Roderick 

cannot believ e that she is dead while he still lives. 

Madeline's escape from the tomb is an hallucination. The 

narrator s ee s her also because he has been affected by his 

fri e nd's theory of identity.l 

He rvey All e n, Poe's biographer, identifies Poe with 

the characters in "The Fall of the House of Usher." He 

emphatically states: "That he, hims elf [Po e ], and the 

strange conditions of his marriage are in part the subjects 

of the story and the poem ['The Haunted Palace'], th ere c an 

remain no doubt. The description of Rod erick Usher is the 
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most p e rfect pen-portrait of Poe himself which is known. It 

might b e lab e l e d 'Self-Portrait of the Artist at the Age of 

Thirty.'" All e n further stat es that Lady Madeline's wasting 

awa y parallels the illn e ss and death of Poe's wife, Virginia. 

He also tells us: "It is, indeed, in the ord e r of th e eve nts 

of his [Po e 's] h e ro e s and her oin e s that th e progr e ss of the 

phases of Poe's inn e r life, its int egrat ion an d d i s int eg r a-

t ion ar e to be r e ad."2 

Aft e r analyzing th e ta l e and its sourc e s and inter-

pr etat ions, I must reject All e n's t h e sis t hat the narrato r o f 

"The Fall of the House of Ush e r" is really describing Poe and 

l .. Th e Conscious Art of Edgar All a n Po e," Coll e g e 
English, March, 1963, p. 419. 

2Israfe l, pp. 357-358. 



53 

Virginia and mirroring the inn e r life of Poe himself. The 

sourc e s indicate to us that the narrator's d e scrip t ion of 

Usher could have been in keeping with a phrenological 

de scrip t ion of a nervous temperament. Lady Madeline's 

illn e ss could hav e come from Gothic sourc es; her burial 

alive, Usher's doom e d life, and the horror of th e tale could 

have b ee n subj e cts in keeping with the inter e sts and ideas 

of the tim e . Po e , as a magazine editor, was well acquaint ed 

wi th curr e nt journalism. 

Although we can see many sources which could hav e 

contribut ed to th e tal e , it is difficult, in my opinion, to 

l abe l t h e tale as pur e ly an ex pr es sion of nin etee nt h-c e ntur y 

philosophical · id e as, a psychological study, or a Gothic 

ta l e . This inability to id e ntif y the e l eme nts of the tal e 

with cer tainty gives th e tale a timeless quality. I be li eve 

Poe was able to create this quality by combining the remote 

s e tting of th e Gothic nov e l, id ea s of his own time, and the 

narr at o r . Th e narr at or mak es it possible f or Po e to strik e 

a bala nce b etwee n th e nat ur a l and the s up er natur al . When 

we view th e tal e through th e eye s of anoth e r p erson, 

expec ially a pe rson who seems to be unid e nt ifi ed b y exact 

t im e or pla ce, i t bec om es timeless. Th e elements whi c h 

would bind it to th e nin etee nth ce ntury fad e, a nd i ts 

art istic horror takes on uni versa l qualiti e s. Althou gh the 

narrator's r emo te ne ss frees it fro m a certa in p e riod, th e 
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narrator gives it reality. It is this sense of reality that 

makes it possible for critics to give it diff erent psycho-

logical int erpretations, making the supernatural only a 

figment of the imagination, e i ther of Usher or of both Usher 

and the narrator. This sens e of realism, created by the 

narrator, is summed up by Wayne C. Booth, who says, in regard 

to the tale: 

By the simple expedient of creating a character who 
exp e riences the rhetoric in his own person, it has 
b e en made less objectionable. Every adjective and 
detail int ended to set our mood is a part of the 
growing mood and experience of the central character; 
the rhetoric now seems functional, "intrinsic." It 
is no longer simply directed outward--as if it were 
a drug that could be injected in to the spectator on 
his way into the theater .l 

1The Rhetoric Qf Fiction (Chicago: 
of Chicago Press, 1961), p. 202. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE NARRATOR AS PROTAGONIST AND BEREAVED LOVER 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, Poe skill-

fully uses the narrator as the observer in "The Fall of the 

House of Usher . " In this chapter, I shall discuss four 

stories in which th e narrator is the main character. In 

e a c h o f t h e s e - - " B e r e n i c e , " " E 1 e o n o r a , " " L i g e i a , '·" a n d 

"Morella" -- the narrator is associated romantically with or 

marr i ed to a beautiful woman. 

Poe says in his "'Philosophy of Composition": 

"Of all melancholy topics, what, according to the 
univ er sal understanding of mankind, is the most 
mela ncholy?" Death--was the obvious reply . "And 
when," I said, "is this most me lancholy of topics 
most po et ical?" From what I hav e already exp lain ed 
at some length, the answer, here also, is obvious-
~when it most closely allies itself to Beauty: th e 
death, then of a beautiful woman, unquestionably, 
the most poetical topic in the world--and equall y 
it is beyond doubt that the lips best suit ed for 
such topic are those of a bereaved lover."! 

In four of his stories of horror and death, Poe uses a nar-

rator associated with a b ea uti f ul woman who d i es from a 

strange and myst eri ous malad y. The four narr ators h ave so 

many qualities in common, and so few qualities that vary, 

1The Works Qf Edgar Allan Po e, I, 12. 
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that they might well merge into one narrator, Poe's "bereaved 

lover," who speaks to us of beautiful women doomed to die, of 

his own shadowed mind, of his weird musings. 

What manner of man, then, is this bereaved lover? 

Where does he come from? What kind of woman does he love? 

What is his relationship to her? What is his mental state? 

The narrator in these stories is a man whose mind is shadowed 

by some evil influence . In .. Berenice" he tells the reader: 

. In the meantime, my own disease, then grew 
rapidly upon me, and assumed finally a monomaniac 
character of a novel and extraord inary form--hourly 
and momently gaining vigor--and at length obtaining 
over me the most incomprehensible ascendancy. This 
monomania, if I must so term it, consisted in a 
morbid irritability of those properties of the mind 
in the metaphysical science termed the attentive.l 

In "Berenice" the narrator tells us he is afflicted with a 

disease of monomaniac character. He suffers from excessive 

concentration on one object or idea. Thus he suggests to us 

that we look for the one object which will possess the nar-

rator's mind. Later we find this to be the teeth of his 

betrothed, Berenice. This "disease," as the narrator calls 

it, is becoming more serious; it is "hourly and momently 

gaining vigor-- ." It is of "a novel and extraordinary form," 

and it is obtaining over him "the most incomprehensible 

ascendancy. •• 

By thus i n trod u c i n g the reader to hi s "diseas e •• at 

the beginning of the story, Poe emphasizes its influence over 
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his narrator's subsequent actions. First the disease 

affected the narrator's relationship to the once beautiful 

Berenice because he was not capable of physical passion. 

He says: "In the strange anomaly of my existence, feelings 

with me, had never been of the heart, and my passions always 

were of the mind.~ 1 Secondly, it caused him to be obsessed 

with Berenice's teeth, as he says: ~But from the disordered 

chamber of my brain, had not, alas! departed, and would not 

be driven away, the white and ghastly spectrum of the teeth . 

• Then came the full fury of my monomania, and I struggled 

in vain against its strange and irresistible influence. In 

the multiplied objects of the external world I had no thoughts 

but for the teeth.~2 Finally, the reader may conclude that 

his mental lapse after the death of "Berenice" was caused by 

this '''disease." He refers to this lapse as follows: 

. that dreary period which intervened I had no positive, 

at least no definite, comprehension.n 3 Also he says that 

another symptom of his malady was "to lose all sense of motion 

h . . .. 4 or p ys1cal existence. Earlier he tells us "the realities 

of the world affected me as visions, and as visions only, 

while the wild ideas of the land of dreams became, in turn, 

not the material of my every-day exist e nce, but in very deed 

that existence utterly and solely in itself." 5 

1P. 118. 

2Pp. 119-120. 

3p. 122. 

4P. 115. 

5P. 113. 



In 11 Eleonora" the narrator says: 

. Men have called me mad; but the question is not 
yet settled, whether madness is or is not the loftiest 
intelligence--whether much that is glorious--whether 
all that is profound--does not spring from disease of 
thought--from moods of mind exalted at the expense of 
the general intellect. 

We will say, then, that I am mad. I grant, at 
least, that there are two distinct conditions of my 
mental existence--the condition of a lucid reason, 
not to be disputed, and belonging to the memory of 
events forming the first epoch of my life--and a condi
tion of shadow and doubt, appertaining to the present, 
and to the recollection of what constitutes the second 
great era of my being. Therefore, what I shall tell 
of the earlier period, believe; and to what I may 
relate of the later time, give only such credit as may 
seem due; or doubt it altogether. l 
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In this passage the narrator is cleverly putting the reader in 

a mood for the story by raising a question in the reader's 

mind. He introduces himself by saying: "Men have called me 

mad; but the question is not yet settled.n The reader's 

reaction is to ask himself: Is this man mad, or is he a 

victim of the insensitive, unperceptive masses of men? Is he 

gifted with a profound knowledge of the supernatural? The 

narrator slyly suggests that those who believe his story are 

above the majority in intellect when he says: " but the 

question is not yet settled, whether madness is or is not the 

loftiest intelligence--whether much that is glorious--whether 

all that is profound--does not spring from disease of thought--

from moods of mind exalted at the expense of the general 

i n t e 11 e c t . '' Later , however , the n a r r at or co n de s c end s to 

l 
p. 124. 
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admit that it would be more accurate to call him mad. Then 

he adds that we can certainly rely upon the first part of the 

story, but perhaps the second part is a fantasy of his strange 

mind. By telling the reader that he can certainly rely on the 

accurateness of the first part, he adds credulity to a poetic 

and subjective story; and by hinting at the imaginary quality 

of the second part of the story, he employs a device to 

introduce the supernatural to the reader. 

In ~Ligeia," the narrator mentions his addiction to 

opium: 

In the excitement of my opium dreams (for I was 
habitually fettered in the shackles of the drug 

. But I was wild with the excitement of an 
immoderate dose of opium . 

. Wild visions, opium-engendered, flitted, shadow
like before me.l 

In this story the narrator speaks of being under the influence 

of opium, and the reader who has read biographies of Poe finds 

it hard not to let Poe come to mind as the narrator. Hervey 

Allen in Israfel, saying Poe himself was an addict of the 

drug when he wrote these stories, comments on "Ligeia" and 

"Berenice"' as follows: 

During the stay in Baltimore from 1831 to 1835, there 
can be no moral doubt that Poe was using opium, at 
least from time to time. The indubitable evidence of 
the fact lies in the work which he produced. 
Such stories as "Ligeia" and "Berenice•• illustrate 
this directly, especially the latter. They provide 
not only direct reference to the drug, but the 

1Pp. 149, 151, 152. 



imagery, the irrational associationsi and the very 
use of the words are characteristic. 

However, Edward Wagenknecht in Edgar Allan Poe: The Man 

Behind the ~end refutes Allen's charge as follows: 

Against this we must place the testimony of Thomas 
Lane and of Thomas Dunn English, who--be it 
remembered--disliked Poe and quarreled with him 
bitterly: 'Had Poe had the opium habit when I knew 
him (b ef ore 1846) I should both as a physician and 
a man of observation have discovered it during his 
frequent visits to my rooms, my visits at his house 
a nd our meetings elsewhere--! saw no signs of it, and 
b e lieve the charge to have been a baseless slander.' 
Neither did any of Poe's other friends and associates 
see any sign of it, either then or later, and no 
medically-trained person who ever saw Poe supports 
the hypothesis of drug addition. Laudanum and 
morphine were much more fr ee ly used in medicine in 
Poe's time than they are today, and laudanum was sold 
in all chemist shops as freely as we buy aspirin. 
Under these conditions Poe's asking for these drugs 
und e r the ·conditions indicated would constitute no 
evide nc e that he was a 'dope fiend. •2 
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The read er may ask then: Was Poe expressing his own shadowy 

opium moods in "Berenice" and "Ligeia," or was he, acquainted 

with the effects of opium, simply using a narrator under its 

influenc e in "Ligeia'" as a device to explore the sup e rnatural 

and thus retain a hold on reality? In 'tBerenice't we can 

attribute the mental laps e s to the disease of the narrator 

or consider Philip Young's conjecture as Wagenknecht reports 

it : 

. Philip Young shrewdly conjectures that 'perhaps 
the lover of Berenice pulled all the teeth out of the 

2 CNew York: Oxford University Pr ess, 1963), p. 42. 



dead girl's mouth, not because Poe used drugs or 
alcohol or was possessed of a demon or epilepsy, but 
because he had read of such an event in a Baltimore 
newspaper, thought the idea rather horrible--as might 
any one--and wanted, after the fashion of the time-
and to get money--to write a horror-story.' l 

In "Berenice" Poe used a narrator diseased in mind in order 
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to explain the shadowy moods which give rise to the events of 

the story. Poe himself, in his reply toT. W. White's 

c r it i c i s m of "Be r en i c e, '" said : 

The history of all Magazines shows plainly that those 
which have attained celebrity were indebted for it to 
art i c l e s simi 1 a r i n nature--to ' Be r en i c e ' -- a 1 th o ugh , 
I grant you, far superior in style and execution. I 
say similar in nature. You ask me in what does this 
nature consist: In the ludicrous heightened into the 
grotesque : the fearful into the horrible: the witty 
exaggerated into the burlesque: the singular wrought 
out into the strange and mystical 2 

In "Morella" the narrator speaks of a "forbidden 

spirit.• The shadow over the mind of the narrator is not 

disease, opium, or madness, but a strange philosophy which 

is so intensely studied by his wife, Morella, that its hold 

c a s t s " a s h a d ow up o n [his] soul • " In "Morella"' the narrator 

does not admit trr the reader that there is any abnormality 

which could keep him from remembering events clearly. He 

simply describes the terrifying influence that his wife had 

over him as follows : 

.. . And then--then, when poring over forbidden 
pages, I felt a forbidden spirit enkindling within 

1Ibid., p. 60. 

2 Ibid., p . 56 . 



me--would Morella place her cold hand upon my own, 
and rake up from the ashes of a dead philosophy some 
low, singular words, whose strange meaning burned 
themselves in upon my memory. And then, hour after 
hour, would I linger by her side, and dwell upon the 
music of her voice--until, at l ength, its melody was 
tainted with terror, --and there fell a shadow upon 
my soul--and I grew pale, and shuddered inwardly at 
those too un earthly tones. And thus, joy suddenly 
faded into horror, and the most beautiful became the 
most hideous, as Hinnon became Ge-Henna.l 

We must concl ud e from the foreg oing passage, that although 

the narrator had no physical disease, his mind was over-

shadowed since he refers to ''•a shadow on my soul," and says 

that he "grew pale, and shuddered inwardly.n Also he tells 

us "joy suddenly faded into horror, and the most beautiful 
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became the most hideous." We see then a terrified man whose 

lif e with his ·wife had become "hideous." Later, he goes on 

to say : "But, indeed, the time had no w arrived when the 

mystery of my wife's manner oppressed me as a spe ll." He 

~longed with an earnest and consuming desire, for the mom ent 

2 of Morella's decease." We must conclude, therefore, that the 

narrator of Morella tells his tale as a terrified, tortured 

man who had longed for his wife's death, whose daughter had 

died, and whose own mental breakdown had slowly overtaken him. 

Is it possible that the guilt which he felt because he did not 

love his wife and his wife's death-bed prophesies had goaded 

the narrator into believing that his daughter was a reincarna -

tion of his dead wife, Morella? 

2Pp. 160-161. 
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Each of t hes e narrators, our b ereaved lovers, what

e ver his menta l failings may be , is a man of financial mea ns 

who comes from a noble family. He says in "Be r e nic e" : ~My 

baptismal nam e is Egaeus; that of my family I will not me nt ion. 

Yet there are no tower s in t he l a nd mor e time-honored than my 

gloo my, gray, he reditary ha lls." 1 He liv e s in th e "pomps and 

pagea ntri es of a stately court" 2 during the latter part of 

t h e story in "El eonora." 

I n ••· L i g e i a 11 h e s a y s : 

. I had no lack of what th e world ca lls wealth. 
Ligeia had brought me far more, very far mor e , than 
ordinarily fall to the lot of mortals. Aft e r a f ew 
mon t hs o f aiml es s wandering, I purchas ed and put in 
some r e pair, an abb e y . . I gave way to a display 
of mor e t h a n regal magnificenc e within.3 

Th e narrator describes the " regal magnific e nc e within" his 

abb e y: 

. Alas, I fee l how much eve n of in cipie nt ma d ness 
might h ave bee n dis cov e red in th e gorgeo us and fa n
t astic draper i e s, in th e sol emn carvings of Egypt , in 
the wild cornices and furniture, in th e Bedlam patterns 
o f th e carpets of tufted g old~ . . Le t me speak only 
o f that on e c hamb er , e ver accur sed , whith er, in a 
mom e nt of me ntal alienation, I l ~d fro m the altar as 
my bride--as t he s uccess or of th e un f orgo tten Lig e ia-
th e fair -hair ed a nd blu e - eyed Lady Ro we na Tr eva nion, 
of Tr emaine.4 

We not e t h a t as h e introduc e s the r e ad er to th e room he r el i es 

on so me of th e same words u sed in "Th e Fall of th e Hous e of 

Us her " to s uggest to the r e ad er a fee ling of madn e ss. 

1P. lll. 

2P. 1 32 . 

3 p . 145. 

4p p. 145- 146. 

I n the 
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first sentence we tf. • • see 1nc1p1ent madness,"'' "fantastic," and 

"wild," words all pointing to weird and horrible events to 

come. In the next sentence he speaks of the chamber as being 

••eve r d •• 'f accurse , as 1 to suggest that some hex must lie over 

th e room itself. In his first sentence, "Alas, I feel how 

much eve n of incipient madness might have been discovered in 

the gorgeous and fantastic draperies, in the solemn carvings 

of Egypt, in the wild cornices and furniture, in the Bedlam 

p at t e r n s o f t h e c a r p e t s o f t u f t e d go l d ! •• T h i s h i n t s o f a 

theme, suggested in "The Fall of the House of Usher," that the 

house i tse lf participated in the disintegration of the inhabi-

tants. He continues his description: 

. T h e ·r o o m l a y i n a h i g h t u r r e t o f t h e c a s t e l l a t e d 
abbey, was pentagonal in shape, and of capacious size. 
Occupying the whole southern face of the pentagon was 
the sole window--an immense sheet of unbroken glass 
from Venice--a single pane, and tinted of a leaden hu e , 
so that the rays of either the sun or moon passing 
through it, fell with a ghastly lustre on the objects 
within. Over the upper portion of this huge window, 
extended the trelliswork of an aged vine, which clam
bered up the massy walls of the turret. The ceiling, 
of gloomy-looking oak, was excessively lofty, vaulted, 
and elaborately fretted with the wildest and most 
grotesque specimens of a semi-Gothic, semi-Druidical 
device. From out the most central recess of this 
melancholy vaulting, depended, by a single chain of 
gold with long links, a huge censer of the same metal, 
Saracenic in pattern, with many perforations so con
trived that there writhed in and out of them, as if 
e ndued with a serpent vitality, a continual succession 
of parti-colored fires .l 

First we note in this passage some similarity to that ol d 

family mansion, The House of Usher. The ceiling was "gloomy, 

l 
Pp. 146-147. 
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lofty, and vaulted.M On the window was trelliswork of an 

aged vine. The l i ght that entered was of "ghastly lustre." 

Also we note he gives the room the same almost life-like 

powers of the House of Usher when he suggests the huge censer 

has "serpent vitality." We see the Gothic influence of the 

architecture. The narrator speaks of the semi-Gothic ceiling. 

In addition the turrets, the old abbey itself, its gloomy and 

dark interior, hint of the Gothic influence. He further 

explains the "'' chief phantasy" of all: 

. The lofty walls, gigantic in height--even 
unproportionably so- - were hung from summit to foot, 
in vast folds, with a heavy and massive-looking 
tapestry--tapestry of a material which was found 
alike ~s a carpet on the floor, as a covering for 
the ottomans and the ebony bed, as a canopy for the 
bed, and ~s the gorgeous volutes of the curtains 
which partially shaded the window. The material was 
the richest cloth of gold. It was spotted all over, 
at irregular intervals, with arabesque figures, about 
a foot in diameter, and wrought upon the cloth in 
patterns of the most jetty black. . To one 
entering the room they bore the appearance of simple 
monstrosities; but upon a farther advance, this 
appearance gradually departed; and step by step, as 
the visitor moved his station in the chamber, he saw 
himself surrounded by an endless succession of the 
ghastly form~ which belong to the superstition of the 
Norman, or arise in the guilty slumbers of the monk. 
The phantasmagoric effect was vastly heightened by the 
artificial introduction of a strong continual current 
of wind behind the draperies--~iving a hideous and 
uneasy animation to the whole. 

This detailed description of the room shows the influence of 

the Gothic upon the narrator as we see the turreted old abbey, 

the feeling of mystery and terror, the mention of the Norman 

l Pp . l 4 7 - l 4 8 . 
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and the monk, both citizens of feudal times. His whole 

description of the room, in addition to illustrating that 

he was of noble bearing, a man of great wealth, also sets the 

scene for the supernatural events to follow by suggesting to 

the r ea der an explanation for the noises which his wif e will 

soon hear in this chamber . 

Hervey Allen, Poe's biographer, relates the apartments 

and hous e s in Poe's stories to his own pov e rty-stricken 

ex ist e nc e : 

. All th e apartments, the hous es , th e very gar de ns 
in which these phantom dreams mov ed , were furnished 
with a magnificence which arabesquely caricatured the 
grotesque bareness of his real dwellings and th e sordid 
places in which fate compelled him [Po e ] to dwell ... 
It [Po e 's Id ea l Room described on p. 359 o f Israf e l] is 
in reality the secret inner chamber of the poet's dreams, 
and as such it is worthy of the considerable attention 
from a psychological point of view. It is the same 
room, slightly altered, in which '"Lig e ia" strov e to 
e n t e r t h e c o r p s e o f " R o we n a , •• t h e a p a r t m e n t o f 
"Roderick Usher," and the room wh er e the '"R av e n'·" 
appeared. 1 

However, Wagenkn e cht refutes this id e a when he says, "Unso-

phisticated read ers always assum e that all literature is 

autobiography, and it is only physiology which pr eve nts some 

interpreters of po et ry from believing that Rob e rt Burns was a 

betrayed girl becaus e he wrot e 'Ye Banks and Braes o'Bonn e 

Doon. tn2 

1Israf e l, pp. 359- 360. 

2Edgar Allan Po e : Th e Man Behind the L e g e nd , p. 56 . 
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The narrator of "Morella" does not mention his family 

or an ancestral home, but he refers to "the black slabs of 

our ancestral vault,~ 1 which hints to the reader of noble 

ancestors. Perhaps Poe chose a man of honored and noble 

family to be his hero and narrator in keeping with his Gothic 

style. The Gothic romance used lords and ladies of noble 

bearing. Or perhaps since he developed melancholy themes he 

r e asoned only a man of wealth would be able to contemplate 

these themes since the poor usually lack the nec e ssary l e isur e 

tim e and philosophical background. 

In th ese stories we see that the narrator lives in a 

secluded and remote area, usually in an old mansion or family 

hom e . We see · again the Gothic influence in th e vague and 

remote settings. I n " Be r e n i c e ; • a s i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e 

Bothic romance, the narrator's home is in no specific place. 

It is presented according to the far-away-castle motif: 

My baptismal name is Egaeus; that of my family I will 
not mention. Yet there are no towers in the land 
more time-honored than my gloomy, gray, hereditary 
halls. Our line has been called a race of visionaries; 
and in many striking particulars--in the character 
of the family mansion--in the frescoes of the chief 
saloon--in the tapestries of the dormitories--in the 
chiselling of some buttresses in the armory--but mor e 
espec ially in the gallery of antique paintings--in the 
fashion of the library chamber--and, lastly in the very 
p ec uliar nature of the library's contents--there is 
more than sufficient evidence to warrant the beli ef.2 

By the words "towers," "family mansion," and the e num erat ion 

of the "chi ef saloon, .. the "dormitori es," the "armory," the 

1P. 165. 

2 Pp. lll-112. 
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"'gallery of paintings," "the library chamber," we conclude 

that this was a family castle. The words "gray 

h er editary halls" suggest age. Yet we note the narrator 

avoi ds mentioning a specific country or even area or climate. 

Th e narrator of "Eleonora" lives with his wife in the 

Valley of Many-Colored Grass. He describes it as follows: 

We had always dwelled together, beneath a 
t r op ical sun, in the Valley of the Many-Color e d 
Grass. No unguided footstep ever came upon that 
val e ; for it lay far away up among a range of giant 
hills that hung beet ling around about it, shutting 
out th e sunlight from its sweetest r ece ss e s. No 
path was trodden in its vicinity; and, to reach our 
h a p py hom e , ther e was a need of putting back, with 
force th e foliage of many thousands of forest trees, 
a nd of crushing to death the glories of many millions 
of fragrant flowers. Thus it was that we li ved all 
alone, knowing nothing of the world without the 
valley, -~I, and my cousin, and her moth e r.l 

We not e that in this passage he does not describe a castle 

or f amily mansion, and he even refers to "a tropical sun," 

which tells us he lived in a warm climate. However, the 

po e tic view of the s et ting suggests the Gothic romanc e in a 

different mann e r from that in "Berenic e" wi t h its "gr ay , 

hereditary walls." This reveals the romantic notion of th e 

s e ntim e nta l natur e lover. We note that no thought of th e 

practical is seen in the passage. He say s "w e liv ed all 

alon e , knowing nothing of th e world without the valley," and 

he giv e s no explanation of how thr ee p eopl e, two wom e n a nd 

on e man, could possibly obtain food and clothing without 

1P 1 25 . 
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either compan ions or trade with the outside world. In addi-

tion, no supplies could be imported, since "no path was 

trodden in its vicinity; and to reach our happy home, there 

was a ne e d of putting back, with force th e foliage of many 

thousands of forest trees, and of crushing to death th e 

glories of many millions of f ragrant flowers." Obviously, 

this would imp e de t he importa t ion of food or other suppli e s. 

But, our narr at or , is not interest ed in the dull domestic 

deta ils of day-to-day ex ist e nce. He is giving us the 

ro mantic picture which can carry us away from the well-

defined, th e blunt, harsh r ea liti e s of living. 

An abb ey is the plac e of retr e at for the nar rat or who 

tells of his lif e after Lig e ia's death: 

. Aft er a few months, therefore, of weary and 
aimless wandering, I purchased and put in som e 
r ep air, an abb ey, which I shall not nam e , in on e of 
the wildest a nd l ea st frequented portions of fair 
England . Th e gloomy and dr e ary grandeur of th e 
building, th e almost savag e aspect of the domain, 
the many me lancholy and time-honored memori e s c on
nected with both, ha d much in unison with the 
feelings of u tte r abandonment wh i ch had dri ve n me 
into that re m~t e and unsocial region of the country. 1 

We note again that the narrator liv e s in a secluded ar ea wi t h 

little contact with t h e outsi de world. He says his abbey i s 

in ~one of the wild est and l east frequented portions of fa ir 

England." He refers t o the countr y as "r e mot e" a nd "unsocial." 

Here aga in we not e the influ e nc e of the Gothic romanc e with 

its suggestions of cast l es , ruined abbeys, and melancholy 
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moods. We note the narrator's vagueness in giving th e reader 

the location when he refers to "an abbey, which I shall not 

nam e, in on e of the wildest and least frequ ented portions of 

fair England." His reference to "the gloomy and dreary 

grandeur of the building . the many me lancholy and tim e -

honored memori es " suggests a Gothic romantic setting. 

In "Morella" he speaks of "the rigorous seclusion of 

[ his] home." 1 In this story he is as ind ef inite in defining 

place as he is in "B ere nic e ." In "El e onora" he ment ions a 

tropical region, and in "Ligeia" he mentions a "dim and 

decaying city on the Rhine"2 and an abbey "in one of the 

wildest and least frequented portions of fair England." Later 

h e also says that his daughter "had received no impr ess ions 

from the outer world, save such as might have been afforded 

by the narrow limits of her privacy." Although the melan 

choly mood and vague setting of this story sugg est the Gothic 

romance, the family mansion and the suggestion of nobility of 

the Got hic are omitted. It is possibl e the narrator emphasizes 

hi s daughter's lack of contact with the outside world in ordcr 

to impress upon the reader that she had this knowl edge because 

she was a reincarnation of Morella. The fact t ha t she 

r e ceived no knowledge from the outsi de world e limin ates th e 

possibility of ou ts id e teaching. However, the reader may 

lp. 163. 

3 Pp. 164-165. 

2P . 134. 



logically ask: Is it possible that the daughter, ha ving a 

tendency toward med itation, studied the books of her mo t her 

which could still be about the house? The narrator answers 

this by telling us, "Could it be otherwise, when I daily 

discovered in the conceptions of the child the adult powers 

and faculties of the woman?" 1 

The narrator, a man greatly influ e nced by the women 
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of whom h e speaks, was also a man under the spell of learning 

and philosophy. From his own cloistered library in '"Berenice" 

to the wild philosophies of his wife, Morella , he is tor-

me nt ed by strange philosophies. In "Berenice" h e tells us: 

Our line has been called a ra ce of visionaries; 
and in man y striking particulars--in the character of 
the family mansion . . in the very peculiar natur e 
of the library's contents--th ere is more than suf-
ficient ev idence to warrant the belief. I 
loitered away my boyhood in books 

My books, at this ep o ch, if they did not actually 
serve to irritate the disorder, partook, i t will be 
perceived, largely, in their im agi nativ e a nd incons e
qu e ntial natur e, of the characteristic qualiti es of 
the disorder its e lf. I well rem emb er, among oth ers, 
the treatise of the nobl e I ta lian, Co e lius Sec undus 
C u r i o , " D e Amp 1 i t u d i n e B e a t i R e g n i D e i " ; S t . Au s t i n ' s 
great work, ""T he City of God"; and Tertullian's "De 
Car n e Christi.,.2 

He was also influenced by the learning of his wife, 

Ligeia: 

I have spoken of the learning of Ligeia: it was 
immense--such as I hav e never known in woman. In t h e 
classical tongues was she deeply proficient, and as 

1P. 163. 

2Pp. 111-116. 



far as my own acquaintance extended in regard to the 
mod e rn dialects of Europe, I have never known her at 
fault. Indeed upon any theme of the most admired 
because simply the most abstruse of the boasted 
e rudition of th e Academy, have I ever found Ligeia 
at fault? ... I said her knowledge was such as I 
hav e neve r known in women--but where breathes the 
man who has traversed, and successfully, all the 
wid e ar e as of moral, physical, and mathematical 
science? . . I was sufficiently aware of her 
infinit e supremacy to resign myself, with a child
like confidence, to her guidance through the chaotic 
world of metaphysical investigation. . . Her 
presence, her readings alone, rendered vividly 
luminous the many mysteries of transcendentalism in 
which we were immersed.l 
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He was influ e nced by the strange philosophies of his 

wife, Morella . 

. As I hop e to live, her talents were of no 
common order--h er powers of mind were gigantic. I 
felt this, and, in many matters became her pupil. 
I soon, hlfw ever, found that, perhaps on account of 
her Pr esb urg ed ucation, she placed before me a 
numb e r of those mystical writings which are usuall y 
considered the mer e dross of the early German 
literatur e . These, for what reason I could not 
imagin e, were her favorite and constant study--and 
that, in proc ess of time, they became my own, should 
be attr ibuted to the simple but effectual influence 
of habit and exa mple. 

It is unn ecessa ry to state the exact character 
of those disquisitions which, growing out of th e 
volumes I hav e mentioned, formed, for so long a time, 
almost the sol e conversation of Morella and myself. 
By the l ea rn ed in what might be termed theological 
morality they will be readily conceived, and by the 
unl ea rned they would at all events, be little under
stood . Th e wild Pantheism of Fichte; the modified 
IIanyyeveoia of Pythagoreans; and above all, the 
doctrines of 'Identity' as urged by Schelling, were 
generally the points of discussion pr e senting the 
most of beauty to the imaginative Morella.2 

1 Pp. 140-141. 

2 Pp. 158-160. 
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We note that the narrator in "Berenice" is similar to 

Roder i c k Usher in that his books seem to suppl ement his 

malady. We see that th e narrator is an extreme intro ve rt ' 
and that his disease has carried this tendency to unr eas on-

able proportions. In his description of Ligeia, we imm ed i-

ately not e that he r knowl edge e ncompassed all truth and mad e 

he r mor e than mortal woman. I believe he intended Ligeia to 

be a symbol of truth and beauty as one divine aspect of the 

Eter nal incarnated in a woman. In a different vein Morella 

too may represent weird philosophies and the influ e nce they 

ca n ha ve on the soul. Perhaps Poe is trying to tell us he r e 

that t h e person if f irmly e ntr e nch ed in a philosophy ca n 

bec om e a liviig symbol of it. Perhaps he is telling us the 

powers of th e mind ca n transcend the physical, an id ea which 

he perfects in •''Ligeia." 

What type of woman does the "b ereaved narrator" 

descr ib e in these stories? In eac h case she is a beautiful 

woman who is doom e d to die. As we not e d earli e r in this 

c h apt e r, Po e sa id "th e de ath, then, of a be autiful woman is, 

u n q u e s t i 0 n a b 1 y , t h e m os t p o e t i c a 1 t o p i c i n t h e w o r 1 d . " 

Wag e nkn ec ht tel ls us that many have argued that the death of 

a great man is mor e moving than that of a beautiful woman; 

for exampl e , King Lear and Cordelia. 

Po e as follows: 

But Wagenknecht quotes 

Wh e n mu sic affects us to tears, s eemingly caus e l e ss, 
we weep not , as Gravina s uppos e~, fr?m " e~cess of 
p l e asur e "; but through excess o r an Impatie nt, 



petulant sorrow that, as mere mortals, we are as 
yet in no condition to banquet upon those supern al 
ectasies of which the music affords us mer e ly a 
suggestive and inde f inite glimpse. 

Wage nkn ec ht beli eves that this statement of Poe's h e lps to 

expla in his association of beauty with melancholy and eve n 

death . Be auty brings me lancholy because it is unattainabl e 

here and impossible to hold, and it cannot be dissociated 
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from death because even while we grasp at it, death snatches 

it away . 1 VanWyck Brooks points out to us the fact that 

Po e 's attachm e nt to his favorite th eme was characteristic of 

the taste of the time. Fascination with death was typical 

of the Romantic mo vement; so was the association of death 

with lov e .2 Krutch suggests in Edgar Allan Poe, A Study Qf 

Ge nius tha t it was th e memory of his moth er which mad e him 

see in sick ne ss on e of the necessary e l ements of th e highest 

bea uty, a nd thus his imagination dwelt upon th e hor r ibl e a nd 

l ed him to portray a whole s eries of his heroin e s--Lig e i a, 

Bere ni ce, Mad e lin e , and Morella--as wasting away with an 

in exorabl e dis ea s e .3 All e n says: 

156. 

It is ind eed in the order of t he eve nt of his he roes 
and h ~r oin es that the progr e ss of the phases of Poe's 
inn e r lif e its integration and disintegration, are to 
b e read . . ' . . n L i g e i a, •• the strang e me ntal opposi te 
of Virg inia and her prototypes had arisen to giv e him 

lEdgar Allan~: The Man Behind th e Legend, pp . 155 -

2Referred to in Wag e nkn ec ht, Edgai Allan Poe: Th e 
~Behind t h e Legend, p. 57. 

3 CLondon: Alfr ed A. Knopf, 1926), p. 24. 



ghostly comfort in the barren cave of his marriage. 
Illness and early death overtook them all in the 
pages upon which they strangely moved. In Baltimore 
and New York, Poe's hero had become neurasthenic and 
hypochondriac, haunted by incest and mystery, the 
drug addict and the victim of supernational fears. 
All of these were Poe himself and the women he loved, 
simulacra or defense mechanisms to compensate him in 
the realm of dreams for the sorrows and disappoint
me nts of his own life.l 

Can we agree with Allen and Krutch that the narrators of 
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these four stories and the heroines who die reveal Poe's own 

inn er life? Or must we conclude that Poe as an artist, 

in f lu e nced by the Romantic or Gothic idea of death and 

me lancholia, chose his narrators and his heroines, not 

because of his own disintegration, but to tell a story, and 

in so doing, to allow th e narrator to reveal his mind as part 

of the story? 

Le t us look at how the narrator describes these 

women in his stories. We see that they are all beautiful 

wom e n. Berenice was "agile, graceful, and overflowing with 

e ner gy. . , Ah, vividly is her image before me now, as in 

the early days o f her lightheartedness and joy~ Oh, gorgeous 

yet fantastic beauty~ Oh, sylph amid the shrubberies of 

Arnheim~ Oh naiad among its fountains~" Of the four women 

that we will discuss, Berenice is the onl y on e who has a 

joyful and carefree natur e. She, alone, does not brood on 

death or any type of philosophy. She is the only on e who is 

mentioned as enjoying physical activities. He says that she 

1Israf e l, p. 358. 
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was "overf lowing with energy" and that she e njoyed a " ramble 

on th e hillsid e ." 1 The youngest, most innoc e nt of the 

heroines is El eo nora. The narrator says: "Th e loveliness 

of El eonor a was that of the Serephim. Sh e had been made 

p erfect in lov e liness only to die." El e onora "was a maiden 

artless a nd innocent as the bri ef lif e she had l e d among 

the flowers. " 2 Of the four heroines, she is the only one 

portrayed as very young. Although she did not share t he 

me ntal pow ers of Ligeia and Morella, she was melancholy 

wh e n she contemplated death. 

Professor James W Gargano suggests to us that the 

narrator of "Lig e ia" is so e nraged be caus e of his human 

limitations that h e raves because h e cannot express the 

b e auty of Lig e ia. 2 Floyd Stovall sugg e sts that "Lig e ia" 

is the id e al of beauty held by th e narrator, a student of 

German transc e ndentalism, and that th e narrator c onvinc e s 

hims e lf that such a woman really liv ed and was onc e his wife. 

He also t e lls us that the narrator's description of Ligeia 

is compatibl e with Po e ' s idea of th e be autiful sinc e Po e 

beli e v e d that the Good, th e True, and the Beautiful are aspects 

1P. 113. 

3"Th e Qu e stion of Po e's Narrators," Coll e g e English, 
XXV (D e c e mb er, 1963), 178. 
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of one divine Unity. Although they are approached by differ-

ent mea ns, they are identical under the aspect of eternity.l 

We shall see below in his description of Ligeia that she 

embod i ed beauty of mind, spirit, and body into one person. 

The inability of the narrator to fathom her complete beauty 

suggests to the reader the unattainabl e, the beauty beyond 

human limitations. Jam e s Schroeter tells us that eac h adjective 

or comparison connects Ligeia with what is geographically or 

temporally remote and unknown, and thus reinforces the picture 

of her as myst erious, extraordinary, and uniqu e. Poe's choice 

of nam e gives the maximum liquidity, musicality, and myst er i

ousness.2 The shadowy mind of the philosophical nar rat or is 

the perfect d~vice through which to r ef lect Ligeia to the 

r e ader. Th e narrator begins the story by telling the reader, 

"I ca nnot , for my soul, remeber how, when, or eve n precisely 

wher e , I first became acquainted with the l ady Ligeia. Long 

y e ars hav e e lapsed and my memory is feeble through much 

suffering."3 Immediately the reader realizes he is being 

told a story through the foggy memory of the narrator. The 

narrator continues to tell us that perhaps the reason he can -

no t bring these points to mind now is that h e r qualiti es 

l"The Conscious Art of Edgar Allan Poe," pp. 419 - 420 . 

2James Schroeter, "A Misreading of Poe's 'Lig eia, '" 
tM.b_!, LXXVI, iv, pt. l (S e pt emb er, 1961), 397-406. 

3p. 134. 
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"made their way into my heart by paces so steadily and 

stealthily progressive, that they have been unnoti ced and 

unkn own."l We may ask, then, whether or not the living 

Ligeia has been transformed since her death into the narra-

tor's ideal. Or we may ask with Professor Stovall, "Did 

Ligeia exist at all except in the narrator's imagination?" 

The narrator continues: 

There is one dear topic, however, on which my memory 
fails me not . It is the person of Ligeia. In 
stature she was tall, somewhat slender, and, in her 
latter days, even emaciated. I would in vain att empt 
to portray the majesty, the quiet ease of her 
demeanor, or the incomprehensible lightn ess and 
elasticity of her footfall. She came and departed as 
a shadow . I was neve r made aware of her entrance 
into my closed study, save by the dear musi c of her 
low sweet voice, as she placed her marble hand upon 
my shoulder. In beauty of face no maiden ever equalled 
her. It was the radiance of an opium-dream--an airy 
and spirit -lifting vision more wildly divine than the 
phantasies which hovered about the slumbering souls 
of the daughters of Delos.l 

First, the reader must notice, that in direct contrast to the 

pre vi o us s tate men t that hi s memory i s •• fee b 1 e , " t h e n a r r at or 

d e clar e s that in "the person of Ligeia" his memory "fails [him] 

not." Is it possible that the strong, clear imag e of the 

ideal woman in his mind has blotted out his need to remember 

th e origin or the physical appearance of the real woman? With 

this in mind, we read his description of her. She was unequaled 

in beauty of face . When the narrator says, !tit was th e radi a nce 

of an opium-dream," is this a hint to the reader that the narrator, 

1Pp. 135-136. 
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under the influence of opium has envisioned Ligeia's face and 

that his vis ion is apart from reality? Yet, the narrator 

goes on to tell us, Ligeia's beauty was not of the ordinary. 

There was nmuch of strangeness pervading it." The narrator, 

then, through his search to define the strangeness gives us 

the concept of the unattainable. Her forehead, her skin, h er 

hair sound familiarly similar to the forehead, skin, and hair 

of Berenice : 

. I examined the contour of the lofty and pale 
forehead --i t was faultness--how cold inde e d that word 
when applied to a majesty so divine!--the skin rivalling 
the purest ivory, the gentle prominence of the regions 
abov e the temples; and then the raven-black, the glossy, 
the luxuriant, and naturally-curling tresses, setting 
forth the full force of the Homeric epithet, 
•• hyacinthin e !"l 

Berenice also, the narrator tells us, had a high forehead and 

black hair. He says : "The forehead of Berenice was high 

and the onc e j etty hair fell partially ove r it ." 2 Morella, 

too, is described as having a high forehead and ringl et s of 

silken hair. The narrator, continui ng to describe Ligeia, 

says : 

. I looked at the d e li cate outlin es of 
and nowh ere but in the graceful medallions 
Hebrews had I beheld a similar perfection. 

the nos e -
of the 

I 
regarded the sweet mouth. Here was ind ee d the triumph 
of all things heav e nly . 

For eyes we have no models in the remot e ly antiqu e . 
It might hav e been, too that in these eyes of my 
beloved lay the secret to which Lord Verulam allud es . 
. . . The ••strangenessn however, which I found in the 
eyes was of a nature distinct from the formation or the 

1P. 136. 

2P. 119. 



color, or the brilliancy of the features, and must 
after all, be referred to the expression. Ah, word 
of no meaning! behind whose vast latitude of mere 
sound we intrench our ignorance of so much of the 
spiritual. The expression of the e yes of Ligeia! 
How for long hours have I pondered upon it! How 
have I, through the whole of a midsummer night, 
struggled to fathom it! What was it--that something 
more profound than the well of Democritus--which 
lay far within the pupils of my beloved? What was 
it? I was possessed with a passion to discover.l 

We see then that the ''~strangeness" of Lig e iavs beauty, that 

which s et her apart from merely a beautiful woman, was th e 
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unf at homable expre ssion of her eyes. The secr et is that the 

strangeness of Ligeia's eyes fulfills the quotation of Bacon, 

Lord Verulam: "There is no exquisite beauty without some 

strangeness in the proportion. 11 2 This strangeness gives 

Ligeia the mystery, the elusiveness to fulfill Poe's idea of 

bea uty. Her beauty, we see, is connected to the narrator's 

philosophy of transdentalism, that all life is part of God. 

The beauty of her spirit transforms his idea of all of lif e : 

. I found, in the commonest objects of the universe, 
a circle of analogies to this expression. I mean to 
say that, subsequently to the period when Ligeia's 
beauty passed· into my spirit, there dwelling as in a 
shrine, I derived, from many existences in the mat er ial 
world a sentiment such as I felt always around, within 
me, by her large and luminous orbs. Yet not the more 
could I define that sentiment, or analyze, or eve n 
steadily view it. I recognized it, l et me r epeat, some
times in the survey of a rapidly growing vine--in the 
co nt empla t ion of a moth, a butterfly, a chrysalis, a 
st r eam of running water. I hav e felt it in the ocea n-
in the falling of a meteor. I have felt it in the 

1Pp. 136-138. 

2P. 136. 



glances of unusually aged people . . I have been 
filled with it by certain sounds from stringed instru
ments, and not unfrequently by passages from books. 

The narrator, then, is saying that Ligeia's eyes and her 
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beauty, which appear to represent to him the ideal of beauty 

itself, has caused him to see the divine in life and nature--

the growth of plants, the metamorphosis of the butt e rfly, the 

ocean, the stars, music, and literature. All is part of the 

divine, as h e says: 

. I we ll rememb er, something in a volume of 
Joseph Glanvill, which (perhaps mer e ly from its 
quaintness--who shall say?) never failed to inspire 
me with the sentiment: "And the will therein li et h, 
which dieth not. Who knoweth the mysteries of the 
will, with its vigor? For God is but a great will 
pervading all things by nature of its int e ntn ess. 
Man doth not yield him to the angels, nor un to 
death utterly, save only through the weakness of 
his feeble will.l 

In contrast to his description of Ligeia, th e nar-

rator's words concerning Morella's beauty are sca nt. He 

does r efe r to "the music of her voice." 2 He states that the 

daughter nwas the pe rfect resemblance of her who had 

d eparted,n3 a nd he describes the daughter as having "the 

c ontour of the high forehead, and . the ringlets of the 

silken hair"4 that had be e n Morella's. Th erefore, we see 

that Morella must have bee n attractiv e physically, although 

th e n arrator devotes li tt l e space to her physical d e scription. 

1Pp. 138-139 . 

2P. 159. 

3P. 16 3. 

4P. 164 . 



As discussed earlier, all the heroines of these 

stories were doomed to die. The narrator of Berenice tells 

us that: 

. Disease--a fatal disease, fell like the simoon 
upon her frame; and even, while I gazed upon her, 
the spirit of change swept over her, pervading her 
mind, her habits and her character, and, in a manner 
the most subtle and terrible, disturbing even the 
identity of her person~ Alas! the destroyer came and 
went! --and the victim--where is she? . 

She had been seized with epilepsy in the early 
morning, and now, at the closing in of the night, the 
grave was ready for its tenant, and all the prepara
tions for the burial were completed.! 

We note that this description of the disease which plagued 

Berenice has several characteristics in common with that 

which fell upon Lady Madeline. First, it was fatal, and 

secondly, it was epileptic in character. In diseases of 

epileptic or cataleptical nature, the victims may fall into 

a trance and be presumed dead. Poe treats this theme in 

d e tail in "The Premature Burial." Thus he prepares the 

reader for the subsequent event of Berenice's entombment 
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while she is still alive. The reader may conclude that this 

is the imagination of the deranged narrator. However, he has 

given the reader cause to wonder by describing her disease 

and elab orating by explaining that it '"not unfrequ e ntly" 

terminated .. in trance itself--trance very nearly resembling 

p o s i t i v e d i s s o 1 u t i o n , a n d f r om w h i c h h e r m a n n e r of r e c o v e r y 

was, in most instances, startlingly abrupt." 2 Krutch suggests 

lPp. 113-114, 121. 

2P . 114. 
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in Edgar Allan Poe,~ Study in Genius, that: "The hero of 

' Berenice' who describes at some length how his love for the 

heroine turned gradually and without cause into such an irra

tional hate that he murdered her in a trance which came upon 

him, would be diagnosed by any psychiatrist, no matter to 

what school he might belong, as a sexual pervert of some 

kind."l This statement, I believe, is without basis. In the 

first place the narrator never loved Berenice romantically, 

as he says, "During the brightest days of her unparalleled 

be aut y , m o s t s u r e l y I h ad never l o v e d her . •• In the second 

place, the narrator takes several pages to describe his own 

disease, a process which seems ridiculous if Poe intended the 

narrator to murder the heroine. Also, his feeling for 

Berenice could in no way be described as ••irrational hate." 

Although he "shuddered in her presence, and gr e w pale at her 

approach,"2 he explains in some detail that this reaction was 

caused by her appearance as a result of her disease, and his 

fixation on her teeth was a result of his disease. In addi

tion, the narrator describes his period of trance from sunset, 

when Be renice was interred, to midnight. He clearly remembers 

her burial, for he says: 
,. and I was well aware, that 

since the setting of the sun, Berenice had been interred."-3 

I believe then that the key to the story is the shadowy mind 

1Pp. 82-83. 

2Pp. 117-118. 

3P. 12 2. 
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of the narrator and the horror of his fixation--which Poe 

int e nded to exaggerate into the grotesque. The pr emature 

burial is a sidenote to add horror. I can see no connection 

whatever between perverted sex and the death of Berenice. 

Eleonora, the narrator tells us, "had seen that the 

finger of Death was upon her bosom--that, like the ephemeron, 

she had been made perfect in loveliness only to die . " 1 He 

does not describe her disease or any type of disfigurement as 

in his account of Berenice. Possibly this is to retain the 

illu si on of loveliness which is to remain even after her 

d e ath. Her death, he says, put "an end to the first ep och" 

of his life. 2 

In "L i_ g e i a" Poe goes beyond "Be r en i c e , " "E leon or a , " 

and "Mor e lla" in associating his idea of the po et ic bea uty of 

death in connection with love and in exploring the philosophy 

of t h e unity of all of life with the Eternal. I n " B e r e n i c e , '·" 

I believe, he suggests little of the philosophical, and in 

"El eonora" and "Mor e lla" his suggestions of r e incarnation 

cannot measure up to the conquering of death its elf by Ligeia. 

Poe skillfully uses the narrator in "Ligeia'' to weave this 

story into one of his most fascinating tales. Th e narrator 

does not tell us the exact natur e of Ligeia's malady. He 

si mply says she "gr ew ill. Th e wild eyes blazed with a too

too glorious effulgence; the pale fing ers became of th e 

lpp. 128-129. 

2P. 130. 
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transparent waxen hue of the grave; and the blue veins upon 

the lofty forehead swelled and sank impetuously with the 

tides of the most gentle emotion. I saw that she must die." 1 

But before she did she exclaimed in her passion to live: 

"0 God: 0 Divine Father : . Are we not part and parcel 

in Thee? Who--who knoweth the mysteries of th e will with its 

vigor? Man doth not yield him to the angels, nor unto death 

utterly, save only through the weakness of his feebl e will."2 

Stovall suggests that the narrator, a student of Ge rman 

transcendentalism, becomes obsessed with the idea that he 

can, by the power of the will, incorporate his ideal of beauty 

in the person of a real woman. Seeing this id e al in the 

person of Lig~ia, whom he believes to have been his first 

wife, he murders Rowena; but he blames Rowena's death on 

his struggle with Ligeia's spirit. 3 This version is at 

variance with the narrator's stat eme nt that h e saw Lig e ia 

put drops in Rowena's glass . Boy P . Basler has sugg ested 

in an articl e , "The Interpretation of 'Lig e ia,'" that 

"Lig e ia" is not a story of the superna t ural but a study in 

abnormal psychology. He then makes the narrator th e main 

character and suggests that he killed Rowena. Pe rsonally, I 

believe the theme of the story is Lig e ia's struggl e to con-

qu er death as does Jam es Schro e t e r in his art icl e , "A Mis-

I 'L. . ' "4 r e ading of Poe s 1ge1a. 

1Pp. 1 41 -142. 

2p, 144. 

The story centers around Poe's 

3P. 419. 

4Pp. 397-406. 
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idea of beauty, the overcoming of death by Ligeia, who is the 

true and beautiful incarnate. The narrator accomplishes this 

by giving us the shadowy images of his experience and his 

ideal of beauty. 

More ll a a l so •• pi ned away d a i l y . n T h e n a r r at or of 

••'Morella" tells us: •'' In time the crimson spot settled 

steadily upon the cheek, and the blue veins upon the pale 

forehead became prominent she turned away her face 

upon the pillow, and a slight tremor coming over her limbs, 

she thus dies, and I heard her voice no more." 1 In tt.Morella" 

again the narrator admits that one of his greatest interests, 

as had been Morella's, was the question of the identity of 

the individual and its persistence after death. The reader 

wonders if the narrator in a state of near madness has 

imagined the reincarnation of Morella, or if on e can be 

reborn in another human body. 

These women flit across the pages of their stories 

as phantoms with no roots in the real world of time and 

place. We hav e already seen how each of these stories is 

set in a remote and undefin ed region except for the few hints 

dropped by the narrator giving it geographic reality. Th e 

narrators and their heroin es similarly float through time as 

the characters of the Gothic romantic nov el who appear to 

belong somewhere in the feudal past, but whose minds and 

l Pp . 16 l - 16 2 . 
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manners do not always match. In "Berenice•~ we have seen how 

the setting of place has Gothic qualities. The indefinite 

time and the phantom-like characters add to this indistinct-

ness of impression, another Gothic trait. The narrator, who 

calls himself Egaeus, gives us no paternal name for himself 

or Berenice. He speaks of no occupation, no obligations, no 

historical events of the outside world. After emphasizing 

that his mind lived in a world of dreams, he tells us 

Berenice "had flitted by my eyes, and I had seen her--not 

as the living and breathing Berenice, but as the Berenice of 

a dream; not as a being of the earth, earthly, but as the 

abstraction of such a being; not as a thing to admire, but 

to analyze; not as an object of love, but as the theme of 

the most abstruse although desultory speculation."·! Through 

the narrator's shadowy mind, we see her in blurred focus. 

In describing Eleonora, the narrator seems to transpose her 

from life to death almost without change of personality. The 

maiden who had been so sweet and innocent in life, in death 

was equally as tender. He tells us of his relationship to 

h e r after death: 

Yet the promises of Eleonora were not forgotten; for 
I heard the sounds of the swinging of the censers of 
the angels; and streams of a holy perfume floated 
ever and ever about the valley; and at lone hours, 
when my heart beat unto me laden with soft sighs; and 
indistinct murmurs filled often the night air; and 
once--oh but once only~. I was awakened from a slumber, 



like the slumber of death, by the pressing of 
spiritual lips upon my own.l 

El eonora and her narrator in this story have nothing which 

will conn e c t th em to the world around th em. He me ntions no 

hous e , no p e riod of architecture, no st y l e of dr e ss, no 

historic e vent, no food or clothing. Our only hint as to 

t im e or place is the narrator's visit to .. th e pomps and 

pag e antri e s of a stately court, and th e mad clangor o f 

arms. " 2 This r e fer e nc e , along with his bo wing at th e foot-
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stoo l o f Erm e ngard e , hinting at th e worship of nobl e ladi e s, 

sugg e sts th e f e udal time. This sugg e stion and th e v agu e 

roman t i c ton e o f t h e story giv e it a Gothic f lavor. 

As I ha ve said b e for e , th e narrator of " Lig e iaw t e lls 

t h e r e ad e r h e cannot r eme mb er wh er e h e me t h e r or what h e r 

pat er n a l nam e was. He attributes to h e r th e b e auty of 

"b e ings e ith er a bo ve or apart f rom the e arth" 3 and t e lls us 

sh e " ca me an d de part ed as a shadow." 4 In f a c t onl y h e r voi ce, 

t h e n arr a tor s a ys, made him awar e of h e r wh e n sh e e nt e r ed his 

cl o se d study. Th e r e ad e r may d e bat e along with t h e criti cs 

wh et h er Lig e i a li v ed only in th e im agination of th e n arr a tor, 

or wh et h e r h e had once bee n marri ed to a woman n ame d Lig e i a . 

At a ny rat e , sh e , too like th e o t he r wom e n, s ee ms to b e sus-

p e nd e d in tim e and spac e . Ex ce pt for he r int e r e st in Ge rman 

tr ans de n t alism, we hav e no hin t as to tim e . Th e narr at or 

lp. 131. 3p. 137. 

2p. 132 . 4p. 13 5 . 
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gives us no other historical event, no occupation, no con-

nect ion with the outside world to connect Ligeia to a real 

t im e . 

Morella too had unearthly qualities. Th e narrator 

r efe rs to he r '"' unearthly tones." 1 The reader f ee ls her 

supernatural qualiti es mainly in the narrator's certainty 

t hat she is reincarnated in the daughter. As she lies dying, 

s he f or ete lls that although he r husband could not lo ve her, 

he would lov e their daughter . Sh e hin t s that sorrow li es 

a head f or him. After her death he notices that his daughter 

"grew strangely in stature and intellig e nc e ."2 Lik e his 

oth er h e roin es Morella's onl y relation to time is h er study 

of philosophers who may be dated in history. Oth er wis e , she 

too li ves unroot ed in time and spac e . 

Th e narrators of these stories te ll us i n e a ch case 

t h at th e heroine lov ed him. However in ••Morella" and 

•r B e r e n i c e " h e w a s u n a b 1 e t o r e t u r n h e r 1 o v e . The lo ve lif e 

of Po e ' s nar rators and their he roin es has of te n bee n us ed to 

s uggest impot e ncy , perversi on, or some oth er parallel to 

Poe's own li fe . Krutch, who suggests throughout his study 

of Po e t h a t Poe was sexually impot e nt or abnormal, has this 

to say : 

More ov e r, if we compare th e typical stories al r eady 
d e scribed with the story of Poe's own lif e it is 

1P. 159. 

2P. 63 . 



impossible not to be struck with the parallel which 
they afford. The typical hero, oppressed with a 
strange melancholy and seeking relief in fantastic 
studies and speculations, is plainly Poe himself. 
The heroines with the unearthly beauty and the 
unh ea lthy purity which seem to set them apart from 
the women of flesh and blood are not exactly 
Virginia, but they are the phantoms to whom she, with 
h er morbid fragility and child-like mind, seemed 
better to correspond than any other woman whom Poe 
had ever seen. And, most important of all, both she 
and they ~rried about them no suggestion of physical 
passion but could be loved by one to whom the whole 
id ea of physical union was utterly repulsive. They 
are the id ea l of morbidly sexless beauty.l 

Hervey Allen, whose thesis preceded Krutch's, also says: 

"At the e nd of the period in 1835, he had deviated so far 

. f r om the normal as to be able to marry, apparently both 

willingly and apathetically, a thirteen-year-old child."2 

Wagenknecht tells us that even though he has been called 
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passionless and his heroines either statues or angels, there 

is r e ally no proof that he and Virginia did not have a normal 

marriag e . Th e r e are many normal marriages that produce no 

ch ildr e n; and even though Virginia was only thirteen when 

s h e a nd Po e marri e d, obviously she became older with time. 

He eve n tells us that Virginia once kissed Poe in public so 

passionately that at least one onlooker was shocked. 3 Since 

we ca n never be sure of the relationship between Poe and his 

wife, it seems to me to be more profitable to analyze his 

1Edgar Allan Poe, A Study in Genius, p. 8 5. 

2rsrafel, p. 299. 

3Edgar Allan Poe: ~Man Behind the Leg e nd, p. 181. 
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stories on the basis of his art rather than his unknown 

relationship to his wife. Although some critics r ep udiate 

Krutch's and Allen's allusion t o a s exual abnormality on 

Poe's part, and Krutch hims e lf has modified his position 

sin ce h e wrot e ~ Study Qf Ge nius, it is ob v ious, upon r ead ing 

Poe's stories about dying h e roines, that they are f or th e 

most part void of physical passion. Wag e nkn ec ht suggests 

two reasons for this. First, in "Th e Po e tic Principle" Po e 

distinguishes b etwee n passion am lo ve . Mor e o ve r, he never 

sought t o des c ribe lif e r ea listi cal l y, and this fact may 

hav e influ e nc ed his lack of passion in his works. 1 In addi -

tion, I might add, in kee ping with his Gothic styl e, t h e 

h e roin e s o f t h e middl e ag es we r e u s ua lly worshi pped fro m 

afar, and this attitude may have influ e nced his styl e . 

In "Ber e ni ce " the narra t or exp lains that his mono-

ma nia k ee ps him fr om passions of th e h e art. 

of "th e strange anomal y o f [his] existe nc e . 

He says beca us e 

. [ hi s] pas-

s ions always we r e of th e mind. w He asked Bere ni ce to marr y 

him b eca us e "[H e ] ca ll ed to min d that she had lov ed [h im] 

l on g ." 2 Th e story ce nt e rs ar ound t h e f i xati on of the narra-

t o r on Be r e ni ce 's te et h, whi ch he extracts after she has be e n 

buri ed . Sin ce this is t h e c e ntral act of his horror st ory, 

th e narrator co ul d hardl y h ave bee n a healt h y, happy ma n 

lib" d pp 172-17 3 . 1 • ' • 

2 P 118. 
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normally in love with the dead girl. Is not the mental state 

of the narrator one of the chief interests of the study--this 

introvert with his mad fixations is finally driven to this 

horrible and ridiculous deed. Is it possible that Poe simply 

was attracted to themes which did not require passionate 

lov e ? Although the lack of passion in his stori e s may be 

related to his own life, it is just as possible that it is 

not. In telling this strange tale, perhaps he was concentrat-

ing on choosing a narrator who could carry out this weird 

story for the readers. He did not mean it to cast any light 

on the subject of sex. 

In "Eleonora" we find an example of normal young 

love. The narrator tells us that "hand in hand about this 

valley, for fifteen years, roamed I with Eleonora before 

"1 H Love entered within our hearts. e sugg est s to the readers, 

as h e did in the first lin e of the story that his forefathers 

were a passionate race. He says: ni come from a race not e d 

f . ..2 
for vigor of fancy and ardor Q passion. Lat er he follows 

up this statem e nt by saying: "We had drawn the god Eros 

from that wav e , and now we felt that h e had e nkindled within 

us the fiery souls of our forefathers." 3 It is inter est ing 

to not e that of all of Poe's h e roines El eo nora is, in my 

opinion, the only one who resembles Virginia. Certainly 

Virginia could never be compared to the once robust Ber e nice 

1P . 127. 

2P 124. 

3p. 127. 
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or the int e llectual Ligeia or Morella. "" Eleonora" also is 

th e only story in this group which describ es normal , passion-

ate lov e . 

Th e passion of Lig e ia, says the narrator, is great. 

But h e describes it as a passion for l ife its elf, although h e 

te lls us h e r lo ve for him was gr e at: 

That she lov e d me I should not ha ve doubted; that I 
migh t hav e bee n ea sily aware that, in a bosom such 
as hers, lov e would have reigned no or d inary passion. 
But in death only was I fully impr essed with the 
strength of he r affection. For long hours, deta ining 
my hand, would she pour out bef or e me t h e ov erflowing 
of a heart whose more than passionate devotion 
amounted to idolatry. 1 

Sinc e h e says that in death h e was mor e im pr e ss e d with h e r 

affecti on th a n in lif e , probably he is not ref er ring t o 

physi c al passion, but a union of the mind . How ever, later 

h e me ntions ••Lig e ia's more than womanly abandonment to lov e, 

alas:"2 Wh e ther h e r e f ers t o her capacit y for passion in a 

physical sense or us e s her as a symbol o f tr uth and bea ut y, 

I ca nnot be sure. Perhaps h e meant h e r passion f or lif e to 

be a n ex pression o f the will o f th e eternal, th e res i sta nc e 

of tr uth and bea ut y to deat h, whi ch seemin g l y robs life o f 

a ll purpose. If this is the c ase, by r emem b er in g Poe's 

separat ion of passion from lo ve in his aest h et i c theory, we 

can und erstard why this, his ideal woma n , does not bring 

normal passion to th e story. Pro fess or Gargano sugg ests 

1Pp. 142-143. 

2P. 143. 
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that the narrator, once having inhabited the r e alm of the 

ideal, s e eks even unto madness to recreat e his lost ecst asy, 

and thus explains the sup er natural of the stury. He furth e r 

states: Hit seems to me uncritical t? id e ntify Po e with his 

narrator. Even if Poe underwent in r e al lif e most of his 

protagonists' experienc e s, it must be remembered that h e 

r et urn ed to reality to writ e his tale. He knows that th e 

wages of protract ed romanti c self-indulg e nc e are self

deception and ultimat e madn e ss." 1 

Of the four her oin es d iscuss ed , Morella i s t h e onl y 

on e who bears a child. We c annot help wondering how, since 

the narrator says his relation s hip to h er is not "of Eros." 

He desc rib es hi s feeling for h e r as "my frie nd, Morella;" and 

furth er declares, "I never spok e of passion nor thought of 

lo ve ." He was attract ed to her , perhap s as a meet in g of 

t h e minds, as h e declares, "M y soul, from our f ir st meeting, 

burn ed with fires it had never bef or e known. " Morella, ho w-

e ver, "shunn ed society, and attaching h erse lf to [him] alone, 

r e nd ered [him] h~ppy." 2 Appar e ntly their marital unhappiness 

was ca u sed by her persistence in strange philosophi es which 

ma de the narrator shudder with t error. Finally, t his ca us e 

of terr or led t h e narrator to exc laim, " I coul d no long er 

be ar th e t ou ch of her wan fi ngers, nor t h e low to ne of her 

l"Poe's 'Lig eia,'" Coll eg e English , XXIII (F ebruary, 
1962), 337. 

2P . 158. 



musical language, nor the lustre of h e r melancholy eyes." 

He hints that she had some secret when he says: "And she 

kn ew all this, but did not upbraid; she seemed conscious 
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of my weakness or my folly, and, smiling, called it Fate . 

She seemed, also, conscious of a cause, to me unknown, for 

the gradual alienation of my regard; but she gave me no hint 

or token of its natur e .nl We can only gu es s whether the 

narrator grew insan e bec ause of this situation and simply 

imagined h er death and the short life of t he daughter, or 

whether because of his guilt in desiring Morella's death, 

he imagined his daughter to be h er reinc ar nation. Perhaps 

Poe is only trying to weave a tale about reincarnation and 

produces the daughter as a ne ces sary e l e me nt to the tale, 

l eav ing it to th e reader to untangle the implications in 

his own mind. At any rate the narrator is an ex ample of a 

ma n, who, ov erc om e by a brooding philosophy, i s f inall y 

push ed into madn e ss. 

It is int erest ing to not e Killis Campbell's co mm e nts 

about the women in Po e 's poems and tales. He remarks th at 

the women are usually of que e nly stature with pallid brows, 

bright e y e s, musi ca l voices, and very dark or fair hair. 

Th e y are eit h e r extreme ly ignorant an d un sop hi sticated or 

ab no r mally int e llig e nt. They are nobl e , go od, a nd devoted 

to the her o. 

lp, p. 

Som et im es they possess unn at ur a l oc c ult powers. 

160-161. 
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They ar e very seldom normal, and sometimes are diseased or 

insan e . Usually th e ir nam e s have a musical quality since Poe 

mad e us e of long vowels, liquids, and nasals. 1 

Th e "ber eaved lov e r" is also a contemplator of 

me l a ncholy moo d s. He t oo, lik e the nam e l e ss n arr at or of 

''Th e Fa 11 o f th e House of Usher , " me d i t ate s o n u n i v e r s a 1 

questions which r emain unanswered today for mankin d . In 

three of the stori e s--"El e onora," '"Lig e ia," and "M or e llatt--

h e dwells on th e theme of the persist e nc e of th e eg o of the 

individual after death. In '"'Ber e nic e 11 he me ntions pre-

ex ist e nc e , but in developing his thought on death, simply 

mentions another theme which is frequ e ntly found in Poe's 

stories--the woman buried while yet alive. 

To pr ep ar e us for his thoughts on lif e aft er death 

let us read his passa ge from ••Berenice" on pre-existence: 

. But it is mere idlen e ss to say that I h ad not 
li ved bef ore --that t he soul has no previous ex ist e nce. 
You de ny i t ? --l e t us not argu e the ma tter . Convinced 
myse lf, I seek not to c onvin ce . Th e r e is, ho wever, a 
r e me mb era nc e of aerial forms--of spiritual and mea ning 
eyes --of sounds, musical yet sad; a remembrance wh i ch 
will not be excluded; a memor y lik e a shadow--vague, 
var i able , indef init e, unst eady ; a nd lik e a shadow, 
too in the impossibility of my getting rid o f it 
whil e the sunlight of my r eas on shall ex i st.2 

Thi s may be on e id ea of what happ e ns to the in d i vid u al after 

death. Could the soul be born again and again in human 

l"'Th e Wom e n in Po e 's Po ems a nd T a l e s," Studi es in 
English, University of Texas Bulletin, Oct ob er 8, 1925, 
pp. 197-198. 

2P. 112. 



individuals? This is a variation of reincarnation, which 

states that the soul is reborn, but may be reborn in the 

body of an animal. 
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The influence and existence of the dead is discussed 

further in "Eleonora": 

And she said to me, not many days afterward, 
tranquilly dying, that, because of what I had done 
for the comfort of her spirit she would watch over 
me in that spirit when departed, and, if so it were 
p e rmitt e d her, return to me visibly in the watches 
of the night; but, if this thing were, indeed, 
b e yond the power of the souls in Paradise, that she 
would, at least, give me frequent indications of her 
presenc e ; sighing upon me in the evening winds, or 
filling the air which I breathed with perfume from 
the censers of the angels. 

Yet the promises of Eleonora were not forgotten; 
for I heard the sounds of the swinging of the 
censers of the angels; and streams of a holy perfume 
floated ever and ever about the valley; and at lon e 
hours, when my heart beat heavily, the winds that 
bathed my brow came unto me laden with soft sighs; 
and indistinct murmurs filled often the night air; 
and once--oh, but once only~ I was awakened from a 
slumber, like the slumber of death, by the pressing 
of spiritual lips upon my own.l 

We may ponder then upon the question of the spiritual 

presenc e of our loved ones after death. Also the narrator 

hints in this story that the dead Eleonora may have entered 

the body of Ermengarde. Since she died at an early age, 

could she have been reborn in another girl? The narrator 

says: 

I wedded --nor dreaded the curse I had invoked; 
and its bitt~rness was not visited upon me. And 
once--but once again in the silence of the night--

l Pp . 129-131. 



there came through my lattice the soft sighs which 
had forsaken me; and they modelled themselves into 
familiar and sweet voice, saying: 

'Sleep in peace: for the Spirit of Love 
r e igneth and ruleth, and, in taking to thy pas
sionate hPart her who is Ermengarde, thou art 
absolved, for reasons which shall be made known 
to thee in Heaven, of thy vows unto Eleonora. •l 
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Could it be that Eleonora lived in Ermengarde? Th e narrator 

does not say. He leaves this decision to the reader. 

But in the stories "Ligeia"' and "Morella" he tells 

us of women who returned in the body of another . 

. The corpse [of Lady Rowena], I repeat, stirred, 
and now more vigorously than before. . I stirred 
not--but gazed upon the apparition. , Could it, 
indeed, be the living Rowena who confronted me? . 
Shrinking from my touch, she let fall from her head, 
unloosen ed , the ghastly cerements which had confined 
it, and there streamed forth into t he rushing atmosphere 
of the chamber huge masses of long and dishevelled 
hair; it was blacker than the raven wings of midnight: 
And now slowly opened the eyes of the figure which 
s t o o d b e f o r e m e . •• H e r e t h e n , at l e a s t , " I s h r i e k e d 
aloud, "' can I never--can I ne ver be mistak e n--thes e 
are the full, and the black, and the wild e2es --of my 
lost lov e --of the Lady--of the Lady Lig e ia. 

Morella foretold as she was dying, "'I am dying, yet shall I 

live. . I repeat that I am dying. But within me is a 

pledge of that affection--ah, hOw littl e ! which thou didst 

feel for me, Morella;' . But she died; and with my own 

hands I bor e her to the tomb; and I laugh ed with a long and 

bitter laugh as I found no traces of the first in the charn el 

where I laid the second, Morella."·3 

1Pp. 132-133. 

2Pp. 155-157. 

3 Pp. 162, 166. 
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Poe, in common with many of the intelligent people 

of his day, was attracted to German philosophical thinking. 

In "Morella•• he cites Locke's definition of personal identity 

as consisting in the sameness of rational being. Also he 

may have drawn on Schelling's theorizing on the subject of 

identity. In addition he knew something of Kant, Hegel, 

Fichte, and Leibnitz. 1 Since Poe admitted "Morella" was a 

forestudy of uLigeia"' we can conclude that he drew from his 

philosophical knowledge in writing "Ligeia" also.2 The 

th eme of the persistence of the individual ego beyond the 

gr a ve has been written about in all great religions and 

philosophi e s of mankind. But modern readers, I believe, 

still share at times the terror and the bewilderment of our 

n arrator when he speaks to us of the women who have died and 

of th e innermost thoughts of his own tormented mind. 

Just as the narrator in .. The Fall of the House of 

Usher" is a link between the reader and reality, the 

•• ber e aved 1 0 vern 0 r the n a r r at or i n u Be r en i c e , '" n Eleonora , " 

•"Ligeia," and '"Morella" is a link between the reader and the 

sup e rnatural. By allowing the reader to glimpse his own 

thoughts through the mirror of his shadowed mind, he leads 

them into the dimly-lit world of the supernatural. 

l c amp be 11 , T h e ~ .Qi ~ and 0 t h e r S t u d i e s , p . 1 3 . 

2Ibid., p. 175. 



CHAPTER II I 

THE NARRATOR AS THE KILLER 

I n "T h e Cask of Am o n t i 11 ado , " "The T e 11-T a 1 e Heart , ,.. 

and "Th e Black Cat" the narrator is again the main character. 

I n these stories he is a killer who creates a mood of horror 

in tw o ways : by narrating th e events of th e story and by 

r eveal ing his own tortured and dem e nted mind . The narration 

of the eve nts of the stories can be divid e d into three parts : 

t he murd e rs, t h e e ntombm e nts of the victims, and th e killers' 

conf ess ions to the police. 

Th e word nmurder"' inh e r e ntly carries a terrifying 

c onnot at ion to the r eader. It b ec omes mor e t errifying if the 

mur derer hims e lf descr ib es the setting and the mann er in 

which h e kill ed his victim. Th e narrators, who are the 

murderers, d o thi s f or the reader in th ese stories. In "The 

Ca sk of Amontill ad o " the kill er e ntomb e d his victim alive. 
' 

About dusk during the carnival s eas on in an Italian city, the 

narrator, Montresor, s ugg este d to Fortunato that he had 

r e c e iv ed a b arre l of what pass e d f or Amontillado, a Spanish 

sh erry. By playing on Fortunato's prid e in his connoisseur-

s hip, Montresor cunningly induc ed him to insist on sampling 

the wine in Montresor's und ergr ound vaults in ord er to 
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ascertain its authenticity. The two men proceeded to 

Montresor's palazzo where, after passing through several 

suites of rooms and down a long and winding staircase, they 

"stood together on the damp ground of the catacombs of the 

Montresors." 1 These catacombs served as th e family burial 

grounds and as a storage place for liquors. Montresor, 

wearing a black silk mask, accompanied Fortunato, attired in 

a j ester 's suit, through the nitr e-lined walls, past the 

skeletons of the Montresors of the past, and at last came to 

a niche backed by walls of solid granite. While Fortunato 

searched for the wine, Montresor man e uver ed him to the wall 

and fettered him to the granite with links about the waist 

s e c u r e d w i t h a· p ad 1 o c k . Apparently these had been instrum ents 

of torture which still remained in the dungeon-like va ults. 

Mont res or then t e 11 s us that he •• began vigorous l y to wall up 

the entrance of the nich e ." 2 By midnight when he had fin-

ish ed the eleve nth tier of the masonry, he could hear only 

the jingling of th e bells on Fortunato's cap. He had buried 

hi s vi c tim ali v e i n the "catacombs of the Mont r es or s . •• 

The murder of the old man in "The Te ll-Tal e Heart" 

took place in a less dramatic setting and mann er, but the 

narration of these events is just as terrifying to the reader. 

The murder occurred abo ut midnight in the bedroom of the old 

1P. 53 . 

2P. 57. 



102 

house where the old man and the narrator lived. Describing 

the murder for us, the narrator says: "In an instant I 

dragged him to the floor, and pulled the heavy bed over 

him. . But, for many minut es , the heart beat on with a 

muffled sound. . At length it ceased. I removed the bed 

and examined the corpse. Yes he Was Stone Stone dead. "l 
' ' 

Th e murder er had crushed and suffocated the old man by 

pulling the bed over on him. 

I n "The Black Cat" the narrator's murder of his wife 

is prefaced by the cruel treatment and killing of his pet 

black cat, Pluto. He tells us: 

One night, returning hom e, much intoxicated, from 
one of my haunts about town, I fancied that the cat 
avoided my ' presence. I seized him; when, in his 
fright at my violence, he inflicted a slight wound 
upon my hand with his teeth. . I took from my 
waist-coat-pocket a penknife, opened it, grasped 
the poor beast by the throat, and deliberately cut 
on e of its eyes from the socket!2 

Finally the narr ator kill ed the cat, as he tells us: "One 

morning, in cold blood, I slipped a noose about its neck and 

h ung it to the limb of a tree."3 Aft e r the death of Pluto, 

the narrator found another black cat to take Pluto's place as 

a pet. The narratorvs guilt ov e r his cruel treatment of the 

first cat and his fear of the second cat finally culminated 

in the axe murd er of his wife. He tells us: 

One day she accompanied me, upon some household 
errand, into the cellar of the old building which 

1 p. 65. 3p. 72. 

2Pp. 70-71. 



our poverty compelled us to inhabit. The cat fol
lowed me down the steep stairs, and nearly throwing 
me headlong, exasperated me to madness . Uplifting 
an axe, . I aimed a blow at the animal, which, 
of course, would have proved instantly fatal had it 
descended as I wished. But this blow was arrested 
by the hand of my wife. Goaded by the interference 
into a rag e more than demoniacal, I withdrew my arm 
from h e r grasp and buried the axe in he r brain. She 
f e ll dead upon the spot without a groan.l 

We note th e similarity of the steep stairs and the cellar 

beneath the building to the winding stairs and underground 

vaults in "The Cask of Amontillado." 

In eac h of these stories the narrator entombed the 

body. In "The Cask of Amontillado" th e entombment was 
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identical with th e murder since that was his manner of killing 

the victim. As soon as he had fastened his victim to the 

granite wall in the niche of th e catacombs, probably a short 

time after dark, h e "uncovered a quantity of building stone 

and mortarn2 under a pile of bones. With these materials and 

the trowel which he had carried with him he built an eleven-

tiered wall around his victim. About midnight, when he had 

f i n i sh e d , he •• r e- erected t h e o 1 d r amp art of b o n e s" 3 a g a i n s t 

the new masonry. 

In the oth e r two stories, the murderer entombed the 

body soon after the crime in order to hide it from the police. 

In "The Tell-Tale Heart" the narrator tells us : 

1P 78. 3p. 59. 

2P. 57. 



. The night waned, and I worked hastily, but in 
silence. First of all I dismembered the corpse. I 
cut off the head and the arms and the legs. I then 
took up three planks from the flooring of the 
chamber, and deposited all between the scantlings. 
I then replaced the boards so cleverly, so cunningly, 
that no human eye--not even his--could have detected 
a ny thing wrong. There was nothing to wash out--no 
stain of any kind--no blood-spot whatever. . A 
tub had caught all.l 
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The narrator of ,.The Black Cat" tells us that first 

he considered cutting up the corpse and burning it, burying 

it in the floor of the cellar, casting it into the well in 

th e yard, and packing it in a box and asking the porter to 

carry it from the house. We note that he mentions cutting 

up the body as the narrator had actually done in "The Tell-

Tale Heart." At last he decided to wall it up in the cellar. 

The narrator mentions that he determined to wall up the body 

as the monks of the Middle Ages are recorded to have walled 

up their victims. I n b o t h "T h e Cas k o f Am o n t i 1 1 ado'" and "T h e 

Black Cat,. the narrators chose a damp underground place with 

a niche in the wall to hide their victims. He describes the 

c e llar thus: 

. Its walls were loosely constructed, and had 
lately been plastered throughout with a rough 
plaster, which the dampness of the atmosphere had 
prevented from hardening. Moreover, in one of the 
walls was a projection, caused by a false chimney, 
or fire-place, that had been filled up and made to 
resemble the rest of the cellar. I had no doubt 
that I could readily displace the bricks at this 
point, insert the corpse, and wall the whole up as 
before, so that no eye could detect any thing 
suspicious.2 

lp. 6 5. 

2P. 79. 
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With a crowbar he d islodged the bricks, propped the body 

aga ins t the inner wall, relaid the structure, and plastered 

ov e r it. He had obtained mortar, sand, and hair with pre-

caution to fin ish this work . He removed all traces of the 

crime by carefully picking up the rubbish on the floor. 

T h e murd er i n "The Cask of Amon t i 11 ado" was never 

detected by the police, and we know of it only through the 

narration of the murderer as he gives it in the story. The 

other two stories involv e a double confession: the narra-

tions of the events by the murderers as they tell the stories 

to the reader and their co nf essions to the police. We are 

concerned here with their confessions to the polic e . In 

both stories the events are similar. The police came to 

investigate shortly after the cr im e; the murderer, having 

detained the polic e to chat, confessed the crime because of 

a nois e coming from th e location of th e body. In both 

stories the narrator stayed near the location of the corpse 

while chatting with the police. In "The Tell-Tale Heart " 

the polic e came just as h e had finish ed disposing of th e 

body, at approximately four o'clock in the morning. He tells 

us: 

. Th ere e nt e red three men, who introduced them
selves with perfect suavity, as officers of the 
police. A shriek had been heard by a neighbor during 
the ni ght· suspicion of foul play had been aroused; 
informati~n had been lodged at the police office, and 
th e y (the officers) had been deputed to search the 
premises.l 

lp. 66. 
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The narrator tells us that he welcomed the police, that he 

told them the shriek was his own dream, and that the old man 

was absent in the country. He then took the police o ver the 

house a nd to the old man's room to search. Nothing was 

missing. He then brought chairs into the room and invited 

the police to sit down and rest. He put his chair directly 

over the spot where the body was entombed. The officers 

continu ed to stay and chat with the narrator until at length 

a ticking sound, probably the death-watches, small insects 

which make a ticking sound in the wall, unn erved him into a 

confession. Or perhaps the t icking sound was in his own min d. 

In "The Black Cat" the police did not arrive 

imm ed iat e ly after the murd er . Th e narrator tells us that 

although a few inquiri es had been mad e and a search insti

tuted, the police did not c om e t o inv est igat e the premises 

until the fourth day. He does not tell us what reason h e 

gave for his wife's absence. Th e officers, after thoroughly 

searching, fo und nothing. They were pr eparing to leave 

when the narrator detained them to comm e nt on the solid 

construction of the hous e . As he rapped with a cane over 

the wall which hid the corpse, a loud screech answered his 

rap. The police attacked the wall, which fell bodily. We 

do not h ave hi s exact words of co n f e s s i o n as we do i n •• The 

Tell-Tale Heart." Inst ead we get a view of the body whi ch 

"already gr e atly decayed and clotted with gore, stood erect 
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before the eyes of the spectators." 1 On the corpse's head 

stood the black cat. He had walled it up by mistak e . 

While these narrators relate the eve nts of the 

stories, they tell us many things about themselves, their 

origins, social and financial positions, and physical char-

acteristics. The narrator of "The Te ll-Tale Heart" tells 

us no t hing of his past, but the narrators of "The Cask of 

Am o n t i l l ad o " a n d "T h e B l a c k C at '" g i v e u s s e v e r a l c l u e s t o 

their pasts. Montresor appears to have come from a wealthy 

and powerful family. The description of his palazzo attests 

to this. As h e and Fortunato walked through it on the way 

to the va ult s, we glimpse an ancient castle with many suites 

of rooms, archways, long, winding stairs, and und ergr ound 

vaults similar to those described in Gothic nov els . As th ey 

walk ed farther into the catacombs, For t unato r emarked on the 

exte nsi ve ness of the vaults. Th e narrator replied, "The 

Montresors were a gr eat and numerous family." Also he 

described the arms of the Montresors as a Rhuge human foot 

d 'or, in a f i eld azure; the foot crushes a serpent rampant 

whose fa ngs are imbedded in the heel." The motto, he added, 

was ••N o . . . 11 2 
one attacks m ~ with Impunit y . The castle a nd the 

coat of ar ms point to an old and nobl e family . 

l p. 82. 

2 p. 54 . 
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In "The Black Cat" the narrator mentions his child-

hood and e arly manhood at the beginning of the story: 

From my infancy I was noted for the docility and 
humanity of my disposition. My tenderness of heart 
was e ven so conspicuous as to make me the jest of my 
c omp~nions. I was e sp e cially fond of animals, and 
was Indulg e d by my par e nts with a great variety of 
p et s. With th e s e I sp e nt most of my tim e , and ne ver 
was so happy as wh e n feeding and caressing them. 
This p e culiarity of character grew with my growth, 
and, in my manhood, I derived from it one of my 
prin c ipal sour ce s of pleasure. 

I marri e d e arly, and was happy to find in mt 
wif e a disposition not uncongenial with my own. 

This p as sag e t e lls us that he had loved animals in his youth, 

that he sp e nt mor e tim e with animals than with people , that 

of te n h e wa s th e j e st of his companions, and that he marri e d 

young. 

Th e finan c ial a nd social conditions of the narrator 

of '"'Th e Te ll-Tal e He art" ar e just as vagu e as his past, but 

th e oth e r two n arrators giv e us som e c lues to th e ir positions 

in th e s e r e sp ec ts. Montr e sor, as we have seen, came from a 

nobl e a nd pow e r f ul family, and he still lived in th e family 

cast l e . Two o t h e r ~ tat em e nts att e st to his we alth. First , 

he t e lls us: "I was skilful in the Italian vintag e s myself, 

d ld ... 2 
a n bought larg e l y when e ver I c ou . · His connoiss e urship 

in win e a nd hi s ability to buy larg e amounts giv e ev id e nce of 

his me ans. Lat e r , he r e f ers to s ervants by saying: "Th e r e 

we r e no att e nd a nts at hom e ; th e y had absconded to mak e merr y 

1P . 69. 

2P . 5 l . 
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in honor of the time." 1 This statement indicates that he had 

several servants. Three of his statements in the story, how

ever, indicate a change in status for the Montresors, perhaps 

a less e ning in the power and respect they had formerly 

commanded. Montresor tells Fortunato as they walk through 

the vaults, "'Come, we will go back; your health is precious. 

You are rich, respected, admired, beloved; you are happy, as 

once I was. You are a man to be missed. For me it is no 

matter .. " 2 The second statement which indicates a loss of 

prestige for the Montresors is this: "The Montresors were a 

great and num ero us family.'"3 Note the use of the word "were." 

If we care to speculate we may conclude that he is th e only 

Montresor l eft since h e indicates the palazzo was empty when 

the servants left. We cannot be positive of this conclusion, 

how ever. Anoth er statement that can be interpreted to 

indicate disrespect to t he Montresor family or to Montresor 

personally is that the servants did not obey his orders 

unless h e watched them, as indicat ed by this statement : "I 

h ad told them [th e servants] that I should not return until 

the morning, and had given them exp licit orders not to stir 

fro m th e hous e. These ord ers were sufficient, I well kn ew, 

to insur e their imm ed iat e disappearance, on e and all, as soon 

as my back was turned. " 4 

l p. 52. 

2P p. 53 - 54. 

3p. 54. 

4Pp. 52-53. 
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We know nothing of th e past or the financial status 

of th e narrator of "Th e Te ll-Tale Heart" except that he 

apparently liv e d in the sam e house as did his victim th e 
' 

old man. The narr a tor may ha ve been a r e lative of the old 

man or, p e rh aps, only a servant or lodger who liv ed in the 

hous e wi t h him. 

The narrator of "The Black Cat" speaks of ha ving a 

hous e and a servant be for e the loss of his hous e by fire, 

but h e tells us h e was poor aft e r this loss. He says: ••Th e 

whol e house was blazing. It was with gr eat difficulty that 

my wif e, a servant, and mys elf, made our escape from th e 

co nf l agrat ion. Th e d e struct ion was c ompl e te. My e ntir e 

worldly wea lth was swallowed up, and I resigned mys e lf th e nce 

forward to despair." 1 Lat e r he t e lls us, "One day she [my 

wi fe ] accompani e d me , upon some hous ehold errand, into th e 

ce llar of th e old building whi c h our pov erty c ompell ed us to 

inhabit."2 We pr e sum e from th e s e stat ements that befor e th e 

f ir e t h ey liv ed c om f ortably with a se rv ant, bu t that after 

t h e f ir e t h ey l iv e d in poor circumstances. Sin ce h e me nt ion s 

no oc c upation, we do not know how he rec e i ved his incom e . 

Per hap s h e r ece iv ed it f rom some inh eritan ce or an o cc upation 

whi c h h e do es no t me ntion . 

As we hav e s ee n in the pr eceding paragraphs , ther e 

are onl y a few lin es which gi ve us clues to the narr at or s ' 

lp. 73. 

2 p. 78. 
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origins and positions in society. There are no descriptions 

of the physical characteristics of the narrators. We have 

no hints as to their precise ages, their heights, weights, 

or colorings. We may conclude that since Montresor was an 

Italian, h e was of dark complexion, and that since he told 

the story fifty years after the crime had been committed, he 

was an old man at the tim e the story was told. Oth e rwise, 

we ca n only conclude that the narrators were physically 

capa bl e of h avi ng e asily ndislodged the bricksnl of the false 

chimn ey , of working vigorously almost all night to entomb the 

bodies, a nd we r e at least mod erately skillful at laying 

bricks, or taking up "pl a nk s from the flooring" 2 and re placing 

them. The lack .of physical description of the narrators tells 

us that the focus of th e story is upon th e crimes themselves 

a nd the d e me nt e d minds of the narrators who committed them. 

As th e narrators relat e these sadistic crimes to the 

reader, we can gather mor e than just the eve nts that take 

place or hints as to their physical characteristics. Th e 

narrators r eveal much of t h e ir own me ntal and emotion al condi-

tions. Th ese r eve lations give the stories their dual aspect: 

horror ar ous e d by the narration of th e eve nts themselves; 

ho rror ca us ed by a vi ew of the kill ers' minds. In contrast 

to the ••bereaved lo ver " narrators in the last chapt er, wh ose 

1 
P . 79. 

2 p. 6 5 . 
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shadowed minds were turned toward intense meditation on the 

philosophical and mystical, these narrators' minds seem 

directed toward obsessions which drove them to the sadistic. 

Two of the narrators comment upon their own mental states as 

they introduc e the story. We note two things in common that 

the narrators reveal about themselves as they evaluate their 

own conditions: first, they never seem to realize the horror 

of their cr im es ; and second, they have not lost the obsession 

which drove them to the murder. Although Montresor does not 

eval ua te his own condition, we can get clues to his mental 

state as h e tells his story. Montresor ne ver says that he 

is remorseful for his crime or that he has changed his phi

losophy of revenge. As he relates his crime, he focuses the 

narratio n upon his skillful exec ution of it and his philosophy 

of revenge, which apparently has not changed in fifty years. 

We note, howev er, that after fifty years he still r emembers 

every detail of the crime, every step, every word of the 

conversation. This indicat es that the crime has occupied his 

mind for fifty years, although h e cannot realize its impor t 

in his life. 

The narrator of "Th e Tell-Tale Heart" opens his tale 

wit h a defens e of his me ntal state. He admits h e is nervo us, 

but h e cannot und ersta nd why people call him mad. He bel ieves 

that a logical, cal m narration of the tale will h e lp the 

r e ader to see that h e is not insane. In the opening para-

graph h e tells us: 



True! --nervous--very, very dreadfully nervous I had 
been and am! but why will you say that I am mad? 
Th e disease had sharpened my senses--not destroyed -
not dulled them. Above all was the sense of hearing 
acute. I heard all things in the heaven and in the 
earth. I heard many things in hell. How then am 
I ' ' ' mad? Hearken. and observe how healthily--how 
calmly I can tell you the whole story.l 

Note his acute sense of hearing. This plays an important 
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part in the story as it did with Roderick Usher in "The Fall 

of the House of Usher." It was Roderick's heightened senses 

which caused him to hear Madeline stirring in the coffin and 

which in oth er ways made him a victim of terror. This nar-

rator is a victim of terror, often ca us ed by his acute sense 

of h ear ing. The loud beating of the old man's heart ter -

rified the narrator just bef ore he killed the old man. Th e 

nois es that he heard whil e he listened to the conversation of 

the police aroused him to unspeakable terror. The title of 

the story its elf, ••Th e Te ll-Tale Heart,'" reminds us that the 

narrator's acute sense of hearing caused him to believe he 

heard ''' the b eat i n g of hi s [ th e old man' s] hideous heart ! " 2 

After h e tells the reader his motive at the beginning of the 

story, he again offers a defense of his mental state. He 

says : •• Now t hi s i s the poi n t . You fancy me mad. Madmen 

know nothing. But you should have seen me. You should ha ve 

see n how wisely I proceeded- - with what caution--with what 

. k lit 3 
foresight--with what dissimulation I went to wor · Aft er 

lp. 60. 3p. 61. 
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the murder he says: "If still you think me mad, you will 

think so no long er when I describe the wise precautions I 

took for the concealment of the body." He indicat es that he 

beli eve s his capacity for planning the murder and for con -

cealment of the body is defense for his sanity. He can no t 

realize th at it is the crime itself that has caus e d people 

to call him mad. Th e old man's Evil Eye is still present in 

his mind, for as h e relates replacing the boards over the 

body he says : "I then r ep lac ed th e boards so cleverly, so 

cunningly, that no human e ye--not even his--could have 

detected any thing wrong."l 

As the narrat or op e ns ttThe Black Cat," h e tells th e 

r e ad e r that he is going to "place before th e world, plainly, 

succinctly, and without comment, a series of mere hous eh old 

eve nts. " He hop es that an int e llect wmor e calm, mor e logi ca l , 

and far l e ss exc itabl e than my own 112 will pe rc e iv e them to be 

of natural cause and e ff ec t. Although he is not sur e pre -

c i s e ly what h as 1 e d him t o t hi s st ate , h e asserts , ,. Yet , mad 

am I not--and v e ry s ur e ly do I not 
3 dr eam . 11 His o r iginal 

obs ess ion, the black ca t, is still in his mind, for he closes 

his story by r efer ring to it as "th e hid e ous bea st whos e 

craft h ad seduc e d me into murd er , and whose informin g voi c e 

h II 4 
ad consign ed me to th e hangman. His account convinces th e 

1P. 65. 
3P. 68. 

2P 68. 
4P. 82. 
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reader of just the opposite of what he asserts- -th at he is 

mad and that the events, far from being na series of mere 

household eve nts," sprang from his own disintegrating mind. 

The motives of the narrators are all different, but 

they have one characteristic in common. Their motives, while 

they seem to be no reasons at all to the reader, spring from 

obsessions in the minds of the narrators--the idea of one 

man that he must revenge an insult, the idea of another that 

h e must be rid of the old manis evil eye, and the idea of yet 

another that he must rid hims e lf of the black cat. The nar-

r a t o r i n " T h e C a s k o f Am o n t i l l ad o " s t at e s h i s m o t i v e i n t h e 

op e ning lines of the story: "The thousand injuries of 

Fortunato I ha d ·borne as I best could; but when he ventured 

upon insult, I vowed revenge. . At length I would be 

avenged; this was a point definitely settled--but the very 

definitiveness with which it was resolved, precluded the idea 

of risk." 1 Then h e goes on to summarize his philosophy of 

reve ng e, apparently the heritage of his ancestors as their 

motto on their coat of arms indicates. He believed that "I 

must not only punish, but punish with impunity. A wrong is 

unredressed when retribution overtakes its redresser. It is 

eq ually unr edressed when the avenger fails to make himself 

f "2 elt as such to him who has done the wrong. 
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The narrator of "" The Tell -Tal e Heart 11 tells us con-

c erning his motiv e : 

It i s impossibl e to say how first the idea e ntered 
my brain; but onc e conceived, it haunted me day and 
night . Obj ect th e re was none. Passion there was 
non e . I lov ed the old man. He had never wronge d 
me . He had ne ver given me insult. For his gold I 
had no desire. I t hink it was his eye! ye s, i t 
was this! On e of his eye s resembled that of a 
vulture--a pale blu e eye , with a film over it. 
Wh e neve r it fell upon me, my blood ran cold; and so 
by degrees--very grad ually--! made up my mind to 
take the lif e of the old man, and thus rid myself 
of the e ye for ever ,l 

We no t e t h a t , a s i n " T h e C as k o f Am o n t i l l a d o , " t h e n a r r a t o r 

had nothing to gain financially. He was haunted by th e id e a 

of the old man's eye, which apparently mad e him f ee l some 

e vil power was watching him and kn ew his inner thoughts. So 

slowly, this fear and obsession grew upon him to pe rsuad e 

him to kill t h e old man. 

The narrator of "'Th e Black Cat "' killed hi s wife as a 

direct r e sult o f hi s desire to be rid of his pet black cat. 

However, th e re were t hr ee und erly ing motiv es which l ed t o his 

fear a nd h ate of t h~ cat . The f irs t , he t e lls us, was the 

" F i e n d I n t em p e r a n c e . '·" I-1 e d e s c r i b e s t h e e f f e c t o f l i q u o r u p o n 

his life as follows : 

Ou r frie nd s hip lasted, in t his mann er, fo r s evera l 
years, d urin g whic h my general temperament ? nd char
acter--thro ugh the in str um e nt a lit y o f the Fi e nd 
Intemp era nce--had (I blush to c onf ess it) exp er i e nced 
a radical a lt er ation for the wors e. I grew, day by 
day, mor e moody , mor e irritabl e, mor e regardless of 

1 
P. 60. 



the feeli ngs of others. I suffered myself to us e 
int emperate language to my wife. At lengt h, I even 
offered her personal violence. My pets, of co urs e, 
were made to feel the change in my disposition. I 
not only neglected, but ill-used them.l 
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He was "m u ch intoxicated •• 2 when he cut out the eat's eye, and 

this led to another ca us e of his downfall. He tells us, "And 

then came, as if to my final and irr evocable ov erthrow, the 

spirit of Perverseness . " 3 It was this perverseness, the 

desire to do wrong simply for wrong's sake, which led him to 

hang the cat and thus kill it. Th e third underlying motive 

which ca u sed his dread of the cat was superstition. At the 

beginning of the story, he tells us, "In speak ing of his [th e 

eat ' s ] int e llig e nce, my wif e, who at heart was not a little 

tinct ur ed with s·up erstition, made frequent allusion to the 

a ncient popular notion, which regarded all black cats as 

witches in disguise." He protests, however, that she was 

never serio u s about this superstition, and ~ I mention the 

matter at all for no bette r r eas on than that it happens, ju st 

now, to be reme mb e r ed."4 We note in later events of the 

story that it was the narr at or, not his wife, who was 

affected by superstition. Although the narrator cannot see 

the effect of this superstitious fear on his life, th e reader 

can see its influ ence throughout the story. Th e superstition 

appea r ed again, when after his house was burned down, h e saw 

1 p . 70. 3Pp. 71-72. 

2Ibid. 4Pp. 69-70. 
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the apparition of the hanged cat upon a ruined wall. The 
next strain of superstition appeared to him in his new pet 

cat, which was exactly like the first, even to the loss of 
an eye, except that the gallows were marked in white upon 

its breast. The guilt of his former deeds, together with 

his superstitious fear, drove the narrator to a hatred and 

d r ead of the cat and its power over him, a dread which ended 

in the murd er of his wife. 

In eac h of the stories the narrators gave the victims 

no warnings of their intentions to kill them. In ,.The Cask 

of Amontillado, " Montresor's attitude toward Fortunato was 

a reflection of his desire to cover up his plot on Fortunato's 

lif e . At the beginning of the story, he sums up this intent : 

You, who so well know the nature of my soul, 
will not suppose, however, that I gave utteranc e to 
a threat. 

It mu st be und erst ood, that neit her by word nor 
deed had I given Fortunato cause to doubt my good
will. I continued, as was my wont, to smile in his 
face, and h e did not perceive that my smile now was 
at the thought of his immolation.l 

All of his greeting·s and concern for the hea lth of Fortunato, 

though cordial and friendly, were really designed to l ead him 

into the catacombs and to add irony to the revenge. 

Mo ntr esor's me ntion of Fortunato's cold, his concern that 

the dampness of t h e catacombs would worsen it, his drinking 

to Fortunato's healt h , his e ntreaties that Fortunato go 
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back--all these were ironic gestures used by Montresor to 

cover up his true intent. 

The narrator of "The Tell-Tale Heart" tells us: "I 

1 o v e d the o 1 d man . '' 1 But after hi s desire to r i d him s e 1 f of 

the old man's eye overcame him, he too took pains not to let 

his victim know of his feelings. He tells us, "I was never 

kinder to the old man than during th e whole week before I 

killed him." After looking in on him every night at midnight 

waiting for the moment to kill him, each morning he "went 

boldly into the chamber, and spoke courageously to him [th e 

old man] calling him by name in a hearty tone, and inquiring 

how he had passed the night. ~ 2 

I n •• T h e B 1 a c k C a t " t h e n a r r a t o r t e 1 1 s u s t h a t a f t e r 

h e began to b e intemperate with his drinking he had offered 

his wife "'personal violence."3 Finally his dread of the 

black cat ca us ed s uch an in crea s e in his moodiness that h e 

h b f f "4 ad "' sudden, frequent, and ungov e rnable out ursts o a ury · 

which his wife seemed pati e ntly to bear. Although the nar-

rator did no t go to pains to conceal his desire to kill from 

the victim as he did in the oth er two stories, we note that 

i n this story he did not plan to kill he r. Ev e n though he 

des ir ed to b e rid of the dreaded cat, he had not planned its 

mur de r b eca us e of his fear of it. The killing was a result 

of one of his blind r ages . 

1 P. 60. 3 p. 70. 

2 p. 61. 
4 p . 78 . 
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While describing their crimes, the narrators never 

show r emors e because of the killing. Their melancholy seems 

to stem from their inability to free themselves from th e ir 

obs e ssions. Montresor gives little evidence that he is 

consciously disturbed as h e tells his story. He t el ls us 

that as h e worked on the wall which e nclosed his hapless 

victim h e e ngag ed in conversation which heightened the joy 

of his revenge. Only as h e had finished and prepared to 

l eave did h e hint of any emotion. He tells us, " My heart 

grew sick --on ac c ount of the dampness of the catacombs . " ! 

Th e narrator of "The Te ll-Tale Heart" had looked in 

on his victim eve ry night at midnight and let a single bea m 

of l a nt er n ligh t fall on the old man's eye. On the e ighth 

night, h e descr ib es his feelings as follows : "N e ver before 

that night had I felt the exte nt of my own powers--of my 

sagacity. I could scarcely contain my fe e lings of tri umph . 

To think that there I was, op e ning the door, littl e by littl e, 

a nd h e not even t o dream of my s ec ret deeds or thoughts. I 

fairly c hu ckled at the i dea. . I kn e w what the ol d man 

fe l t, and pitied him, although I ch uckled at heart." 2 Aft e r 

h e had p ull ed the be d ov e r the old man , h e says, "I then 

smil ed gaily, t o find the d eed f d "3 so ar one. We not e that 

in d e s c ribing his emotions h e felt sage, triumphant , gl eef ul. 

Admiration of his own sagacity r eplac ed r emorse in his mind. 

l p. 59. 3p . 65. 

2 Pp. 62-63. 
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The narrator of "Th e Black Cat" could think only o f 

ridding himself of th e dreaded beast, which he believed 

designed his doom. After killing his wife in a rage and 

e ntombing the body, he searched for the beast, which "had 

been the cause of so much wretchedness." 1 When the animal 

could not be found, he describes his feelings as follows: 

It is impossible to describe or to imagine the 
deep, the blissful sense of relief which the absence 
of the detested creature occasioned in my bosom. It 
did not mak e its appearance during the night; and 
thus for on e night, at l ea st since its introduction 
into the hous e, I soundly and tranquilly slept; ay e , 
sl e pt eve n with the burden of murder upon my soul. 

The second and the third day passed, and still 
my tormentor came not. Once again I breathed as a 
freeman. Th e monst er , in terror, had fled the premises 
forever! I should behold it no more! My happines s was 
supreme! The guilt of my dark deed disturbed me but 
littl e.2 

His desire to be free of the cat blotted all fe e lings of 

remorse f or his cr im e . 

Eac h of the narrators tells the readers e ith er by 

his words or actions that h e fe lt a sense of pride in his 

work of e n t ombing the body. Although Montresor does not 

co mm e nt specifically with pride on this work, the mann er in 

which h e descr ib es the laying of the ti e rs mak es us think h e 

took satisfaction from doing it. He tells us h e work ed 

"'vig orou sly, " 3 and then h e describes his work tier by tier. 

After the fourth t i er he ceased working for several minu tes 

1 p. 80. 3p. 57. 

2Ibid. 
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to enjoy Fortunato's rattling of the chains. The terror of 

Fortunato e nhanc ed Montresor's enjoyment of his task. 

The other narrators comment on their pride in this 

work. In "Th e Tell-Tale Heartn the narrator says, "If still 

you think me mad, you will think so no longer when I describe 

the wise pr ec autions I took for the concealment of the body." 

He then desc rib e s his steps in cutting up the body and 

depositing it b e tween the scantlings. He tells us, "I then 

replac e d th e boards so cleverly, so cunningly, that no human 

eye --not eve n his--could hav e detected any thing wrong . 

Th ere was nothin g to wash out--no stain of any kind--no blood 

spot what eve r. I had be e n too wary for that. A tub had 

caught all--ha! ·ha! " Notic e the word s which h e offers in 

defens e of his sa nity, ••c leverly,u ~·cunningly,"' "wary," and 

" wi se . ~ Hi s chuckl e at the end denotes enjoyment of his 

clever ne ss in hiding th e body. Note the differ e nc e in his 

emotions in e ntombing t h e body and killing the old man . 

Although h e felt excee dingly sage as h e contemplat ed th e 

murd e r, wh e n h e ac tually kill e d, h e t e lls us, "With a loud 

d . h •• 1 yell, I thr e w open the lantern and l eap e Into t e room. 

His e mo tio ns fluctuat ed between sagacity before the mur der 

to wild terror wh e n he "l ea p e du with "a loud ye ll, •• a nd back 

again to a cal m c unning wh e n he ento mb ed th e body. 

1 p . 6 5. 
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Also in "The Black Cat" the narrator murdered in »a 

rage more than demoniacal" but concealed the body with 

"entire deliberation." 1 His entombment he at last viewed 

"triumphantly.• His manner was calculating and methodical. 

First he considered ways of conceal ing the body. At last 

h e decided upon the best plan. Then he surveyed the cellar 

and evaluated its adaptability as a place for walling up the 

body. He noted the damp atmosphere, the condition of the 

plast er, th e false chimney. He prepared a plaster and "v ery 

car e fully~ we nt over the new brick-work. After his work was 

finished, h e tells us: "I looked around tr iumph antly, and 

said to mys e lf: 

in vain. '"2 

'H e r e at least, then, my labor has not b e en 

Although Montresor's victim was never discovered, 

th e oth e r narrators had to face the police soon aft e r con-

c e aling th e body. Their d e scriptions of their f ee lings toward 

th e se inquiries give us insights into their mental states. 

Both narrators followed the same pattern. They tell th e 

r e ad e r of th e ir c onfid e nce, while th e ir actions t e ll the 

r e ad e r of their unstable mental states. In ,.The Tell-Tale 

He art"' h e d e scrib e s his fe e lings of confidence as follows: 

» As th e b e ll sound ed th e hour, th e r e came a knocking at th e 

st ree t door. I we nt down to op e n it with a light h e ar t, for 

1P 7 8. 

2P 80. 



what ha d I now to fear?" 1 After th e polic e stated their 

busin ess, h e r e peat s, "I smil ed ,--for what had I to fear?" 

After s i tt ing down in a chair directly over the bo dy, he 

r e peats, "The offic ers we r e satisfi ed . My manner had c on

vinc ed them."2 However, his actions soon r e veal his inner 

state. He felt hims e lf getting pal e , his hea d ached, h e 

h e ard a nois e . He bega n to talk high e r and mor e flu e ntly; 
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h e paced th e f loor; h e argued. In the meantim e the ticking 

noi se gr e w loud er. Finally, h e foamed; h e rav ed ; h e swore. 

He sw un g the c h a ir upon t h e boards. At las t, h e shrieked 

hi s co nf ess ion to the police. He tells us he had h eard the 

beat in g o f the old man's hea r t . Th e s t ory e nds as if in 

a n swer to his b eg inning: "True! --n ervous-- ve r y, very 

dreadf ull y nervo us I had bee n a nd am! but why will you say 

t h at I am mad?"3 

T h e n a r r a t o r o f '~ T h e B 1 a c k C a t " f o 1 1 o we d a s i m i 1 a r 

proced ure . He tells the r eade r of his confident attitude 

toward t h e polic e . After the police came t o search t h e house, 

h e tells us, "S ec ure , however, in the inscrutability of my 

plac e of co nceal ment, I felt no emb arrass me nt wha tever." As 

t he offic ers desce nded into the ce llar h e »quiv ered not a 

muscl e . My h ea rt beat ca lml y as that of on e who s lumber s in 

i nno cence.~4 As the polic e prepared t o leave, his tri umph 

1 

2 

p 0 65. 

p . 66 0 

3p. 60. 

4p. 81. 
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was too great to restrain. He tapped the wall over the body, 

and was answered by the cat which he has walled up within 

the tomb. His actions reveal his terror. He tells us, 

.. Swooning, I staggered to the opposite wall, 11 l 

In addition to their confessions to the police, the 

narrators' oth er r efer e nces in their stories point to their 

stat es of mind. Montresor, a cool rationalist, never refers 

to fear dir ect ly in his story" The other two narrators show 

us that they are victims of terror. The narrator of •T he 

Tell-Tale Heart 11 tells us at th e beginning of the story that 

the old man's eye made his blood run cold. As he heard a 

gr oan from the ol d man, he said : 

Presently I .h eard a slight groan, and I knew it was 
the groan of mortal terror. It was not a groan of 
pain or of grief--oh no!--it was the low stifled 
sound that arises from the bottom of the soul when 
overcharged with awe. I kn ew the sound well. Many 
a night, just at midnight, when all the world slept, 
it has welled up from own own bosom, deep e ning, with 
its dreadful ec ho, the terrors that distracted me .2 

As h e watched the old man's eye just before he leaped into 

the room to kill him, the old man's heart-b eat excited him 

to terror, ju st as the ticking nois es did when h e confessed 

to the murd er . This terror was a result of his acute state 

of heari ng which accompanied his nervous condition. He tells 

us, "And now at the dead hour of the night, amid the dreadful 

lp 82. 

2 Pp. 62-63. 
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silence of that old house, so strange a noise as this excited 

me to uncontrollable terror. " 1 

In "T h e Black Cat" the narrator was also acquainted 

with terror. He me ntions it as experienced first after his 

hous e burned down. Whil e visiting among the ruins, he 

noticed an apparition of his cat with a rope about its neck 

on the wall. He tells us, "When I first beheld this appari-

tion--for I could scarcely regard it as less--my wonder and 

my terror were extre m e .~2 After he found a second black cat 

to take the place of Pluto, he soon found that he had 

developed a lo at hing for the animal, The immediate cause 

for this hat e and dread was the white spot on the breast of 

the a nimal, whi~h slowly shaped itself into the figure of 

t h e gallows. He tells us: 

. Alas! neit h er by day nor by night knew I the 
blessing of rest any more! During the former the 
creature l eft me no mom e nt alone, and in the latter 
I started hourly from th e dreams of unutterable fear 
to f ind the hot breath of the thing upon my face, 
and its vast weight--an incarnate nightmare that I 
had no power to shake off--incumbent eternally upon 
my h eart :3 

In eac h of these stories the narrators are contempla-

tive. The unansw ered questions which they present to the 

reader give their stories a philosophical dimension, although 

these strands of qu esti ons are so woven into the telling as 

to be subordinate to the total effect. It is interesting 

l P. 64. 3pp, 77-78. 

2 Pp. 73-74 , 
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that these intellectual matt ers, far from being weird or 

unh eard of, are id eas which have deep roots in our so c i ety 

and are st ill present with us in altered forms--preserving 

family honor, witchcraft and superstition, and pervers e ness 

of the human soul. 

At the beginning of t h e story, Montresor gives us 

his philosophy of revenge: the person wronged or injur ed is 

responsible to avenge the wrong and should make hims e lf nfelt 

to him wh o has done t he wrong. " 1 Appar e ntly, Montr esor 's 

philosophy was simply a c ontinuation of the family's 

philosophy of defe nding family honor or pride, as ev id e nc ed 

by th e ir coat of arms . Although Montr esor's vengeanc e was 

distorted, the original family philosophy probably originated 

with the i dea of honor which flourished in sixteenth-century 

Italy amo ng the gentility. Som e of the theories of honor 

originat e d with Aristotl e ; however, I taly has provid ed t he 

world with num ero us works and theoretical discussions on this 

s ubj ect, Ho nor was held to imply not onl y good character but 

also good rep ut atio n. Rules for duels to settle points of 

2 honor were caref ull y laid out in Italy. The duel survived 

eve n in to Am erican history with the mat c h between Alexander 

Hamil to n and Aaron Burr as an historical exampl e . Among th e 

1P'. 50. 

2Freder ick Rob ertso n Bryson, Prefac e , The Point Qf 
Honor in Si x t ee nth-Cent ury Italy: An Aspect iQ the Life of 
th e Gentleman (N ew York: Columbi a University, 1935), p. i. 
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poorer classes, feuds, such as those between mountain 

families, survived until recently. Today duels are largely 

restricted to word battles, and lib el and slander suits 

still giv e evidence to seeking amendment for damaged pride. 

In th e cases of national honor, lethal weapons are still 

u sed, and just how far to carry this defe ns e is still an 

important qu e stion today. 

11'The Tell-Tale Hearttt and "Th e Black Cat" contain 

eleme nts of witchcraft and superstition. The narrators 

feared th e Evil Eye and the Black Cat, both primitive symbols 

of sup er natural or demonic power. Witchcraft is the remains 

of a pagan religion which b e lieved, among other superstitions, 

that an ev il spirit or a god could incarnate himself in a 

human being or an animal, in England, often a dog or cat. 

Th e dr ead of the power of the supernatural or th e unknown is 

a noth er fear whi c h li e s dee p in our her itage. As late as 

Puritan times, witches were persecuted in New England. 1 

Witchcraft r emains with us today in our popular sup erst itions 

as well as our desire to blam e th e ills of society on a 

scapegoat, a foreign idea, a minority group, or nature its e lf 

while we ignor e our own disintegration, just as did the nar-

rators of thes e stories. Ev e n in the age of scientific 

st udy, most of us had much rather look to "good luck" or "th e 

will of God" than to depend upon our own efforts. 

1nwitchcraft, .. Encycl opa ed i a Britannica, 1960, 
XXIII, 686-687. 
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Another deep-rooted idea in the human mind, as com

mented on by the narrator of ••The Black Cat," is the perverse-

ness of the human soul. Poe dealt with this theme in another 

short story, "The Imp of the Perverse."" In this story the 

narrator is in fetters because of a murder he has committed 

and which h e tells us was motivated because he is "one of the 

many uncounted victims of the Imp of the Perverse." He 

describes this perverseness as follows, ""Beyond or behind 

this there is no intelligible principle; and we might, indeed, 

deem this perverseness a direct instigation of the arch-field, 

were it not occasionally known to operate in furtherance of 

good. •• 1 In ''The Black Cat"" the narrator tells us: 

. And th~n came, as if to my final and irrevocabl e 
ov ert hrow, the spirit of Perverseness. Of this spirit 
philosophy tak es no account. Yet I am not more sure 
that my soul lives, than I am that perverseness is on e 
of the primitive impulses of the human heart--one of 
the indivisible primary faculties, or sentim ents, 
which give direction to the character of Man. Who has 
not, a hundred times, found himself committing a vile 
or a stupid action, for no other reason than because 
h e knows he should not? Have we not a perpetual 
inclination in the teeth of our best judgment, to 

' violate that which is Law, merely because we understand 
it to be such? This spirit of perverseness, I say 
came to my final overthrow. 2 

Although h e says that philosophy tares no account of this 

sp irit, all Christian writers who have wrestled with the prob-

lem of sin and how to rid human beings of the desire to sin 

hav e described this problem in some way. Although mode r n 

1v, 195. 

2 Pp. 71-72. 
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psychology may use another term, those guilty today of 

destruction and lawlessn e ss can often offer no better excuse 

than this poor narrator offered on his way to the gallows. 

These id ea s which the narrators meditated upon, and which 

we can us e for our own future contemplations, are frightening 

to us b ec ause we see that they exist in our own minds and in 

society only to a lesser degree than they filled the distorted 

minds of the narrators. 

The narrators reveal much less to us about their 

victims than they do about themselves, but they give some 

id e ntifications and descriptions of them. 

to hav e bee n jolly, respected, and rich. 

Fortunato appears 

He was an acquaint-

ance of Montresor, another Italian gentleman who prided him

self on his connoisseurship in wine just as the narrator did, 

Montr es or tells us: "In painting and gemmary he [Fortunato] 

was a quack, but in the matter of old wines he was sincere.»l 

Although h e was vain about his connoisseurship, "in other 

re gards h e was a man to be respected and even feared.n 2 

Montr es or's remark to Fortunato in the catacombs tells us 

mor e about his status in the community: "You are rich, res-

pected, admired, beloved; you are happy, as onc e I was. You 

are a man to b e missed."3 Since Fortunato dressed in a 

j e ster's costume for the carnival and apparently lo ved a good 

1 p. 5 1. 3 p. 53. 

2 p. 50. 
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drink, he must have been a jolly fellow. Perhaps he was one 

who loved a good jok e since he remarked to Montresor as he 

was walling him up, "Ha! ha! ha!--he! he!--a very good joke 

inde ed --an excelle nt j est. We will have many a rich laugh 

about it at thepalazzo --h e! he! he!--over our wine--he! he! 

It is possible that Fortunato's jovial love of fun and 

j e sting had mad e Montresor believe on other occasions that 

Fortunato had made him the object of his j est and thus 

insult ed him, although there is no mention of this in th e 

story. 

Th e old man in "The Tell-Tale Heart" may have been 

rich, since the narrator tells u s : " For his gold I had no 

d es ir e, "2 and again, "I showed them [th e police] his treasures, 

s ec ur e, undisturb ed."3 Th e narrator also tells us that th e 

old man neve r wrong e d him or insult e d him. The wife of the 

n a r r at o r o f "T h e B 1 a c k C at , •• as s u g g e s t e d by q u o t at i o n s i n 

ear li er paragraphs, married him early, loved pets, was 

supe rstitious, and suffered his abuse with patience. He 

refers to h er as "my uncomplaining wife, alas! • the most 

l . f ff .. 4 usu a and the most pati e nt o su erers. 

The most ironic fact pertaining to the murders is 

that all of the victims apparently lik ed the narrators and 

n e ver suspected that they had any urg e to kill. Fortun at o , 

3P. 66. 

2P. 60. 4P. 78. 
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although a little drunk, insisted on accompanying Montresor 

into the vaults; the old man slept well night after night, 

whil e the narrator, looking at him, plotted his murder; and 

the wife willingly accompanied her husband into the cellar 

with the cat. 

In considering th e origins of these three stories, 

Killis Campbell suggests that Poe's own imagination as well 

as his reading served as sources. He tells us: 

For some of the tales, there is in my judgment, little 
o ccasi on to look for a source outside of Poe's own 
fancy. Possessed of an acute and inquiring mind, Poe 
took pleasure in wrestling with problems of science 
and of philosophy, and especially in the analysis of 
the situation. " The Tell-Tale Heartn • • may be 
merely the e laboration of situations which the poet 
had conceived ind e pend e ntly of anything he had 
read . . In a good ma ny of his stories Po e dea lt 
afresh with materials he had used in earl i er 
s tori e s . . . . T h e plot of 11 Th e T e 11-T a l e Hear t •• 
furnished also the plot of "The Black Cat." 

H e s u g g e s t s t h a t i n "' T h e C a s k o f Am o n t i ll a d o " P o e m a y h a v e 

d r awn from h i s read i n g • He s a y s : •• Th e Cask of Am o n t i ll ado tt 

has perhaps profited by a scene in The Last~ Qf Pompeii. 

Th e incid e nt of the walling up of the victim probably goes 

back to a similar incident in Balzac's story "La Grande 

Breteche."l In addition I would suggest that the idea of 

Montresor's palazzo with its suit e s, winding stairs, arches, 

and damp vaults, as well as the refer e nc e in "The Black Cat" 

to monks who walled up their victims probably goes back to 

the Gothic nov e ls where castles fitting this description were 

1The Mind Qf Poe 2nd Oth er Studi es, pp. 175-176, 
170-171. 
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fr e quently used as settings, 1 and novels sometimes used 

ren e gad e monks as villains. 2 Another historical fact which 

could hav e given him the idea for the catacombs under the 

palaz z o is that catacombs in ancient Italy were used as 

burial grounds. 3 Poe's interest in phrenology, a popular 

nin etee nth-c e ntury ps e udo-science, may have contributed to 

"'The Black Cat" in his discussion on perverseness . 4 In "The 

Imp of th e Perverse" Poe uses a discussion of the phreno

logi ca l analysis of human faculties, 5 and his statement in 

"" Th e Black Cat" that perverseness is "one of the indivisible 

primary faculties, or sentiments, which give direction to 

the character of Man"6 may refer to phrenology. 

Wag e nkn ec ht says critics have charged that thes e 

tales contain no s e ns e of remorse or stirrings of conscience. 

However, in refuting this criticism, he cites a statement of 

M Wh . h l l ·med · "If not th e re, where r s . 1tman, w o ong ago exc a1 . 

then, shall we look for them? In 'William Wilson,' in 'The 

lwilli am Flint Thrall and Addison Hibbard, A 
1Q Lit erat ur e, revised by C. Hugh Holman (New York : 
Odyssey Press, 1960), pp. 215-216. 

Handbook 
The 

2Robert Morss Lovett and Helen Sara Hughes, The 
History of the Novel~ England (New York: Houghton Mifflin 
Co ., 1932 ), pp. 118-120. 

3~c atacombs," Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1960, V, 14. 

4wagenknecht, Edgar Allan Poe : The Man Behind t he 
Legend, p. 102. 

50 a v i es, p . 1 2 1 . 
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Man of the Crowd,' and in 'The Tell-Tale Heart,' the retribu

tions of conscience are portrayed with terrible fidelity," 

Wagenknecht further states: 

. There are times when Poe deliberately excludes 
the ethical element from a story, but this is 
always determined by the problem he has set for 
himself and the effect he wishes to secure. In 
•• T h e Cask of Am o n t i 11 ado •• i t i s never suggest e d 
that Montresor is doing wrong, but neither is it 
suggested that he is doing right. Poe carefully 
avoids specifying the nthousand injuries"" that he 
has suffered, and there is an absolute concentra 
tion upon the psychological effect.l 

A theory which has led to much criticism of these 

stori e s among other works is the idea that Poe and the 

narrator ar e on e , and that as the narrator speaks, he 

r e v e als Po e 's own thoughts and subconscious mind. This has 

l e d to what Wagenknecht cites as careless pseudo-psychological 

int e rpr e tation. As an example, he quotes Frances Winwar's 

c om me n t o n '" T h e B 1 a c k Cat" : 

It was again one of Poe's stories of sadistic, 
r e asonl e ss cruelty, perpetrated in fiction for the 
r e leas e of some pent-up destructive urge, roused, 
p e rhaps, by work ill-rewarded, by misery and mis
fortune and a s~ nse of not receiving his just 
r ewards in a world that preferred the sham to the 
g e nuine and compensated genius by poverty and 
p e rsecution.2 

Krutch id e ntifies Poe as the speaker when he says: 

Ye t in th e midst of this idyllically peaceful house
hold Po e lived in a world of gloomy magnificence and 
unspeakabl e horror. . He speculates upon that 
spirit of the perverse which leads one to do a thing 
for no other reason except that it is wrong. 

lEdgar Allan Poe: The Man Behind the Legend, p. 161. 

2Ibid., p. 56. 



Now he feels himself gripped by the irrational hate 
of the hero of "The Tell-Tale Heart."l 
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Professor Jam e s Gargano refutes this idea and suggests that 

~P o e 's narrators possess a character and consciousness 

distinct from those of their creator.~2 In fact, Gargano 

further asserts, Poe design e d his tales to show the narrators' 

limit e d knowledge, thus r evea ling an artistic and critical 

ability to ord e r eve nts so as to establish a vision of life 

and character which the narrator's very inadequacies help to 

pr ov e . Wagenknecht, who also refutes the idea that e very 

groa n and shadowy vision of the narrators come from Poe him-

self, urg es the r eade r to r e f er to psychic and mental theories 

curr e nt in Po e 's day and familiar to him and his r eade rs. We 

may find, he says, that Poe us ed these as fr ee ly as con

temporary writ e rs use Fr e ud . 3 

In answer to Po e 's critics who charge that these 

stor i e s lack c onsci e nc e and remors e , it is my opinion that 

Po e in c lud ed a moral in the only way that his lit e rary 

philosophy would p ermit him to do so--through th e effect. As 

I have said, in his nReview of Twic e-Told Tal es, " Poe states 

his prin c ipl es : 

A skilful lit erary artist has constructed a 
tal e. If wis e , h e has not fashion e d his thoughts to 

l pp 0 124-126. 

2" T h e Q u e s t i o n o f Po e ' s N a r r at o r s , " Co ll eg e Eng l i s h , 
Decemb er, 1963 , p. 177. 

3Ed g a r All a n Poe : The Man Behind the Legend, p. 60. 



a~commod?te his incidents; but having conceived, 
With de lib era te care, a certain unique or single 
effect to be wrought out, he then invents such 
incid e nts--h e then combines such events as may 
best aid him in establishing this preconceived 
effect .l 
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Sinc e the effect of these stories is horror, we can logically 

co nclud e that Poe meant for the read er to look at the murder 

and the murd erer with horror. This is a valid moral, in my 

opinion , for any reader who is on his toes. Since Poe never 

professed lo ve of didacticism in prose or po et ry, we cannot 

expect to find obvious morals in his tales. His lack of 

didacticism is in keeping with his literary philosophy and, 

in my opinion, reflects no shadow upon his morality. 

Sec ond, I think Po e was very successful in his method 

of creat ing horror in these stories. As I have point ed out 

in this c hapter, he not only created horribl e events , but 

artistically let his narrators r e veal their demented minds 

to us while t h ey were incapabl e of realizing the whole impact 

of their t hough ts and actions. Montresor sees hims elf as a 

cu nning avenger who . planned and exec ut ed the perfect cr im e, 

and in so doing avenged his own pride. We see him as on e 

whose philosophy has deluded him, a man who has based his whole 

life upon false values. Far from avenging his pride honor ably, 

he ha s degraded his proud family by cowardly killing a defense-

less man who liked him. Although Montresor cannot see the 

1The Shock of Rec ognition, ed. Edmund Wilson, p. 16 4 . 
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horror of the crime, he is haunted by it, for even after 

fifty years, it is still uppermost in his mind. The narra

tor of "The Tell-Tale Heart•• sees himself as one who has 

cleverly killed and hidden the body. His cleverness, he 

insists, keeps him from being called insane. We see him as 

a terrified man who, after murdering to rid himself of a 

source of t error in his life, only finds the terror is in 

his own mind. M u r d e r h a s i n c r e a s ed i t , n o t r i d h i m o f i t . 

The narrator of "Th e Black Cat'"' sees himself as a victim of 

forces beyond his control, particularly centering in a black 

cat, which has a demonic power over him. We see him as a 

man, who in the disintegration of his personality, lashed 

out at those closest to him. In my opinion, one of Poe's 

most artistic lit er ary devices was his ability to choose a 

narrator who c ould best tell the tale. 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

Seve ral books on lit e rary criticism hav e aided me in 

the analysis of Po e 's tales of horror. These books are 

Understanding Fiction by Cleanth Brooks and Robert P e nn 

Warren, The Rhetoric Qf Fiction by Wayn e C. Booth, An Intro

duction 1Q Literary Criticism by Marlies K. Danziger and 

W. Stacy Johnson, and Reading Fiction by Fred B. Millet. 

In the sectio ns of these books dealing with th e narra t or in 

fiction, the authors stressed th e certain id eas c on cern ing 

the narra t or and the author of imaginativ e literatur e which 

I s umma rize in this conclusion. 

In narration there are four basi c types of f ocus . 

First, the main ch aracter may tell his own story, as in 

Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn. Second, an observer may tell 

the story. The observer may be a mino r character, who, in 

telli ng his own st or y, tells th e story of the main c haract e r , 

as in Moby Di ck. The obs erv e r may also be a participant in 

t h e actio n of the story t o some degree but remain nam e less 

a nd faceless t o the reade r, as in Edgar All a n Poe's "Th e 

Fall of the House of Usher." In both of these, the story is 

told in t h e first person. Th e third type of focus i s t he 
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When the author-observer tells the story, 

th e narration passes from the first person to the third 

person. The author is limited, however, to reveal only what 

he hears and sees. He does not tell the reader what goes on 

in the minds of the characters . This method has often been 

us ed b y Henry James. Fourth type is the omniscient author 

who presents the workings of the mind of one, or more, of the 

characters and who investigates and interpr e ts fm th e reader, 

as does He nry Fi e lding in Tom Jones. 

Each of these four methods of narration has its 

advantages, which are dependent upon the kind of story which 

the author wish es to tell. If the story takes plac e insid e 

the h ead of one of th e characters, then it is necessary for 

the author to become omniscient to interpret the thoughts of 

the character to the reader. The first-person narrator may 

l e nd realism, h e ight e n effect, aid in unity, and provide a 

mea ns of selection of event~ which should be included in the 

story. On e disadvantage of the first-p erson narrator, how-

ever, is that he may sound egotistical. The author-observer, 

telling his story in the third person, can avoid the charge 

of eg otism while maintaining the realism of the limit ed 

knowledge of the observ er or main character. 

Although modern authors do not intrude upon their 

readers, as did such eighteenth-century authors as Samu e l 

Richardson in Pam e la, they do not make the author disappear. 

We must rem ember, of course, that all imaginative literature 
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involves a point of view that is not literally the author's. 

In fact, we must distinguish between the author and the voice 

of the author as it is spoken through his persona or mask. 

Often this distinction is a difficult problem. Along with 

this distinction between the author and his voice, we must 

judge the literary work in its entirety and not by one 

element contained within it. Since Edgar Allan Poe has often 

been a victim of those who would identify him with his 

narrators and characters, especially in his tales of horror, 

these conclusions concerning the focus of narration are very 

appropriate to apply to his tales. In analyzing them, I 

hav e attempted to distinguish between Poe and his voice and 

to determine how .h e used the focus of narration to heighten 

the effect of his tales. 

Si ce Poe has often been identified with his distorted 

narrators and characters, it has been necessary for me to 

read biographies of Poe in order to see what type of man h e 

was. Often, it was not easy to find the facts concerning 

Poe ' s life, eve n though a wealth of information was available 

in num er ous biographies. Joseph Wood Krutch's psychological 

st udy, Edgar Allan Poe, ~Study~ Genius, is an artistic 

f lowing account of Poe and his works. But Krutch's beauty 

of language cannot hide his subj ec tive viewpoint which r e nders 

the book almost useless to a modern student of Poe. This 

biography is an exa mple of the thinking of critics wh o 

i de ntifi ed Poe with his narrators and characters and insisted 
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that his stories were outbursts of his own distorted psyche. 

In ord er to support his thesis that Poe was sexually abnormal, 

Krutch applied personal opinions and, in my opinion, oft e n 

u s ed quotations from Poe's stories out of context. Hervey 

Allen's Israfel contains much detailed and scholarly docu

me nt ed information; but he, too, included subjective opinions 

i de ntifying Poe with his narrators and characters. The 

detailed in f ormation contained in this book, how eve r , is 

us ef ul to the student of Poe. The most helpful biography 

that I used in my st~dy was Edward Wagenknecht's Edgar Allan 

Poe: The Man Behind the Legend. Wagenknecht assimilated 

current research and ear lier studies made by critics and 

biographers, such. as Krutch, Allen, Edward H. Davidson, 

Fr a nces Winwar, and Arthur Hobson Quinn. As he ev aluat ed 

and interpreted earlier studies, he dispelled many of the 

myths which hav e hov ered about Po e 's name for many years. 

In hi s usual mann er, Wag e nknecht includes so many quotations 

and facts, often in the same paragraph, that the reader has 

to be constantly alert to follow him. His fresh viewpoint 

and his sound scholarship compensate, however, for his lack 

of a smooth and flowing style. 

As Poe's biographers tell us, one of his ambitions 

was to be a s ucc es sful magazin e editor and critic. In this 

area of his work, he revealed himself as one who was well 

versed both on current demand in journalism and in the 

philosophies of the nin etee nth century. In addition, h e had 
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def init e id e as as to the styl e of the short story an d t h e 

po em. In his "Philosophy of Composition" he str es s ed the 

need for a p la n in writing po e try which will aid the po et in 

producing the final effec t. In his "Revi ew of Twic e -Told 

Ta l es " he told us that the short stor y mus t be bri ef and 

t h at all e lem e nts must be s ubordinat e t o the effect . He 

chided Longfellow for his didacticism, and h e was critical 

o f t h e meter of Longf e llow 1 and William Ell e ry Channin g . 2 

Had h e dealt with mor e uni vers al themes in his cr i t i c ism 

rat he r t h a n t h e meter of th e po ems, his critical writings 

migh t ha ve bee n va lu ed longer by th e publi c . Neverthel e ss, 

in spite of his ca ust i c p e n, Poe th e critic was consist e nt 

in hi s own philosophy .of po etry and the shor t story--that 

th ese bri ef f orms must never ha ve the eff ect ov ershado wed 

by the moral , a nd that the b ea ut y of the sound of the poe m 

ca nno t be subdu e d t o its c on te nt . Since h e was always a l ert 

t o th e shortcomings of his contemporaries who did not me asure 

up to h is id e a o f f o r m, it is logi ca l, in my opinion, to 

ass um e t hat h e used t his philosophy in his own writings. 

For a discussion of Po e 's expe ri e nc es as a crit i c see 

Si d ney P. Moss 's Po e 's Lit erary Battles. 

1"Longf e llow's Ballads," pp. 92-1 0 4. 

2"William Ell ery Channing," Th e Sho ck of Rec ogni t ion, 
pp. 116-130. 
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In a career devoted to Poe, Killis Campbell gave much 

information on Poeis reading and the sources of his works. 

His book, The Mind Qf Poe and Other Studies, a very helpful 

book in many respects, was particularly valuable to me in my 

search for Po ei s sources. Another helpful contribution of 

his is an article, ltPoe's Reading,'" published in the 

University of Texa s Bulletin, Studies ~English. 

In addition to publications about sources, there 

are several articles and books which gave background infor-

mat ion about philosophical ideas of the time. J o h n D " Davies' s 

book, Phre nology: Fad and Science, gave an inter e sting 

discussion of this ninet ee nth-century pseudo-sci e nce and 

suggested t hat phrenology may be the key to the interpreta-

tions of some of the phrases in Poe's stori es. E. Arthur 

Robinson's article, warder and Sentience in 'The Fall of the 

House of Usher,'n is a scholarly discussion of the id ea of 

sentience as expressed by Roderick Usher in this tale and 

as expressed ~y Po e in another work, Eureka. In addition, 

Robinson reviews oth er approaches to the tale. Le o Spitzer 

discusses the ninete e nth-century id ea of determinism in ~A 

Reinterpretation of 'The Fall of th e House of Usher.'" 

The Got hic influ e nce upon Poe has been studied. 

Lyle Kendall, in "The Vampire Motif in 'The Fall of the 

H o us e of Us h e r , ' •• i n s i s t s t h at both "Th e Fa 11 of t h e H o us e 

o f U s h e r "' a n d " L i g e i a" a r e Go t h i c t a 1 e s a n d t h a t t h e y c a n b e 

div orc ed from nin etee nth-century philosophical ideas. Two 
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textbooks, Cavalcade Qf the English Novel by Wagenknecht and 

The History Qf the Novel in England by Robert Morss and Helen 

Sara Hughes, are helpful to anyone studying the background 

of the Gothic novel in England. Other books which aided me 

in my study are History Qf the Pre-Romantic Novel ~ England 

by Jam es R. Foster and The Gothic Quest by Montague Summers. 

Read ing such novels as Mysteries Qf Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe, 

The Hist ory Qf Caliph Vathek by William Beckford, and The 

Castle Qf Otranto by Horace Walpole affords an insight into 

the Gothic sty l e that Poe kn ew. Although the Gothic approach 

to Poe's tales has much evidence in its favor, I bel ieve any 

attempt to expla in Poe's tales by using only one approach is 

insuf f i c i ent . The honest critic, in my opinion, must 

recognize many influences which Poe wove into his tales. 

Several articles have been especially h el pful to me 

in my effort to distinguish between Poe himself and his voice 

in his tales. I cite especially "'Poe's 'Ligeiav: Dream and 

Destruction~ and " Th e Question of Poe's Narratorsw by 

Professor James W. Gargano, ~ A Misreading of Poe's 'Ligeia' " 

by James Schroeter, and " The Conscious Art of Edgar Allan Poe~ 

by Floyd Stovall. All of these articles were written by 

sympathetic modern cr icits of Poe's works who distinguish 

between Poe's voice and Poe himself. 

In addition to these books and articles, several 

misc ella neo us sources added to my study. Frederick Rob erts on 

Bryson's The Point Qf Honor in Sixteenth-Century Italy: An 
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Aspect ~ the Life Qf ~Gentleman gave int erest ing information 

concerning the history of dueling in Italy, which I applied 

to my discussion of "The Cask of Amontillado." Two articles 

in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, "Catacombs'"' and "Witchcraft ," 

a 1 s o a i d e d m e i n m y c o m m e n t s o n "T h e C a s k o f Am o n t i 1 1 ad o . " 

Another critical work, which was interesting but actually of 

little val ue to me in my study, was D. H. Lawrence's criti

cisms of ••The Fall of the House of Usher'" and ""Lige ia." 

Although his remarks may be termed unusual, I cannot accept 

them. 

The most important literature used in writing this 

paper was the tales themselves. I began my study with the 

n a r r a t o r a s t h e o b s e r v e r i n u T h e F a 1 1 o f t h e H o u s e o f U s h e r . •• 

In this tale Poe skillfully used the narrator to lend realism 

to an oth e rwis e unbelievabl e tale. He achieved an effect of 

horror that is total. He combined many sources, in cluding a 

Gothic setting, some nineteenth-century philosophical ideas, 

and the narrator to produce an artistic tale of horror. 

In Poe's four tales about women--"Berenice,tt 

"Eleonora," "Ligeia,'" and ~Morella" --his narrator is the 

protagonist, th e bereaved lover, who is associated with dying 

wom e n. In these tales Poe leads the reader into the shadowy 

world of the spiritual through the mind of the narrator. 

Although they are not my favorites, they are examples of his 

use of the narrator as the protagonist, and they show his 

interest in the death of a beautiful woman. Poe mentioned 



his interest in the death of a beautiful woman in his 

"Philosophy of Composition.•• Killis Campbell's article, 
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"The Women in Poe's Poems and Tales" describes Poe's favorite 

type of h e roine. 

T h r e e t a l e s o f h o r r o r - - "T h e T e ll - T a l e H e a r t '" '''' T h e 
' 

B l a c k Cat , tl and ,,,,The Cask o f Am o n t i ll ado"-- us e the n a r r at or 

as the protagonist, the killer. The narrator increases 

horror in these tales in two ways : first, by relating the 

horribl e eve nts, and second, by letting the reader see the 

eve nts through his own distort e d mind. Although Poe has 

been cr i tic iz e d for his sadism and lack of conscience in 

these tales, it is my opinion that Poe viewed thes e deeds as 

we do . If we judg e the tal es by their total effect, we can 

see that the impact of horror on the r e ader is the condemna -

tion of the crime. 

Although the kind e st biograph er cannot hide Poe's 

personal frailities and faults, the student of Po e must not 

l e t Poe's personal we akn e sses overshadow his g e nius . By 

app l yi ng mod e rn met hods of lit e rary criticism to Po e 's tales, 

t h e student will see Poe as a literary genius who sough t to 

h e i ght e n the effect of his writings, not to exp ress his own 

a bnorm a liti e s. Had Poe chos e n to writ e on mor e univ ersa ll y 

beloved t h emes , such as romantic lov e or family lif e, pe rhap s 

readers and critics alike would hav e softened th eir criticisms. 

But Po e treated t h e topics h e chose with art is try and mad e the 

unusu al and grotesque bea utiful. Although h e neve r achiev ed 
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the success h e sought during his lifetime, it is hoped that 

today he will be awarded recognition for his particular 

co ntribution to American lit er ature. 

In this study I have treated the narrator in eight 

of Poe's tales of horror. What I have begun could be 

expa nd ed to include all of his short stories or perhaps 

another type of Poe's short stories. 
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