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THE FALL OF THE HOUSE OF USHER AND OTHER WRITINGS

EDGAR ALLAN POE was born in Boston in 1809, the son of itinerant actors. His father disappeared and his mother died within two years of his birth. Edgar was taken into the home of a Richmond merchant, John Allan, although he was never legally adopted. Poe’s relationship with his foster-father was not good and was further strained when he was forced to withdraw from the University of Virginia because Allan refused to finance him. After a reconciliation, Poe entered the Military Academy at West Point in 1830; he was dishonourably discharged in 1831. It was a deliberate action on Poe’s part and again was largely due to Allan’s tightfistedness. His early work as a writer went unrecognized and he was forced to earn his living on newspapers and magazines, working as an editor in Richmond, Philadelphia and New York. He achieved respect as a literary critic, but it was not until the publication of The Raven and Other Poems in 1845 that he gained success as a writer. And, despite his increasing fame, Poe remained in the same poverty which characterized most of his life. In 1836 he married his cousin, Virginia, who was then thirteen; she died eleven years later of tuberculosis.

Poe’s life and personality have attracted almost as much attention as his writing, and he has been variously pictured as a sadomasochist, dipsomaniac, drug addict and manic depressive. There can be little doubt that Poe was a disturbed and tormented man and, like so many of his characters, often driven to the brink of madness. Writing of the effect of Virginia’s death, Poe said: ‘I became insane, with long intervals of horrible sanity. During these fits of absolute unconsciousness, I drank… my enemies referred the insanity to the drink, rather than the drink to the insanity.’ Poe died a few years later in 1849 and was buried in Baltimore beside his wife.
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From childhood’s hour I have not been

As others were – I have not seen

As others saw – I could not bring

My passions from a common spring –

Edgar Allan Poe, ‘Alone’




Chronology

Readers interested in the publication dates of individual stories, poems and essays are advised to consult the Notes.

1809 19 January Born in Boston to Elizabeth Arnold Hopkins and David Poe, Jr., both actors.

1811 Father disappears. 8 December Mother dies in Richmond, Virginia. Edgar accepted into the household of John and Frances Valentine Allan, but not legally adopted. His sister, Rosalie, also enters a foster family but his brother, William Henry, is in care of his grandparents.

1815 Moves to London with his foster parents. Allan establishes a branch office of the Allan and Ellis trade firm.

1816 Admitted to a boarding school kept by the Misses Dubourg.

1818 Sent to the Manor House School, Stoke Newington, directed by the Reverend John Bransby.

1820 July Arrives back in New York City with foster family, following the failure of Allan’s business plans in London; the family returns to Richmond. Begins his studies with Joseph H. Clarke; receives instruction in Latin and Greek at Clarke’s school.

1823 Enters the school of William Burke.

1824 Mourns death of Mrs Jane Stith Craig Stanard who is the inspiration of ‘To Helen’.

1825 Meets and becomes romantically involved with Sarah Elmira Royster. When Allan’s uncle, William Galt, dies, Allan inherits much of his property, and purchases Galt’s mansion.

1826 February Enters University of Virginia; excels in the study of Latin and French. Incurs gambling debts, which Allan refuses to acknowledge. December Poe leaves the university and returns to Richmond.

1827 March Leaves Richmond for Boston. Enlists in the army as a private soldier under the name of Edgar A. Perry. Poetry collection, Tamerlane and Other Poems, published by the printer Calvin F. S. Thomas. Poe’s battery ordered to Fort Moultrie, Sullivan’s Island, Charleston Harbor.

1828 Solicits John Allan’s consent to withdraw from the service; request remains unanswered. December Reassigned to Fortress Monroe.

1829 Promoted to the rank of Sergeant Major. Asks Allan to help him obtain an appointment as a cadet to West Point. 28 February Frances Allan dies; reconciled with John Allan. Moves to Baltimore, where second poetry collection, Al Aaraaf, Tamerlane, and Minor Poems, is published by Hatch & Dunning.

1830 June Takes examination for entrance to the Military Academy at West Point and is appointed. October Allan marries Louisa Gabriella Patterson. Poe communicates to Allan his intention to leave the academy.

1831 Court-martialled and dismissed from West Point. April Publishes his third poetry collection, Poems, with Elam Bliss, New York. Moves back to Baltimore and lives in the home of his aunt, Mrs Maria Clemm, and his cousin, Virginia, together with his grandmother, Elizabeth Cairnes Poe, and William Henry. 1 August William Henry Poe dies.

1832 Excluded from Allan’s revised will. Gets closer to Virginia and responds to her affection for him.

1833 May Writes letter to the editors of the New England Magazine offering for publication his ‘Tales of the Arabesque’, later titled Tales of the Folio Club; it is declined. Wins Baltimore Saturday Visiter literary prize of $50 with the short story ‘MS. Found in a Bottle’. The contest introduces him to the novelist John Pendleton Kennedy.

1834 27 March John Allan dies. Poe suffers poverty.

1835 7 July Elizabeth Cairnes Poe dies. August Poe moves to Richmond. Pleads with Mrs Clemm not to postpone his marriage to Virginia. In a letter to Kennedy confesses his suicidal feelings. Employed by the publisher of Southern Literary Messenger, Thomas W. White, on Kennedy’s recommendation, and contributes tales and reviews. October Mrs Clemm and Virginia join him in Richmond.

1836 Gains fame as the unacknowledged editor of the Messenger: attracts attention with his uncompromising reviews. 16 May Marries Virginia Clemm. Begins writing his novel, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. 27 December White admits in a letter he will have to dismiss Poe.

1837 January Resigns from the Messenger, which subsequently publishes two instalments of his novel. Moves to New York with Virginia and Mrs Clemm. Unsuccessfully attempts to seek employment.

1838 Moves his family to Philadelphia. Just before his arrival, pro-slavery mobs burn down the offices of the Pennsylvania Freeman. July Harper and Brothers in New York publish The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. Agrees to rewrite Thomas Wyatt’s The Conchologist’s First Book and issue it under his own name.

1839 Charged with plagiarism when Haswell, Barrington and Haswell publish The Conchologist’s First Book: plates, preface, introduction and notes on shells had been drawn from Captain Thomas Brown’s The Conchologist’s Text Book (Glasgow, 1833). Becomes co-editor of William E. Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine. Publishes first volume of short stories, Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque with Lea & Blanchard, Philadelphia. December Begins cryptography series for Alexander’s Weekly Messenger.

1840 Ceases his collaboration with Burton’s Magazine. Prepares prospectus for his own literary project, Penn Magazine. Delays plans due to insufficient support and ill health. November George Rex Graham buys Burton’s Magazine and merges it with Casket to form Graham’s Magazine.

1841 Joins editorial staff of Graham’s Magazine. Fails to obtain government position. Meets Rufus Wilmot Griswold, his future literary executor and maligner of his reputation. Embarks on the publication of ‘Autography’ series.

1842 Virginia suffers from lung haemorrhage. Poe resorts to drink. May Gives up his editorship. Resumes effort to obtain government post, in the Custom House in Philadelphia.

1843 Agrees with Thomas C. Clarke and Felix O. C. Darley on the publication of his own literary magazine, renamed The Stylus, but his plans fail. An extensive biography of Poe appears in Clarke’s Saturday Museum. March Travels to Washington DC for an appointment in President John Tyler’s administration: drinks excessively and loses job opportunity. June Wins $100 prize for the story ‘The Gold-Bug’. July Publishes The Prose Romances of Edgar A. Poe with William H. Graham. November Lectures on American poetry.

1844 April With Virginia leaves Philadelphia for New York. 13 April Deceives New Yorkers with ‘The Balloon Hoax’, in the New York Sun. October Joins the editorial staff of the New York Evening Mirror.

1845 January Publishes ‘The Raven’ in the New York Evening Mirror. Develops flirtatious relationship with Frances Sargent Osgood. Becomes associate editor of Broadway Journal and later its proprietor. July Publishes new edition of Tales and in November The Raven and Other Poems, both with Wiley & Putnam. Gets acquainted with the literary society of his time. Reads ‘Al Aaraaf’ and ‘The Raven’ at the Boston Lyceum. Gains recognition in France. Virginia’s health deteriorates.

1846 January Suspends publication of the Broadway Journal. Moves with his family to Fordham Cottage. Falls ill when Virginia’s health declines.

1847 30 January Virginia dies. Poe falls ill. Wins libel lawsuit with $225 damages from the Evening Mirror for the publication of Thomas Dunn English’s accusations of forgery, concerning Mrs Osgood’s letters which Mrs E. F. Ellet had demanded from him. Goes to Philadelphia to re-establish his magazine contacts.

1848 Edits new prospectus for Stylus project. February Reads Eureka (An Essay on the Material and Spiritual Universe) to an audience at the Society Library in New York. June Eureka published by Putnam. Lectures on ‘The Poetic Principle’ in Providence, Rhode Island. Proposes to Mrs Sarah Helen Whitman: she consents to an engagement but declines his marriage proposal. Returns to New York.

1849 Suffers hallucinations from excessive alcohol consumption. Talks to E. H. N. Patterson from Oquawka, Illinois, about possible revival of the Stylus. Proposes to widow Sarah Elmira Royster Shelton. Lectures at the Academy in Norfolk and the Exchange Concert Rooms in Richmond. 3 October Falls into coma and taken to hospital. 7 October Dies. Buried in Baltimore beside Virginia.

Tatiani Rapatzikou


Introduction

1

On 16 May 1836 Edgar A. Poe and his friend Thomas Cleland filed a marriage bond with the Clerk of the Hustings Court in Richmond, Virginia, in preparation for Poe’s marriage to his cousin Virginia Clemm. Mr Cleland added an affidavit that Virginia was ‘of the full age of twenty-one years’, though she was, in fact, only thirteen. Poe’s marriage to a ‘child bride’ has taken its disproportionate place in the complex legend that has made of Poe’s life a more baroque fiction than the author himself ever created, but the truth of his relationship with Virginia, so far as it can now be ascertained, is best seen later and in its proper context – that of Poe’s life, and the work which Virginia directly inspired. At this point it is sufficient to note that in the spring of 1836 Poe seemed to have within reach two of his most persistent desires: the professional opportunity to put himself ‘before the eye of the world’, and the stable comforts of a well-ordered domestic life, provided not only by Virginia, but by her capable, devoted mother, Mrs Clemm.

In December 1835 Poe had become editor of the Southern Literary Messenger, and his fiction, essays and reviews rapidly won the magazine a national audience. Life in a Richmond boarding house, with Poe’s meagre salary supplemented by Mrs Clemm’s industry as a seamstress, may seem a humdrum existence for an aesthetician who so persistently reiterated the principles of Beauty and Ideality, but for Poe as an artist it was a fruitful time, and in comparison with the desperate circumstances in which he had found himself in the years following his  discharge from West Point and his appointment as editor of the Messenger, these months in Richmond could hardly have been an unpleasant interlude. Nonetheless, Poe resigned from the Messenger in January 1837, following a disagreement with the owner, T. W. White. White was uneasy about Poe’s ‘intemperance’, and perhaps jealous of his success as an editor; but White was not an unreasonable man, and he seems to have been genuinely fond of Poe. To attribute Poe’s resignation to professional disagreement alone is not sufficient: he was also tempted by the prospect of challenging more directly the literary hegemony of the North. While Richmond was the ‘home’ to which he repeatedly returned, it no doubt evoked baffling and painful memories; and he seems, further, to have been caught by that spirit of restlessness which marked so many periods of his life – one is tempted to use Poe’s own term, ‘perverseness’.

Following his resignation the Southern Literary Messenger began to serialize Poe’s first attempt at a novel, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, but when Poe submitted a story entitled ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’, White promptly rejected it, for he doubted ‘whether the readers of the Messenger have much relish for tales of the German school’. Poe eventually sold the story to Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine for a fee of $10. When ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ appeared in the collected Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque, Poe’s sole remuneration consisted of a few complimentary copies of the volume; for a later and expanded edition he received payment in the form of twenty copies of the book; but when he subsequently offered the copyright of a two-volume collection of his stories on the same terms, the proposal was immediately rejected. Poe’s brief letter to the Philadelphia publishers, Lea & Blanchard, in which he suggests that ‘you receive all profits, and allow me twenty copies for distribution to friends’, is a pathetic document in the life of a man who, even when greeted with wide popular acclaim, could do little more than maintain a genteel poverty – and often not even that. By one of those ironies which have by now become almost idiomatic to Poe’s life, his six-sentence letter to Lea & Blanchard was auctioned less than a century after his death for $3,000.

Not only is ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ one of Poe’s finest tales, but one whose richness and totality of effect entitle it to unquestioned place among the short-fiction masterpieces of all time. Perhaps no other single story has exerted such profound influence on other artists as Poe’s ‘Germanic’ tale. As a young man Debussy attempted to set the story in the form of a ‘symphony on psychologically developed themes’, and though the project was never realized in these terms, Poe’s work continued to intrigue the composer, providing inspiration for his opera of Pelléas, as it had for Maeterlinck’s drama with its over-refined hero ‘so pale and feeble and overcome by destiny’. Later Debussy cherished the idea of composing an opera based on Poe’s story, and although he died before the project was completed, during the last years of his life it haunted and inspired him; in letters he speaks of the ‘obsession’, the ‘almost agonizing tyranny’ which Poe exerts over him; his own phraseology begins to echo Poe’s, and in a mood of depression he could write to André Caplet:

I have recently been living in the House of Usher which is not exactly the place where one can look after one’s nerves – just the opposite. One develops the curious habit of listening to the stones as if they were in conversation with each other and of expecting houses to crumble to pieces as if this were not only natural but inevitable. Moreover, if you were to presume I should confess that I like these people more than many others… I have no confidence in the normal, well-balanced type of persons.

Film-makers, of course, have made wholesale use of Poe’s fiction, and the House of Usher has had more than one cinematic fall; the most notable was the first, Jean Epstein’s version of 1928. Despite improbable alterations in the plot, Epstein was able to use experimental camera techniques to capture the elusive mystery of the story, the unreal, dreamlike, baroque grandeur of the house itself, and the tormented soul of Roderick Usher. What is especially interesting is the degree to which the mood of Poe’s story encouraged both Epstein and Debussy to seek new creative techniques in their respective arts. Yet this story – one of the most frequently anthologized pieces by Poe, and justifiably one of his most famous – was dismissed in the author’s lifetime not only as too ‘Germanic’ for a popular audience, but, most damnably, as ‘a juvenile production’.

Time, of course, has vindicated not just ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’, but Poe’s reputation as well, and yet almost a century passed after his death before American critics began to treat his work with appropriate seriousness. European critics were far more astute in recognizing his significance, and the fact is hardly surprising. Poe’s relationship to the European romantic tradition – to Coleridge and De Quincey, to Byron, Keats and Shelley, to the Gothic traditions of Germany and the critical theories of Schlegel – is more immediately recognizable than any American tradition, and his work marks him not simply as a precursor of the Symbolist school in France, but as a direct and major influence on Baudelaire, Mallarmé, Verlaine and Rimbaud. T. S. Eliot’s suggestion that Poe’s profound influence on the French resulted from improvements in the translation is of little worth. Baudelaire’s translations of the tales, which comprise five of the twelve volumes of his collected works, are remarkable for their strict authenticity and adherence, wherever idiom permits, to Poe’s phraseology.1 Poe’s poetry – which Baudelaire despaired of rendering accurately in French – received its most influential translation in Mallarmé’s edition, where the form, that of the prose poem, made a direct and major contribution to the vers libre movement;2 and yet Poe’s theories of poetry – of beauty, inspiration, originality and imagination – almost certainly created a greater impact than his verse itself, and his criticism, like his fiction, was translated with literal exactitude.

While Poe’s impact on the arts in France can hardly be overstressed, and while the French are entitled to full credit for critical recognition of his genius, Poe’s influence outside France has also been considerable. Stevenson and Arthur Conan Doyle both acknowledged their debts to Poe’s work, Conrad praised the authenticity of his descriptions of the sea, and Mann found in ‘William Wilson’ the classic example of the Doppelgänger theme. From Poe’s tales we not only trace the growth of the detective story, but also the science-fiction genre (where one must again return to the French and to Jules Verne’s acknowledgement in Le Sphinx des Glaces). Poe’s influence on Hawthorne is verifiable, and the argument for influence on Melville has logic if not primary documentary evidence on its side. We can see in Poe an early elaboration of the grotesque tradition which underlies the work of William Faulkner, and in such neglected stories as ‘The Man that was Used Up’ a significant foreshadowing of the Black Humourists. It is hardly necessary (or even reasonable) to claim that in each of these instances – and the score of others which might easily be cited – Poe acted as a direct influence, or, even when he did, as a strictly determining one. Without in any way distorting his work, we can see in it not only the origins of symbolism, but a crude statement of New Criticism, the stream-of-consciousness technique, ontological crises which defy any other description but ‘existential’, and methods which seem to foreshadow surrealism and abstract painting – even, indeed, in Eureka, theories of matter remarkably close to those of Einstein. To the sympathetic reader such variety and imaginative resourcefulness are intriguing, but it is tempting to overstress Poe’s influence, and the critic must be particularly wary of committing lèse-majesté: like most men of genius, Poe was in many respects in advance of his time, and through the force of a profound creative intellect he could crystallize moods, techniques, ideas which seem to us peculiarly modern; but he was also of and for his time.

Just as Poe was once vilified by those who saw in him a prime example of diseased intellect, so too has his life been distorted by devotees who have pictured him as an exotic, trapped and finally destroyed by what Baudelaire described as ‘a great barbarous realm equipped with gas fixtures’. It was a particularly gratifying image to the Decadents, and it persists as a popular misconception based on the fact that Poe made at best a precarious living as a writer and that he was, according to legend, driven to alcohol and drugs not only by the peculiar torments of his private life, but by a hostile and intolerant world which could not appreciate the rare light of his genius. Amid such elaborate romances there lurks, of course, some truth. There is  a sense in which Poe was an exotic, an improbable product of his age, if we consider his work from the conventional viewpoints of intellectual history: in his lushness and sensuousness, his confirmed aestheticism and his obsession with the grotesque and arabesque, he may well remind one more of exotics like Aubrey Beardsley, Oscar Wilde, Baudelaire or Rimbaud than he does of any American writer or artist. But as Poe’s letters, essays and reviews suggest, he maintained a real and varied interest in the world around him, not merely in literature, but in the theatre, in architecture, music, painting, commerce, education, theories of government, and particularly in science. His sonnet ‘To Science’ has been read as a conventional romantic cry of distress against a materialistic age, which in some measure it is; but such a reading denies the ambiguous tone of the poem and falsifies, somewhat, its intention, which is to establish, as a preface to ‘Al Aaraaf’, the distinction between man’s power and responsibility as a rational creature and those of the intuitive, imaginative being. The contrast recurs throughout Poe’s work – whether in the form of reason and imagination, or natural and supernatural, or matter and Ideality. Poe’s ideal was a perfect synthesis of the two modes of intelligence. In his fiction the closest he came to this ideal was in the creation of the master detective Dupin, a poet who brings to commonplace reality the discriminating eye of the artist, but who weighs his evidence as a logician and is able to extrapolate from the raw materials of the real world the ideal solution. Art was, for Poe, the only method by which one could penetrate the shapeless empirical world in the search for order, and Eureka was his most elaborate attempt to reconcile the apparent split between imagination and fact. It is this ambitious intention which shapes all of Poe’s best work, determining his use of image and symbol and underlying his insistence on the principle of unity in poetry and fiction. Science has its place in man’s search for understanding, but science and the imagination have tended to bifurcate in the modern world; only the true poetic intellect can end this long-established dualism.

In his mingled fascination with and suspicion of scientific ‘truth’ Poe was clearly the child of the nineteenth century: what  he feared was the dogmatism of science and the corrupting influence of materialism; but in an article entitled ‘A Chapter on Science and Art’ he could deal sympathetically with a variety of modern inventions and urge the establishment of a scientific foundation in Washington. He harshly ridiculed technological progress and obsessive materialism in ‘The Man that was Used Up’, and yet his writing is studded with references to scientific treatises which clearly demonstrate a greater interest than the simple creation of mood or credibility. Poe’s apparent ambiguity in this respect is not unique: Mark Twain could satirize the methods of geology in Life on the Mississippi and yet lose an enormous fortune through his investment in the Paige typesetting machine; at the Columbian Exhibition Henry Adams thrilled at the sight of the huge dynamos which were to transform American life, but feared that as a result of such technological progress men might become ‘mere creatures of force round central power-houses’. Poe frequently paraded erudition which had come to him at second-hand, and as a journalist he was occasionally compelled to write on subjects which could have held little real interest for him, but experience, reading, and a mind eagerly responsive to new ideas gave him a wide acquaintance with the world in which he lived.

Nonetheless, to many of his contemporaries and to succeeding generations of critics – even those who freely expressed their fascination with his fiction – Poe seemed peculiarly out of touch with his age. Vernon Parrington summarized the conventional critical response to Poe when he noted that:

An aesthete and a craftsman, the first American writer to be concerned with beauty alone, his ideals ran counter to every interest of the New England renaissance: the mystical, optimistic element in transcendentalism; the social conscience that would make the world over in accordance with French idealism, and that meddled with its neighbor’s affairs in applying its equalitarianism to the Negro; the pervasive moralism that would accept no other criteria by which to judge life and letters – these things could not fail to irritate a nature too easily ruffled… Aside from his art he had no philosophy and no programs and no causes.3

 Though we can now recognize, in the mystical exaltation which often colours his work, some affinities with the transcendentalism of Emerson and Thoreau, it is nonetheless true that Poe stood apart from many of the social and political traditions of the nineteenth century. But with what a sardonic smile Poe would have read Parrington’s lines, not simply because of his almost irrational dislike of ‘New England’, but because of the fervour with which he argued against provincialism (not nationalism) and urged that American writing must be seen in a world context. Furthermore, Poe, too, sought a transcendental experience, but one motivated and circumscribed by taste. In the search for a new vision of man, Poe took the route of aesthetics, while the major figures of the New England renaissance – Emerson, Thoreau and Hawthorne – took that of ethics. In his definition of the ‘Poetic Principle’, Poe divided the world of mind into ‘Pure Intellect, Taste, and the Moral Sense’. Taste was the most vital of these divisions because it could hold communion with both intellect and morality:

Just as the Intellect concerns itself with Truth, so Taste informs us of the Beautiful while the Moral Sense is regardful of Duty. Of this latter, while Conscience teaches the obligation, and Reason the expediency, Taste contents herself with displaying the charms: – waging war upon Vice solely on the ground of her deformity – her disproportion – her animosity to the fitting, to the appropriate, to the harmonious – in a word, to Beauty.

The aim of poetry for Poe was to put the reader in as direct a sensuous contact with this beauty as language would permit (and in describing the process by which such contact can be made in its highest and most enriched form, Poe is moving toward the concept of the ‘objective correlative’): thus man could reach that elevated state of perception which he himself apothesized as ‘the intoxication of the Heart’. Poe’s debt to Coleridge is obvious; and yet whenever one speaks of influences and sources in Poe, it is well to remember the evolution which such suggestions underwent in his best work, leading him, in his late theories of poetry, to a conception of the creative process  which seems distinctly modern – one which attempts to blend the Coleridgean aesthetic with a concept of mind as the formalistic and controlling force in composition.

In his early essays on poetry, Poe floundered about with the time-honoured bugbear of quantitative verse and rendered meaningless verdicts on ‘bastard trochees’; if in theory he never comprehended the accentual basis of English poetry, in practice he could achieve remarkable effects. Happily, Poe abandoned these arguments in the later ‘Poetic Principle’, along with his carping attacks on individual poets. Style and idea have undergone extensive refinement, and his war on didacticism has been qualified, though hardly abandoned. Poe’s own poetry has often been seen as poor evidence of the success of his theories of composition: Emerson dismissed him as ‘the jingle man’, and only in the middle of the twentieth century did English or American critics begin to take serious issue with such a charge. Poe could describe poetry as the ‘passion’ of his life, and yet in fairness to his reputation the reader should be aware that most of his poetry was written before the age of twenty-two, and that personal anxiety and financial need prevented him from devoting his talents to verse with the consistency he desired. Nonetheless, one could cite few American poems written after the death of Edward Taylor in 1729 and before the early verse of Emily Dickinson to compare in richness or accomplishment with Poe’s ‘Helen’, ‘The Raven’, ‘Lenore’ or ‘Ulalume’. Furthermore, poetry was a far more comprehensive term for Poe than it was for his contemporaries, and when seeking the poetic in his work we must also look to critical statements like the following, in which Poe describes Man’s aspiration toward Beauty:

It is the desire of the moth for the star. It is no mere appreciation of the Beauty before us – but a wild effort to reach the Beauty above. Inspired by an ecstatic prescience of the glories beyond the grave, we struggle, by multiform combinations among the things and thoughts of Time, to attain a portion of that Loveliness whose very elements, perhaps, appertain to eternity alone.

or to the opening sentence of ‘Usher’:

During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the year, when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I had been passing alone, on horseback, through a singularly dreary tract of country, and at length found myself, as the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy House of Usher.

It is unfortunate that in the small body of verse which he produced, Poe so often took as his models sentimentalists like Willis, Puckney, Moore and Hood; but even at its worst, Poe’s poetry suggests to us that quality of intensity and heightened consciousness which is the aim of all his work. He dismissed the representational style as commonplace and uninspiring, and cited music as the supreme art form, the one most suitable to ‘the creation of supernal Beauty’. Poe would certainly have applauded Walter Pater’s assertion that ‘all art continuously aspires to the condition of music’ – to that ideally abstract medium whose components are not distorted by material connotation, and are thus freed to create their own unique, transcendent relationships. It is not surprising, then, that music itself plays such a major role not only in the images and sounds of Poe’s own poetry, but in his prose work as well. Thus Poe characterizes the temperament to be described in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ as a lute suspended in mid-air, and the ‘wild fantasies’ of Usher’s own singing form a central image in the story. Poe’s conviction of the musical properties of language as a necessary adjunct to the search for Beauty may threaten to overwhelm sense in ‘The Bells’ and justify his reputation as ‘the jingle man’; it could also produce the memorable lines in ‘To Helen’, with their subtle overlaying of internal rhymes and assonance and richly evocative language:

On desperate seas long wont to roam,
     Thy hyacinth hair, thy classic face,

Thy Naiad airs have brought me home
To the glory that was Greece,
     And the grandeur that was Rome.
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Poe’s staunch opposition to didacticism, combined with the grotesque terror of his most memorable tales, did indeed seem to set him apart from what Parrington cited as the ‘pervasive moralism’ of his time; but without denying Poe’s uniqueness, one can see numerous points of convergence between his work and that of other major American writers of the nineteenth century. Poe began his career as a writer of fiction with a series of satires on literary fashions: what we know of the early Tales of the Folio Club would be ample evidence of his familiarity with the popular fiction of his time, even if we did not have his reviews and articles as final substantiation. In parodying his contemporaries, Poe discovered his own particular gifts as a writer of fiction; that he did more than merely surpass many of them in the dramaturgy of death and decay is a point which can be dealt with later.

As a critic of literature Poe was fearless and often astute, the avowed enemy of the puffery which characterized so much of American literary life in the nineteenth century; but his criticisms often descended to the level of personalities, and not even the most sympathetic student of Poe can follow the history of his war with Longfellow or his own puffery of second-rate poetesses without acute embarrassment. James Russell Lowell described him as ‘at once the most discriminating, philosophical, and fearless critic upon imaginative works… in America’, yet one who ‘sometimes seems to mistake his phial of prussic acid for his inkstand’. But Poe’s criticism was not simply directed against the literary foibles (and imagined plagiarisms) of his time. He was a harsh critic of democracy, sharing James Fenimore Cooper’s distrust of a democratic audience as a great leveller of taste and literary standards. In ‘Mallonta Tauta’, a utopian projection into the year AD 2048, Poe derided the ruler of the ‘ideal’ Republic, King Mob:

This ‘mob’ (a foreigner, by the by) is said to have been the most odious of all men who ever encumbered the earth. He was a giant in stature – insolent, rapacious, filthy; had the gall of a bullock with the heart of a hyena and the brains of a peacock. He died, at length, by dint of his own energies, which exhausted him… As for Republicanism, no analogy could be found for it on the face of the earth – unless we except the case of the ‘prairie dogs’, an exception which seems to demonstrate, if anything, that democracy is a very admirable form of government – for dogs.

Such a viewpoint was far removed from the democratic idealism which Emerson and Thoreau asserted and which reached its supreme lyrical expression in Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. Yet Emerson himself was apprehensive of the excesses and abuses to which democracy might yield; and indeed there is a long conservative political tradition in American literature to which ‘Mallonta Tauta’ and several of Poe’s other satirical pieces belong, the tradition which produced Hugh Henry Brackenridge’s Modern Chivalry, Cooper’s The American Democrat, The Gilded Age by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner, and Henry Adams’s Esther. Poe’s image of the democratic mob – ‘insolent, rapacious, filthy’ – might easily be interpolated into Twain’s description of the residents of Bricksville in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Nonetheless, in suggesting Poe’s links with this sceptical political tradition, one must add the important qualification that when Poe did turn his talent toward an evaluation of the political times in which he lived, he produced his crudest and least interesting work. On such contemporary subjects as architecture, landscape gardening, the theatre and songwriting, the aesthetician was much more at home.

Placing Poe in the context of the American literary tradition, one does him greater justice in emphasizing his quest for transcendental experience, his repeated invocation of the voyage of the mind which conveys man out of the known world and into the ideal vision which rests beyond, even though the quest may often end in madness and death. In his symbolic presentation of this voyage, Poe has numerous affinities with Hawthorne and Melville, sharing with them what Melville identified as ‘the power of Blackness’, and what Poe himself described as ‘the  blackness of darkness’. Yet even on this common ground we are arrested as much by Poe’s divergence from the methods of his contemporaries as by the similarities. Two lines from the poem which Poe inserts into ‘Ligeia’ could almost serve as an epigram for his most characteristic work:

And much of Madness and more of Sin

And Horror the soul of the plot.

Madness, to be sure, appears in the work of Hawthorne – in, for example, the distracted figure of Ethan Brand or the sinister intellect of Dr Rappaccini – but this madness is distanced from the reader; Hawthorne’s primary concern is not with madness but with sin, in particular with the Unpardonable Sin which he identifies as ‘the violation of a human heart’. While the pursuit of this self-destructive course and the realization of its consequences may drive his characters to something like madness, his primary concern is less with the madness itself than with madness as a reflection of alienation from the human community, as a symbol of the warping effect of sin on unrepentant consciousness. Poe’s maddened heroes are closer to that arch monomaniac, Captain Ahab, than to any of Hawthorne’s characters, and numerous parallels can be traced between Poe’s Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym and Moby Dick – not merely in their use of the voyage of consciousness motif, or the symbolism of black and white, but in the total movements of the two works – from the known to the unknown, from the natural to the supernatural.

Poe shares predominantly with Melville and Hawthorne the concept of the hero as a lonely and estranged figure, and in this respect Poe’s ‘The Man of the Crowd’ bears close reading alongside Hawthorne’s ‘Wakefield’ (as studies of the way in which creation often invokes parallel destruction, further and more subtle analogies are seen in Poe’s ‘The Oval Portrait’ and Hawthorne’s ‘The Birthmark’). Like Hawthorne and Melville, Poe returned repeatedly to the theme of the outsider, and he shared with them a vision of the torment which threatened to engulf the character who stepped out of society. In Poe’s most characteristic writing this withdrawal is, of course, more absolute than in the work of his contemporaries, so absolute that in the most memorable of his tales there is no attempt to invoke, except by the most minimal implication, the society which has moulded (and often warped) his characters. Poe’s settings are mysterious, exotic, remote, and when he set his master detective, M. Dupin, the task of solving a real murder, that of Mary Cecilia Rogers, he transferred the crime to Paris. Poe’s ultimate concern is less with society than with the individual mind driven to the brink of madness, and it is success in portraying this ultimate agonized crisis of consciousness which marks him as an original. But this does not deny him a place in American letters. This is a point worth emphasizing when as noted a critic as Joseph Wood Krutch has maintained in one of the most authoritative and frequently reprinted studies of Poe that his works ‘have no place in the American literary tradition’. Perhaps we are better prepared today to recognize as ‘real’ the crisis of consciousness to which Poe’s heroes are so often subjected, but even without this psychological (and existential) subtlety, a careful reading of Poe’s complete work refutes such an assertion. Nor is it necessary to force the ‘domestication’ of Poe as one scholar has done by citing his allusions to ‘cabbages, cucumbers, turnips, onions, celery, cauliflower, Irish potatoes, corn, parsley, pumpkins, water-melons, milkweed and purslain’.4

Elizabeth Barrett was far closer to an appreciation of the ‘reality’ of Poe’s work than were either of these simplistic views when she remarked, with regard to ‘The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar’, that ‘The certain thing in the tale in question is the power of the writer, and the faculty he has of making horrible improbabilities seem near and familiar.’ In the light not only of Poe’s search for transcendental experience and his fascination with the estranged hero, but also of the frequently grotesque violence of frontier humour and the Negro folk tale, it would be possible to claim for Miss Barrett’s concept a ‘near’ and ‘familiar’ place within that American tradition to which Krutch denies Poe access. But Miss Barrett had in mind the larger and more compelling ‘reality’ which is at the heart of Poe’s most horrific tales and which accounts for the fact that while Poe can  clearly be seen as a ‘national’ figure, his fiction has drawn a larger international audience than that of any other American writer. When we look to the work of Poe most frequently reprinted and translated, terror is the most distinctive quality. At times terror is produced by conventional means, and with conventional results, as in the description of the ruined English abbey, ‘with its verdant decay’, to which the narrator in ‘Ligeia’ takes his fair-haired bride, Lady Rowena. Poe was a master of atmosphere, and here terror relies heavily on the unrelenting intensity of the picture he is able to construct from essentially ‘Gothic’ materials. But Poe attempted to go beyond the popular Gothic tradition, and deplored the meretricious use of terror and grotesquerie. In his preface to Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque, he objected to being taxed by critics for

what they have pleased to term ‘Germanism’ and gloom. The charge is in bad taste, and the grounds of it have not been sufficiently considered. Let us admit, for the moment, that the ‘phantasy pieces’ now given are Germanic, or what not. Then Germanism is ‘in the vein’ for the time being. Tomorrow I may be anything but German, as yesterday I was everything else. These many pieces are yet one book. My friends would be quite as wise in taxing an astronomer with too much astronomy, or an ethical writer with treating too largely of morals. But the truth is that, with a single exception, there is no one of these stories in which the scholar would recognize the distinctive features of that species of pseudo-horror which we are taught to call Germanic… If in many of my productions terror has been the thesis, I maintain that terror is not of Germany, but of the soul – that I have deduced this terror only from its legitimate sources, and urged it only to its legitimate results.

All too often Poe’s use of Gothic convention has served to obscure the real import of his work; it is not sufficient even to give him credit for the vividness with which he created such effects, unless we can also see the effects as evidence of the larger and more significant ontological struggle which underlies them.

Poe has been variously pictured as a sadomasochist, dypsomaniac, drug addict, manic depressive, sex pervert and egomaniac. There can be little doubt that he was a disturbed, tormented man, like so many of his own characters, often driven to the perilous brink of madness. If his fiction were merely the product of disinterested fancy, his tales of horror could hardly produce their brooding, sinister intensity; and yet Poe’s own mental state – while it may account for the tone and the themes to which he repeatedly returned – does not explain the work itself. The temptations to interpret Poe from a biographical point of view are numerous: he gives Usher his own features and William Wilson his birthdate; he celebrates his life with Virginia Clemm in ‘Eleanora’, and would appear to be taking revenge on his critics in the allegorical ‘Hop-Frog’. The fiction demands that we look at the life that produced it, but the critic must approach such analysis with more than the usual caution; the temptation is to see Poe’s work simply as the outpouring of a profoundly disturbed mind, denying, therefore, the conscious artistry in its composition. Poe meticulously revised what he regarded as his best work, and any study of those revisions is proof of his thorough control of his creative faculties. In Le Génie d’Edgar Poe, Camille Mauclair has pointedly asserted that Poe’s work is ‘constructed objectively by a will absolutely in control of itself’, and that genius of the sort we see there is ‘always sane’. Nonetheless, Poe remains the perennial victim of the idée fixe, and of amateur psychoanalysis of the most blatant variety. Because it is the work not only of an expert in psychoanalysis but of a fine critic of literature, Marie Bonaparte’s Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe (a Freudian interpretation which enjoyed the prefatory blessing of Freud himself) is the most admirable effort of its kind. In one major sense, this pioneering study did Poe a great service – in suggesting the psychological complexity of the work itself and its underlying consistency; and yet too often it confuses the man with his narrators, and in so doing obscures the author’s imaginative achievement. Perhaps Poe was a ‘sadonecrophiliac’, but when, in the climate created by such analysis, a critic like Leslie Fiedler is led to characterize ‘Annabel Lee’ as an example of ‘child-love, necrophilia and incest’, the mind of the sensitive reader may well boggle. If such impulses shape the mind of the poet, they do not  constitute the substance of the poem: the contrast between material and immaterial love, the struggle to comprehend the destruction of innocence which accompanies human growth, the profound sense of loss which pervades every phrase in the poem, and the rigorously controlled structure which makes this poetry and not emotional or psycho-sexual self-indulgence. Modern psychiatry may greatly aid the critic of literature, but it cannot preempt the role of interpreter; it cannot thus far explain why other men, suffering from deprivations or fears or obsessions similar to Poe’s, failed to demonstrate his particular creative talent. Though no doubt Marie Bonaparte was correct in seeing Poe’s own art as a defence against madness, we must be wary of identifying the necessity for this defence, in terms of Poe’s own life, with the success of the defence, which can only be measured in his art. How far, I wonder, has Freudian theory advanced our appreciation of Poe beyond that which Chauncey Burr demonstrated in his ‘Memoir’ of 1850:

I know that an attempt has been made by the enemies of Poe to show that he was ‘without heart’; and even a contemporary [James Russell Lowell] whom we must acquit of any malice in the charge, has sung:

‘But the heart somehow seems all squeezed out by the mind.’

Poe was undoubtedly the greatest artist among modern authors; and it is his consummate skill as an artist, that has led to these mistakes about the properties of his own heart. That perfection of horror which abounds in his writings, has been unjustly attributed to some moral defect in the man. But I perceive not why the competent critic should fall into this error. Of all authors, ancient or modern, Poe has given us the least of himself in his works. He wrote as an artist. He intuitively saw what Schiller has so well expressed, that it is an universal phenomenon of our nature that the mournful, the fearful, even the horrible, allures with irresistible enchantment. He probed this general psychological law, in its subtle windings through the mystic chambers of our being, as it was never probed before, until he stood in the very abyss of its center, the sole master of its effects.

Burr was reacting to the infamies of Rufus Griswold, that ‘pédagogue vampire’ as Baudelaire called him, whom Poe had perversely selected as his official editor, and to the other commentators who attempted to seize a moment of glory by exposing the perverted debaucheries of Poe; but if we substitute ‘psychological’ for ‘moral’ in Burr’s admonition not to attribute the peculiar horror of his work to ‘some moral defect in the man’, we also have a useful note of caution for the modern critic. If there is more of Poe’s life in his work than Burr concedes, it remains true that Poe transcended the merely personal or biographical, and it seems best to approach the life itself – the major ascertainable facts and the more pervasive legends – with brevity and caution.
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Although he later ‘advanced’ the date of his birth in order to stress his precocity, Edgar Poe was born on 19 January 1809, in Boston, Massachusetts. His parents, David and Elizabeth Arnold Poe, were professional actors, and Elizabeth Poe was so well received in Boston that on the back of a sketch which she had made of the city and left to Edgar she charged him to ‘love Boston, the place of his birth, and where his mother found her best and most sympathetic friends’. David Poe had abandoned the study of law to become an actor, and his talents were indifferent; Elizabeth Poe, on the other hand, was not only a skilled actress, but a precocious and versatile one. Her first appearance as Ophelia was at the age of fourteen, and at the time of her death at the age of twenty-four, her repertory included more than two hundred roles, at least fourteen of them Shakespearian. But the Poes made a precarious living as actors: it was surely need more than devotion to the theatre which saw Elizabeth Poe on the stage of the Boston Theatre little more than a week before the birth of her second son, Edgar, and caused her to return less than a month later. All record of David Poe ends in July 1810: whether he died, or, like the father in The Glass Menagerie, merely ‘fell in love with long distance’, is  uncertain. His first son, William Henry Poe, was in the care of his paternal grandparents, but Edgar was with his mother, who was pregnant with a third child and already well advanced in tuberculosis when she returned to the ‘Southern circuit’, where she had once been a favourite. In December 1811, Elizabeth Poe died in extreme poverty in a Richmond boarding house. William Henry was still with his grandparents, Edgar was taken into the home of the Scottish tobacco merchant John Allan, and the infant Rosalie into that of another Richmond family, the William Mackenzies.

Biographers have made eloquent drama of the contrast between the stern, unimaginative Scottish merchant and his loving, childless wife, but Poe’s childhood and his later insecurity can hardly be accounted for by quite such a dramatic dichotomy. Poe’s early letters, addressed to ‘My dear Pa’, are evidence of deep and real affection; in Richmond, Allan procured for the boy the best education available, and even when his own financial circumstances approached bankruptcy during the family’s years in England (1815–20), he transferred Edgar from a respectable boarding school to the more expensive and academically more distinguished Manor House School at Stoke Newington. Allan was not, furthermore, the puritanical enemy of art which Poe’s early biographers thrilled at excoriating, as his correspondence amply suggests; a typical letter concludes with the observation that

these things called privations – starvations – taxations – and, lastly, vexations, show the very age and figure of the times – their form and pressure, as Shakespeare says, – and he was a tolerable judge. Gods! what would I not give, if I had his talent for writing, and what use would I not make of the raw material at my command!

While in his boyhood Poe may have suffered occasionally from his schoolmates’ knowledge that he was the son of strolling players, these early years would seem to have been essentially untroubled. His schoolmasters remembered him as ‘charming’, a boy of ‘very sweet disposition’, and one with a ‘tender and sensitive heart’. They noted occasional but not extraordinary willfulness, and he was an enthusiastic, imaginative friend. Allan’s refusal to adopt the boy legally placed him in an ambiguous and awkward situation, but the omission was not so strange in nineteenth-century America as it seems today: adoption was not such a common proceeding, and since John Allan’s illegitimate children were proof that he might one day have a legal heir of his own blood (as he did by his second wife), the omission may have been tactical as well. It was not until Poe was seventeen, however, that the rift with Allan made itself strongly apparent. In 1826 Poe entered the University of Virginia, leaving behind him in Richmond his childhood sweetheart, Sarah Elmira Royster, to whom he had recently become engaged. According to Griswold’s charges, Poe was expelled from the university, but in fact he was compelled to withdraw because of debt; his scholastic record was outstanding, and is hardly consistent with the myths of continuous debaucheries. The simple fact is that Allan declined to send Poe enough money to cover his basic university expenses and then berated him for not attending an additional lecture course which would further have extended his debts. Poe gambled in the hope of bettering his financial position, and his chronic bad luck resulted in ‘debts of honour’ which Allan refused to discharge; not only did he thus make the boy aware that his sense of obligation was waning, but Poe returned to Richmond to learn that his letters to Sarah had been intercepted, and that she was being forced to marry another man. Perhaps Allan had told the Roysters that Poe could expect nothing from his estate; perhaps, too, Allan was jealous of the tireless affection which his wife showed for Edgar; and by this time Poe almost certainly knew that Allan was being unfaithful to his wife. In any event, the temporary reconciliation which was effected after Poe’s return from the University of Virginia ended three months later in a violent quarrel, and Poe left Allan’s house. In a letter to Allan in which he first expresses despair over the frustration of his ambitions to achieve a good education, Poe continues,

… I have heard you say (when you little thought I was listening and therefore must have said it in earnest) that you had no affection for me –You have moreover ordered me to quit your house, and are continually upbraiding me with eating the bread of idleness, when you yourself were the only person to remedy the evil by placing me to some business –

You take delight in exposing me before those whom you think likely to advance my interest in this world –

You suffer me to be subjected to the whims & caprice, not only of your white family, but the complete authority of the blacks – these grievances I could not submit to; and I am gone –

Understandably, Poe was destined for Boston, ‘where his mother had found her best and most sympathetic friends’, and there he found a publisher for his earliest work, Tamerlane and Other Poems, setting forth in clear if crude form the themes that were to preoccupy him for the remainder of his life, and announcing his intended vocation. But before the book was published, Poe had enlisted in the army under the name of Edgar A. Perry; if there seems some ‘perverseness’ in his decision, it is well to remember that his training had hardly fitted a young man of eighteen to support himself in a trade or profession. Poe’s army record was in every way distinguished: at the time of his discharge he had risen to the highest non-commissioned rank, and his superiors gave him outstanding references, even for sobriety; as an enlisted man Poe demonstrated the determination and responsibility which were to make him an outstanding editor. Even for the artist the years were not wholly lost: Poe’s stay at Fort Moultrie on Sullivan’s Island provided the vivid setting for ‘The Gold-Bug’, and its beaches were to welcome the travellers in ‘The Balloon Hoax’; there must have been opportunity to cultivate his ‘passion’ as well, since shortly after being discharged Poe published his second volume of poems, which included ‘To Science’, ‘Romance’ and ‘Fairy Land’.

In 1829 Poe accomplished what was to prove his final reconciliation with John Allan, and through his assistance obtained an honourable discharge from the army with the idea of entering the United States Military Academy at West Point – perhaps because the education there was commensurate with his notions of a ‘gentleman’, perhaps in the misguided hope that his previous military experience would allow him to breeze through the course there and devote most of his time to writing. Allan, in turn, may have felt that this was a painless method of terminating whatever responsibility he owed to Poe, and he would certainly have been softened somewhat by the death of Mrs Allan; Poe, then still an enlisted man, had arrived in Richmond the day after her funeral.

Edgar Poe entered West Point in June 1830, and was dishonourably discharged in January 1831: it was a deliberate action on Poe’s part. In letters he complains of ill health and fatigue as well as Allan’s continued tight-fistedness, which created the same embarrassments he had endured at university. When Allan refused to sign his release papers, Poe intentionally neglected his duties and at his court martial pleaded guilty to all charges except those which could be proved conclusively. Once more, and despite this calculated insubordination, Poe’s superiors thought highly of him, and he left West Point with a subscription list made up by his fellow cadets, which guaranteed publication of his third volume of poetry. The volume was dedicated to the US Corps of Cadets, linking one of the most colourless events in Poe’s life to one of the most important steps in his literary development – the preface, ‘Letter to B—’, in which he made the first statement of his poetic principle.

The years from 1831 to 1835, when Poe returned to Richmond to edit the Messenger, are particularly obscure. He lived all or most of this time in extreme poverty in Baltimore and was a frequent boarder at the home of Mrs Clemm, where he helped to nurse his brother William, who was dying of tuberculosis, and his widowed grandmother. It would seem, from all evidence, to have been a time of sobriety and industry in the face of great hardship – but, more importantly, the period in which he came to love his young cousin Virginia, and in which he began to write fiction. Five grotesques and farces were published in 1832, and in 1833 ‘MS. Found in a Bottle’ won the Baltimore Saturday Visitor short-story competition. The judges were enthusiastically unanimous in their choice of Poe’s story, especially when they compared it with the other namby-pamby entries of ‘the Laura Matilda school’; it would appear that the committee  then decided against awarding the poetry prize to Poe’s ‘The Coliseum’ only to escape the appearance of favouritism. As soon as the prize was announced, Poe called on the judges to tell them of his appreciation, and from one of them comes a description of Poe worth quoting at length:

He was if anything, below the middle size, and yet could not be described as a small man. His figure was remarkably good, and he carried himself erect and well, as one who had been trained to it. He was dressed in black, and his frock coat was buttoned to the throat, where it met the black stock, then almost universally worn. Not a particle of white was visible. Coat, hat, boots, and gloves had evidently seen their best days, but so far as mending and brushing go, everything had been done apparently to make them presentable. On most men his clothes would have looked shabby and seedy, but there was something about this man that prevented one from criticizing his garments… Gentleman was written all over him. His manner was easy and quiet, and although he came to return thanks for what he regarded as deserving them, there was nothing obsequious in what he said or did… The expression of his face was grave, almost sad, except when he became engaged in conversation, when it became animated and changeable.

Although descriptions of Poe vary enormously, and the impressions he created were by no means consistent, Latrobe’s description rings true when compared to what seem the most trustworthy of other accounts.

Despite the fact that he was now favourably launched as a writer of fiction, Poe was unable to find a publisher for his collected tales, and in the face of mounting financial anxiety, he eagerly accepted the editorship of the Southern Literary Messenger in 1835. His reception in Richmond was a cordial one – except from the Allan household: John Allan had died the year before, and the second Mrs Allan was occupied with preserving the inheritance rights of her children and idealizing the memory of her husband. During the obscure Baltimore years, Poe had tried to effect a reconciliation with Allan, and had certainly paid one – if not two – visits to Richmond, but all hope of reconciliation had been lost through Poe’s own bad taste and indiscretion. In 1830, while he was awaiting the West Point appointment, Poe wrote a letter to his army substitute, ‘Bully Graves’, in which he explained his failure to discharge a debt by observing that ‘Mr Allan is not very often sober – which accounts for it’. John Allan eventually saw Poe’s letter, and while there may well have been truth in Poe’s accusation (‘I leave it’, he observed to Allan, ‘to God, and your conscience’), the damage was irreparable.

While Poe eventually assumed full editorial responsibility at the Messenger, he was never granted the unqualified title of editor, though this clearly troubled him less than the news that his cousin Neilson Poe in Baltimore had proposed taking Virginia into his family and providing for her education and support. In one of the most revealing letters he ever wrote, Poe explained to Mrs Clemm his situation in Richmond and pleaded with her to come there with his cousin, adding a postscript, ‘For Virginia’: ‘My love, my own sweetest Sissy, my darling little wifey, think well before you break the heart of your cousin Eddy.’ Poe returned briefly to Baltimore following a disagreement with White, but in October he was reinstated as ‘editor’ of the Messenger, and arrived in Richmond accompanied by Mrs Clemm and Virginia. The following spring Poe and his young cousin were married.

Much has been made by biographers and Freudian critics of the ‘unnaturalness’ of Poe’s marriage, its probable celibacy and his repeated references to Virginia as ‘Sis’ or ‘Sissy’. (The nickname itself hardly seems suspect if we remember that when Poe first met Virginia she was only eight years old.) Speculation about Poe’s relationship with Virginia – clouded in an obscurity not entirely inappropriate – would hardly seem worth pursuing if it had not already been so persistently exercised in interpreting his fiction, and were it not for statements like that of Joseph Wood Krutch that ‘however full the tales may be of sex disguised and perverted, there is never from the first to the last any recognition of the existence of natural amorousness…’ Little fiction of the period, of course, dwelt in detail on ‘natural amorousness’, and yet, ironically enough, one of the most ‘amorous’ tales written in nineteenth-century America was written by Edgar Allan Poe; it is one in which the autobiographical allusions appear so intentional that it seems pointless to ignore them. ‘Eleonora’ describes the love of a man ‘noted for vigor of fancy and ardor of passion’ and his youthful cousin. ‘I, and my cousin, and her mother’, the narrator tells us, dwell together in ‘the Valley of the Many-Colored Grass’:

Hand in hand about this valley, for fifteen years, roamed I with Eleonora before Love entered within our hearts. It was one evening at the close of the third lustrum of her life, and of the fourth of my own, that we sat, locked in each other’s embrace, beneath the serpent-like trees, and looked down within the waters of the River of Silence at our images therein. We spoke no words during the rest of that sweet day; and our words even upon the morrow were tremulous and few. We had drawn the god Eros from that wave, and now we felt that he had enkindled within us the fiery souls of our forefathers…. A change fell upon all things. Strange brilliant flowers, star-shaped, burst out upon the trees where no flowers had been known before. The tints of the green carpet deepened; and when, one by one, the white daisies shrank away, there sprang up, in place of them, ten by ten of the ruby-red asphodel. And life arose in our paths; for the tall flamingo, hitherto unseen, with all gay glowing birds, flaunted his scarlet plumage before us.

‘Eleonora’ has particular interest in Poe’s treatment of the imaginative escape from the world of reality, but since evidence of his relationship with Virginia is so slim, and so much theory – both critical and biographical – has been woven from it, the reader of Poe would be well advised to keep this tender and moving story in mind. Nor is it surprising that the idyllic love pictured here should end in death, for the death or loss of the women he loved was one of the most constant factors of Poe’s life: first the death of his mother; then the madness and death of Mrs Jane Stith Craig Stanard, who befriended Poe as a boy and became immortal as the first of his idealized Helens; the loss of his sweetheart, Sarah Elmira Royster, to another man; and the death of Mrs Allan. At the time Poe composed ‘Eleonora’, Virginia had, on more than one occasion, been in ill health; shortly after its publication she suffered a violent haemorrhage, the first unmistakable sign of the tuberculosis that was to end in her death five years later.

After his break with White, Poe went first to New York for a brief period, and then to Philadelphia, where for a year he served as editor of Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine and then as editor of Graham’s. From the work for which he is most widely remembered today, Poe made practically nothing, as we have seen, and it was as an editor that he hoped to achieve financial independence to pursue his creative work, although he also applied unsuccessfully for the kind of custom-house post with whichHawthorne’scareerbeganandMelville’sobscurelyended. Poe’s own ambitions were distinctly unmaterialistic: ‘Depend upon it,’ he wrote to a friend, ‘Literature is the most noble of all professions. In fact, it is about the only one fit for a man… I shall be a littérateur at least all my life; nor would I abandon the hopes which lead me on for all the gold in California.’ In keeping with this disregard for material reward, Poe was careless about his financial affairs, and frequently had to call upon friends and relatives for assistance, but it is hardly surprising that Poe’s creative writing should have done so little to relieve his poverty: American publishers were reluctant to pay a native author for a copyright when it was much more profitable to pirate works printed in England. The novelist had some commercial advantage over the writer of short stories or poetry, who was compelled to seek his living through the magazines and newspapers, but neither Poe’s temperament nor his theories of composition permitted him more than one successful attempt at a long prose work. Nonetheless, had Poe ever received appropriate compensation for his editorial work, he could have been freed from financial worry. During the two years he edited the Southern Literary Messenger its circulation increased from 500 to 3,500, while his salary only inched beyond the $10 a week, plus occasional extras, at which he had originally been hired. Poe’s work for Graham’s produced even more dramatic results: the magazine’s profits during the first year of his editorship were $25,000, but Poe never received more than $800 a year. Despite rumours of ‘intemperance’ and the fact that Poe’s own cherished ideals about magazine publication often clashed with those of the owner for whom he worked, the real index of his success and dependability as an editor rests in the verifiable facts of the subscription lists and in Poe’s correspondence with contributors and rivals: the inescapable conclusion is that one of America’s most brilliant and imaginative editors was one of its most grossly underpaid.

Thus the Philadelphia interlude was marked by the usual frustrations and disappointments, but it was also one of the most fecund periods of Poe’s life: he had published thirty-one of his short stories, his Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque had been a critical if not a financial success, and ‘The Gold-Bug’ had won him a large popular audience. In 1844 the family moved to New York, and while their early months there were even more troubled and impoverished than before, Edgar Allan Poe was about to enter the most significant year of his life.

In January 1845, ‘The Raven’ appeared in the New York Evening Mirror, and as Poe remarked, ‘the bird beat the bug all hollow’: he was now, without question, a famous man. This was the year in which Poe entered New York literary society, initiated his first ‘poetic’ flirtation and began to augment his meagre income with lecturing. More importantly, in 1845 he wrote ‘The Philosophy of Composition’ and supervised the Wiley & Putnam editions of both the Tales and The Raven and Other Poems. This was the year of the Longfellow war, of Lowell’s critical article on Poe in Graham’s and of Poe’s first recognition in France. In March of 1845 Poe became an editor of the Broadway Journal, and in November its sole proprietor; his experience with the Journal, which ceased publication early in 1846, was sadly unlike his dream of his own publication, but even before he assumed control the magazine was in severe financial difficulty, and Poe was unable to raise sufficient funds in order to keep it alive until he might shape it to his ideals. If the year thus ended badly for Poe, it was nonetheless his annus mirabilis.

Despite his ever-increasing fame, Poe remained in the same grim poverty which characterized most of his adult life. When Mrs Mary Gove visited the little cottage at Fordham where Virginia was dying, she found that Mrs Poe had only her husband’s old army cloak and a large tortoiseshell cat to keep her warm. Poe’s own life during these years must have been a nightmare: the contrast between public recognition and private suffering might have wrought damaging effects in men of far less sensitive temperament. We know enough about Poe’s life to be certain that for long periods of time he was abstemious, but that at moments he yielded to alcohol (to which he seems to have had a very low resistance) is obviously true. While we must always keep in mind Poe’s inclination for self-dramatization and the adroitness with which he could mask the facts of his own life, his letter written to an admirer in 1848 has, I think, the ring of absolute candour:

You say, ‘Can you hint to me what was the “terrible evil” which caused the “irregularities” so profoundly lamented?’ Yes, I can do more than hint. This ‘evil’ was the greatest which can befall a man. Six years ago, a wife, whom I loved as no man ever loved before, ruptured a blood-vessel in singing. Her life was despaired of. I took leave of her forever, and underwent all the agonies of her death. She recovered partially, and I again hoped. At the end of a year, the vessel broke again. I went through precisely the same scene. Again in about a year afterward. Then again – again – again – and even once again, at varying intervals. Each time I felt all the agonies of her death – and at each accession of the disorder I loved her more dearly and clung to her life with more desperate pertinacity. But I am constitutionally sensitive – nervous in a very unusual degree. I became insane, with long intervals of horrible sanity. During these fits of absolute unconsciousness, I drank – God only knows how often or how much. As a matter of course, my enemies referred the insanity to the drink, rather than the drink to the insanity.

A friend with some medical experience observed that Poe’s heartbeat was irregular, and Dr Valentine Mott concurred that Poe had a physiological disorder which made him particularly susceptible to stimulants. Literary enemies and sensationalists made much of Poe’s bouts of intemperance: at the time, of course, it was far more fashionable to attribute such incidents to Vice than to anxiety or physiology, and for Dr J. E. Snodgrass, one of the doctors attendant on Poe at the time of his death, the lustre of the story of Poe’s destruction by the demon rum became the dramatic core of a series of temperance lectures.

Poe’s productivity is simply not commensurate with the idea of chronic alcoholism or of drug addiction; when he did drink, the effect on his body and his mind was highly deleterious. He may, on occasion, have become violent, but the most frank and trustworthy contemporary accounts indicate that he was basically a gentle comrade, a conscientious editor and a solicitous husband. He could be caustic when he saw the cause of literature cheapened and was often indiscreet in his critical pronouncements; he could be swayed in his judgements by friendship as well as by the code of the vendetta, and earned himself a reputation as ‘The Tomahawk Man’, but such aberrations – unfortunate, even embarrassing as they may seem to us – are insufficient to negate the fact that Poe raised popular criticism in America to new levels of perception, exactitude and discrimination. A critic of Poe’s integrity laboured under enormous difficulties, especially when he challenged such powerful cliques as the Knickerbocker group, and some of Poe’s own critical indiscretions must be seen in light of the vicious attacks he received in his battle against what Mrs Trollope deplored as the ‘immense exaltation of periodical trash’ in America. Longfellow himself, the victim of Poe’s most inexcusably personal abuse, helps further to account for the critic’s excesses: ‘The harshness of his criticisms, I have never attributed to anything but the irritation of a sensitive nature, chafed by some indefinite sense of wrong.’ Longfellow’s generosity in such a remark cannot be overvalued, though today we realize that the ‘wrongs’ done Poe – in the literary world as well as in his private life – were anything but ‘indefinite’.

Such wrongs would be sufficient, in a man of far less sensitive temperament, to account for erratic opinion and behaviour; certainly we do not have to call upon alcoholism in order to understand this aspect of the writer’s career. If, however, the stories of Poe’s drunken debauches were sensational exaggerations, the charge that he was a drug addict can almost certainly be dismissed as total fabrication. Their major substantiation has relied on Poe’s references to opium in the short stories (where the source is as likely to be literary as personal), on the testimony of a cousin made nearly half a century after Poe’s death and on his own retarded sister’s observation that he once ‘begged for morphine’. Against this doubtful evidence we must set two facts: first of all, while Poe could easily have known opium in the form of laudanum, since that drug was at the time dispensed almost as freely as aspirin is today, his own story of an attempt to commit suicide with laudanum indicates his unfamiliarity with its potency and general physiological effects. Secondly, we have an expert medical opinion available from Dr Thomas Dunn English, who knew Poe well and had some reason to dislike him: ‘Had Poe had the opium habit when I knew him (before 1846) I should both as a physician and a man of observation, have discovered it during his frequent visits to my rooms, my visits to his house, and our meetings elsewhere – I saw no signs of it and believe the charge to be a baseless slander.’

If the grief and deprivation of his own life ever led him to such excesses, the period between Virginia’s death in 1847 and his own death in 1849 must have offered the greatest temptations, but he continued (with increasing success) to lecture, to write fiction, poetry and criticism, was hard at work on his most ambitious work, Eureka, and carried on an extraordinary succession of flirtations. The first of these began before Virginia’s death, when Mrs Frances Sargent Osgood became enraptured with the ‘weird, unearthly music’ of ‘The Raven’ – and later with the ‘dark flashing eyes’ of the poet himself. But it was, like most of Poe’s later relationships with women, the meeting of minds and poetic spirits. In the final years of his life Poe – like so many of his own heroes – sought a transcendent love experience with an idealized woman whose spirit could blend with his own in the quest for beauty, but he continued to crave the comforts and stability of a conventional domestic life. Three women play particularly significant roles in this drama. One of them, the widow Sarah Helen Whitman, had addressed the poet in a Valentine verse inspired by ‘The Raven’ and read at a New York literary party; through Mrs Osgood the tribute reached Poe, and their ‘courtship’ began in the pages of national magazines even before they had met. Eventually, Poe and Mrs Whitman became engaged, but in the face of her family’s disapproval, rumours about her fiancé’s dissipation and a drinking bout on Poe’s part, the engagement was broken off. With Mrs Whitman Poe had hoped to establish an exalted literary aristocracy in America, and he may well have hoped that her money could finance the magazine which was his recurrent dream. Certainly there is every indication that it was intellect and aestheticism and to some degree loneliness which drew him to the eccentric poetess, for during their courtship he continued to express his love for Mrs Nancy Lock (‘Annie’) Richmond – a simpler and far more domesticated woman whom Poe addressed as ‘my own sweet sister Annie, my pure beautiful angel – wife of my soul – to be mine hereafter & forever in the Heavens’.

Poe was still sending such impassioned letters to Annie when he left on a lecture tour which took him to Richmond, where he began to pay court to the sweetheart of his youth, Sarah Elmira Royster, now the widowed Mrs Shelton. They became engaged, Poe joined a temperance society, revelled in the cordial welcome which Richmond offered him, and yet could still write to Mrs Clemm, ‘I want to live near Annie.’ Several of the friends who saw Poe during his last days in Richmond noted that he seemed ill and feverish, but he continued with his plans to visit New York, settle his affairs there, and return to marry Mrs Shelton. Elmira was so concerned about him that she felt the journey should be postponed, but when she called to inquire about him on 27 September, he had already taken the boat for Baltimore. Nearly a week later Dr J. E. Snodgrass received the following note:

Baltimore City, Oct. 3, 1849

Dear Sir, –

There is a gentleman, rather the worse for wear, at Ryan’s 4th ward polls, who goes under the cognomen of Edgar A. Poe, and who appears in great distress & he says he is acquainted with you, and I assure you, he is in need of immediate assistance.

Yours, in haste,

Jos. W. Walker.

Walker, a compositor on the Baltimore Sun, had found Poe, lying in a semi-conscious state and dressed in clothes obviously not his own, outside of Ryan’s Fourth Ward polls. He was taken to Washington College Hospital, where he remained unconscious until the following morning; he was unable to account for his condition, evidenced acute despair and was delirious from Thursday until Saturday evening, when he began to call for ‘Reynolds!’ – perhaps Jeremiah Reynolds, whose projected voyages to the South Seas had inspired Arthur Gordon Pym. The following morning Poe ceased to fight whatever demons were tormenting his mind, and died at approximately 5 o’clock in the afternoon of 7 October 1849. Various theories have been advanced to account for this fatal attack: Poe may have suffered from epilepsy, brain tumour or heart disease, and may have indulged in alcohol to a degree that fatally aggravated this condition. What actually happened during the final days of Poe’s life can never be known; it was election time in Baltimore, and he may have been rounded up with other derelicts and kept in one of the party ‘coops’, whose alcohol-blurred occupants were sent out to the polls to vote as often as they were able to put their X in the proper box. Only one thing is certain – that few men of genius have had to endure such squalor in the final days of their lives.

I find it difficult to agree with Edward H. Davidson that Poe’s life was ‘one of the dullest any figure of literary importance has lived in the past two hundred years’, though certainly it was one of the most tragic and pitiable. But Poe’s chronic bad luck was not to end with his own death; through one of his characteristically ‘perverse’ decisions, Poe had assigned Rufus Griswold as his official editor, and on the day of Poe’s funeral Griswold published an article in the New York Tribune beginning.

Edgar Allan Poe is dead. He died in Baltimore the day before yesterday. This announcement will startle many, but few will be grieved by it. The poet was well known, personally or by reputation, in all this country; he had readers in England, and in several of the states of Continental Europe, but he had no friends.

It was the first of many steps in that campaign of infamie immortelle, as Baudelaire was to describe it. Years before, Poe had levelled one of his critical attacks against Griswold and there had, perhaps, been other grievances, but Poe clearly imagined that their disagreement had been righted. Griswold, however, now took advantage of this trust in order to advance his own literary reputation by slandering Poe. He forged some letters, altered others and perhaps destroyed more, and in the memoir which he wrote for the third volume of Poe’s collected works he put forward so many myths and laid so many false trails that even those contemporaries who rose to Poe’s defence found it impossible to dispel the illusion created by the ‘official’ editor.

Poe himself did not aid later biographers. During his own lifetime he circulated a variety of legends about his adventurous life, including visits to Greece and Russia, which were obviously intended as ‘cover’ for his ungentlemanly years as an enlisted man in the army. He also claimed to have spent some time in France and Spain, and to have published a novel under the name of Eugène Sue; Alexandre Dumas obliged by leaving an improbable description of Poe’s visit with him near Paris in 1832, but all available evidence points to Poe’s never having left America after his return from England in 1820. We need not, therefore, conclude that Poe was simply a pathological liar: to some degree he sought, in such fancies, the illusion of Byronic romance which he wanted his life to be, as a defence against the grim and often drab reality which it was. Furthermore, it is important not to overlook Poe’s own great fondness for a practical joke: according to one contemporary, who claimed Mrs Clemm’s authority, ‘Poe allowed the error [of the St Petersburg episode] to continue from motives of delicacy, in that it was a rather rum affair.’ Nonetheless, Poe himself began the legend that continues to enshroud his life, Griswold aggravated and severely distorted it, and Poe inspired in many of his contemporaries the American passion for anecdote and tall tale. The mysteries can never all be dispelled, and the temptation to use Poe’s writing as a source of biographical illumination will no doubt persist – along with the effort to catalogue the peculiar hallmarks of his work by reference to his tragic life. Poe, the man who enjoyed a practical joke and took delight in contriving biographical smokescreens, would perhaps not be entirely displeased at the sight of such acrobatics, but Poe the critic would, I think, take many of his own biographically oriented critics to task, for it was Poe who argued, in a manner which uncannily foreshadows the theories of New Criticism, that the work of art is an integral and self-contained fact, embodying ‘everything necessary for its understanding’. If only to accord Poe the justice he was so frequently denied in his own lifetime, and which has been repeatedly withheld since his death, we should heed as far as possible his admonitions against seeking personal, introspective revelations in his art.
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The best of Poe’s creative work demands to be taken symbolically; its roots are in his desire to avoid the mundane, to break through the conventional frontiers of consciousness into ‘the elevating excitement of the Soul’. The real clue to Poe’s writing is thus to be found in his own criticism – in the aesthetic ideals put forward in his essay on ‘The Poetic Principle’ and the preface to Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque. Here we find the two most persistent determinants of Poe’s art, the imaginative quest for Beauty and what he termed ‘the terror of the soul’; together they form the writer’s Weltanschauung. The poetry and prose are thus linked not only by recurrent images and themes, but as studies of what Edward Davidson has termed the ‘stages of consciousness when the real world slipped away or disintegrated and the mind found itself fronting the “horror” of its own loneliness and loss’. In ‘MS. Found in a Bottle’, the narrator describes himself as ‘hurrying onwards to some exciting knowledge – some never-to-be-imparted secret, whose attainment is destruction’. A similar image occurs at the conclusion of Arthur Gordon Pym, as Pym and his companion vanish into a chasm dominated by ‘a shrouded human figure’ whose skin ‘was of the perfect whiteness of the snow’. The lesson is the same: the voyage of the mind out of the real world ends in a blinding vision that is at once revelation and destruction.

All of Poe’s most memorable characters withdraw from life in its conventional aspects, into heavily draped rooms with artificial lighting (as in his own description of the ideal room in ‘The Philosophy of Furniture’), and there they cultivate a life of their own, so distinct and cut apart from the world that they lose all touch with reality. In this condition, they can develop an acuteness of sense (even, at times, synaesthesia) and an almost mystical perception in keeping with Poe’s own aesthetic principles. When Hawthorne’s characters step out of life they often develop a kind of clairvoyance, and they dabble in witchcraft, but they pay for their vision the Faustian price: they lose their souls. Poe’s outsiders lose their sanity and often their lives as a result of expanded consciousness. In ‘The Masque of the Red Death’ Poe makes the lesson unmistakably clear: under Prince Prospero (a figure totally lacking the redemptive magic of Shakespeare’s Prospero), a thousand knights and ladies take refuge in a castellated abbey, sealing themselves away from the plague which stalks the land, and there they cultivate Beauty in its most elaborately artificial forms. But they cannot elude death, and it finally stalks through the exotic chambers of the abbey, infecting all the revellers: the ebony clock stops, the torches expire and ‘Darkness and Decay and the Red Death held illimitable dominion over all.’

‘The Masque of the Red Death’ forms an interesting corollary to the more complex ‘Fall of the House of Usher’, where the central character has actually approached that acute sensitivity in which beauty can be perceived in its ideal forms, but the concomitant of this mystical transcendence is madness, as well as the inability to bear the conventional ingredients of reality:

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 eyes were tortured by even a faint light; and there were but peculiar sounds, and these from stringed instruments, which did not inspire him with horror.

Usher’s malady is described as ‘a constitutional and a family evil’, and because the Usher line is without collateral issue, his deterioration is the deterioration of a family – of a ‘house’, and perhaps of a culture as well. Whether Usher’s acute sensitivity is a product of madness, or madness the result of extreme cultivation of the senses, matters less than the realization that the two states merge in Poe into a single image of terror. Their relationship is fully explored in ‘The Haunted Palace’, the song which Usher sings for his guest. In mood and even in phrasing, it echoes Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’, with its description of the creation of a fair and stately palace in the centre of a lush green valley; in this ideal and exotic setting, art flourishes: through ‘two luminous windows’ passers-by see spirits moving to ‘a lute’s well-tuned law’, and through the palace door flow

A troop of Echoes whose sweet duty

Was but to sing,

In voices of surpassing beauty,

The wit and wisdom of their king.

Sorrow, despair and death come to this pleasure dome, as they come to the sealed abbey in ‘The Masque of the Red Death’: ‘evil things, in robes of sorrow’ which assail ‘the monarch’s high estate’.

And travellers now within that valley,

Through the red-litten windows, see

Vast forms that move fantastically

To a discordant melody;

While, like a rapid ghastly river,

Through the pale door,

A hideous throng rush out forever,

And laugh – but smile no more.

As numerous commentators have noted, the palace is Usher’s own mind, the windows the wild eyes which reflect his madness. But the real import of the poem is surely more complex, for it reiterates a theme so often encountered in Poe’s work: the retreat from the world, the attempt to create an ideal state of perception, ends, at last, in madness and despair, in the insane laugh without a smile with which the poem concludes. The danger of the departure from the mundane is that the individual will be engulfed by his experience, for such a retreat is, finally, a retreat into the self. The ultimate danger is that man will be trapped there, that the quest for new and more fulfilling levels of consciousness will prove destructive: hence the repeated obsession in Poe’s fiction with being buried alive, with the maelstrom, with the claustrophobic chamber, and the fusing of creation and destruction seen in ‘The Oval Portrait’. It is only in grasping the full implications of Poe’s Weltanschauung that we appreciate the implications of the sinister ‘encrimsoned light’ which penetrates Usher’s study, the latently incestuous relationship with his sister and the grotesque unreality of the house they occupy. Usher’s library indicates the degree to which he has cultivated the mystical, and yet with all his knowledge he is overwhelmed by ‘the grim phantasm, FEAR’.

Usher’s crisis is twofold: there is a split in his own personality, and there is also a total disruption of his relationship with the world outside himself; the result, as in so many of Poe’s stories, is remarkably like what Kierkegaard described as the Concept of Dread:

a desire for what one dreads, a sympathetic antipathy. Dread is an alien power which lays hold of an individual, and yet one cannot tear oneself away, nor has a will to do so; for one fears, but what one fears one desires. Dread then makes the individual impotent, and the first sin always occurs in impotence. Apparently, therefore, the man lacks accountability, but this lack is what ensnares him.

How often Poe has been berated for the ‘motiveless malignity’ which his characters display. We never know the specific motive which impels Montresor to wall Fortunato up in the damp catacombs; although the murderer refers to a ‘thousand injuries’ and to ‘insult’, what concerns us in ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ is not any specific motive but the gross and terrifying consequences of this ‘unaccountable’ action. All of Poe’s murderers are obsessive in this degree: even in ‘The Black Cat’, where murder is impulsive rather than premeditated, we have few glimpses into the circumstances which create the exacerbated state of mind which leads so readily to violence; those of his characters who are tormented rather than tormenting suffer, like Kafka’s Joseph K., for unnamed wrongs.

I am not attempting to recruit Poe to the existential movement (so voracious in the acquisition of ancestors), but only to suggest that his work has particular interest at a time in which individualism seems increasingly threatened by a depersonalized computer age and in which, therefore, the rent in man’s relation with his environment, and hence the disruption of his relation with himself, so often seems an unavoidable fact. In mirroring the extreme tensions produced by this crisis of consciousness, in evoking the horrors that result when the individual allows himself to be transported too far beyond the limits of reality, Poe created a body of work that bears particular relevance for our time. How aptly Poe summarized, in the conclusion to Eureka, what has become the repeated theme of modern literature, philosophy and theology:

We walk about, amid the destinies of our world-existence, encompassed by dim but ever present Memories of a Destiny more vast – very distant in the bygone time, and infinitely more awful.

We live out a Youth peculiarly haunted by such dreams; yet never mistaking them for dreams…

So long as this Youth endures, the feeling that we exist, is the most natural of all feelings. We understand it thoroughly. That there was a period at which we did not exist – or, that it might so have happened that we never had existed at all – are the considerations, indeed, which during this youth, we find difficulty in understanding. Why we should not exist, is up to the epoch of our Manhood, of all queries the most unanswerable. Existence – existence from all Time and to all Eternity – seems, up to the Epoch of Manhood, of all queries the most unanswerable. Existence – self-existence – existence from all Time and to all Eternity – seems, up to the epoch of Manhood, a normal and unquestionable condition: seems, because it is.

But now comes the period at which a conventional World-Reason awakens us from the truth of our dream. Doubt, Surprise and Incomprehensibility arrive at the same moment.

The rent in consciousness, the feeling of ontological insecurity called forth here, does not always end in madness or despair, though horror is the quality which will always most distinctly characterize Poe’s work. Against it, however, one must set lyrics like ‘To Helen’, the pastoral exaltation of ‘Eleonora’, the tales of ratiocination in which intellect is triumphant and the elaborate synthesis which Poe attempted in Eureka.

For more than a century Poe’s work has been among the most popular in the world, cherished by the kind of readers who gave Sterne such pleasure – even though ‘they know not why, and care not wherefore’. But it is to be hoped that readers in increasing numbers will see beyond the skill and efficiency with which Poe has created his effects, for even those tales and poems which seem to depend almost entirely on the conventional devices of horror – metempsychosis, the influence of supernatural agencies, premature burial, physical torture and murder – produce a terror which demands to be taken at something more than its face value; and in its most complex forms, this terror represents a profound disruption of man’s mind and soul, a spiritual agony which transcends the age in which it was written, as well as the agonized life which created it.

NOTES

1. Even idiomatic convention could be overlooked in order to preserve the flavour and rhythm of the original – as in Baudelaire’s translation of the opening sentence in The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. Poe’s ‘My name is Arthur Gordon Pym’, Baudelaire translated as ‘Mon nom est Arthur Gordon Pym’.

2. Despite the ‘freedom’ of these translations, Mallarmé himself asserted that he had studied English ‘the better to read Poe’.

3. Vernon Louis Parrington, Main Currents in American Thought, Vol. II (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc., 1927), p. 57.

4. Killis Campbell, The Mind of Poe(Cambridge, 1933), p. 220.
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A Note on the Text

The definitive edition of Poe’s work is still that prepared by James A. Harrison and originally published by Thomas Y. Crowell & Co., New York. The seventeen-volume ‘Virginia’ edition has recently been reprinted by the AMS Press, Inc. (New York), and I am grateful to them for permission to draw on it as the basic text for this volume. In some instances I have favoured earlier versions of individual works to those selected by Harrison, but the precise source of each entry is indicated in the notes.

The order of entries under each of the three major divisions is chronological; as it is often impossible to establish dates of composition for Poe’s work, chronology must be determined by the earliest known date of publication. Much of Poe’s best work was extensively revised for subsequent publication, and therefore such a system is clearly deficient in representing the development of his literary technique. Nonetheless, it avoids the rather arbitrary groupings – like that of the tales into ‘grotesques’ and ‘arabesques’ – to which Poe objected on more than one occasion during his own lifetime as failing to represent the variety of technique and subject matter in his work.

Poe’s own spelling and punctuation have been retained throughout, but his notes – some of which call for editorial comment – have been printed at the end of this volume.

(1967)


POEMS

Stanzas

How often we forget all time, when lone

Admiring Nature’s universal throne;

Her woods – her wilds – her mountains – the intense

Reply of HERS to our intelligence!

1

In youth have I known one with whom the Earth

In secret communing held – as he with it,

In daylight, and in beauty from his birth:

Whose fervid, flickering torch of life was lit

From the sun and stars, whence he had drawn forth

A passionate light – such for his spirit was fit –

And yet that spirit knew not, in the hour

Of its own fervour, what had o’er it power.

2

Perhaps it may be that my mind is wrought

To a fever by the moonbeam that hangs o’er,

But I will half believe that wild light fraught

With more of sovereignty than ancient lore

Hath ever told; – or is it of a thought

The unembodied essence, and no more,

That with a quickening spell doth o’er us pass

As dew of the night-time o’er the summer grass?

3

Doth o’er us pass, when, as th’ expanding eye

To the loved object, – so the tear to the lid

Will start, which lately slept in apathy?

And yet it need not be – (that object) hid

From us in life – but common – which doth lie

Each hour before us – but then only, bid

With a strange sound, as of a harp-string broken,

To awake us –’T is a symbol and a token

4

Of what in other worlds shall be – and given

In beauty by our God, to those alone

Who otherwise would fall from life and Heaven

Drawn by their heart’s passion, and that tone,

That high tone of the spirit which hath striven,

Tho’ not with Faith – with godliness – whose throne

With desperate energy’t hath beaten down;

Wearing its own deep feeling as a crown.

 Sonnet – To Science

Science! true daughter of Old Time thou art!

Who alterest all things with thy peering eyes.

Why preyest thou thus upon the poet’s heart,

Vulture, whose wings are dull realities?

How should he love thee? or how deem thee wise,

Who wouldst not leave him in his wandering

To seek for treasure in the jewelled skies,

Albeit he soared with an undaunted wing?

Hast thou not dragged Diana from her car?

And driven the Hamadryad1 from the wood

To seek a shelter in some happier star?

Hast thou not torn the Naiad2 from her flood,

The Elfin from the green grass, and from me

The summer dream beneath the tamarind tree?

 Al Aaraaf1

PART I

O! nothing earthly save the ray

(Thrown back from flowers) of Beauty’s eye,

As in those gardens where the day

Springs from the gems of Circassy –

O! nothing earthly save the thrill

Of melody in woodland rill –

Or (music of the passion-hearted)

Joy’s voice so peacefully departed

That like the murmur in the shell,

Its echo dwelleth and will dwell –

Oh, nothing of the dross of ours –

Yet all the beauty – all the flowers

That list our Love, and deck our bowers –

Adorn yon world afar, afar –

The wandering star.

’T was a sweet time for Nesace2 – for there

Her world lay lolling on the golden air,

Near four bright suns – a temporary rest –

An oasis in desert of the blest.

Away – away –’mid seas of rays that roll

Empyrean splendor o’er th’ unchained soul –

The soul that scarce (the billows are so dense)

Can struggle to its destin’d eminence –

To distant spheres, from time to time, she rode,

And late to ours, the favour’d one of God –

But, now, the ruler of an anchor’d realm,

She throws aside the sceptre – leaves the helm,

And, amid incense and high spiritual hymns,

Laves in quadruple light her angel limbs.

Now happiest, loveliest in yon lovely Earth,

Whence sprang the ‘Idea of Beauty’ into birth,

(Falling in wreaths thro’ many a startled star,

Like woman’s hair ’mid pearls, until, afar,

It lit on hills Achaian, and there dwelt)

She look’d into Infinity – and knelt.

Rich clouds, for canopies, about her curled –

Fit emblems of the model of her world –

Seen but in beauty – not impeding sight

Of other beauty glittering thro’ the light –

A wreath that twined each starry form around,

And all the opal’d air in color bound.

All hurriedly she knelt upon a bed

Of flowers: of lilies such as rear’d the head

On the fair Capo Deucato,3 and sprang

So eagerly around about to hang

Upon the flying footsteps of – deep pride –

Of her who lov’d a mortal – and so died.4

The Sephalica, budding with young bees,

Uprear’d its purple stem around her knees:

And gemmy flower, of Trebizond misnam’d5 –

Inmate of highest stars, where erst it sham’d

All other loveliness: its honied dew

(The fabled nectar that the heathen knew)

Deliriously sweet, was dropp’d from Heaven,

And fell on gardens of the unforgiven

In Trebizond – and on a sunny flower

So like its own above that, to this hour,

It still remaineth, torturing the bee

With madness, and unwonted reverie:

In Heaven, and all its environs, the leaf

And blossom of the fairy plant, in grief

Disconsolate linger – grief that hangs her head,

Repenting follies that full long have fled,

Heaving her white breast to the balmy air,

Like guilty beauty, chasten’d, and more fair:

Nyctanthes too, as sacred as the light

She fears to perfume, perfuming the night:

And Clytia6 pondering between many a sun,

While pettish tears adown her petals run:

And that aspiring flower that sprang on earth –

And died, ere scarce exalted into birth,

Bursting its odorous heart in spirit to wing

Its way to Heaven, from garden of a king:7

And Valisnerian lotus thither flown

From struggling with the waters of the Rhone:8

And thy most lovely purple perfume, Zante!9

Isola d’oro! – Fior di Levante!

And the Nelumbo bud that floats for ever10

With Indian Cupid down the holy river –

Fair flowers, and fairy! to whose care is given

To bear the Goddess’ song, in odors, up to Heaven:11

‘Spirit! that dwellest where,

In the deep sky,

The terrible and fair,

In beauty vie!

Beyond the line of blue –

The boundary of the star

Which turneth at the view

Of thy barrier and thy bar –

Of the barrier overgone

By the comets who were cast

From their pride, and from their throne

To be drudges till the last –

To be carriers of fire

(The red fire of their heart)

With speed that may not tire

And with pain that shall not part –

Who livest – that we know –

In Eternity – we feel –

But the shadow of whose brow

What spirit shall reveal?

Tho’ the beings whom thy Nesace,

Thy messenger hath known

Have dream’d for thy Infinity

A model of their own12 –

Thy will is done, Oh, God!

The star hath ridden high

Thro’ many a tempest, but she rode

Beneath thy burning eye;

And here, in thought, to thee –

In thought that can alone

Ascend thy empire and so be

A partner of thy throne –

By winged Fantasy,13

My embassy is given,

Till secrecy shall knowledge be

In the environs of Heaven.’

She ceas’d – and buried then her burning cheek

Abash’d, amid the lilies there, to seek

A shelter from the fervour of His eye;

For the stars trembled at the Deity.

She stirr’d not – breath’d not – for a voice was there

How solemnly pervading the calm air!

A sound of silence on the startled ear

Which dreamy poets name ‘the music of the sphere.’

Ours is a world of words: Quiet we call

‘Silence’ – which is the merest word of all.

All Nature speaks, and ev’n ideal things

Flap shadowy sounds from visionary wings –

But ah! not so when, thus, in realms on high

The eternal voice of God is passing by,

And the red winds are withering in the sky!

‘What tho’ in worlds which sightless cycles run,14

Link’d to a little system, and one sun –

Where all my love is folly and the crowd

Still think my terrors but the thunder cloud,

The storm, the earthquake, and the ocean-wrath –

(Ah! will they cross me in my angrier path?)

What tho’ in worlds which own a single sun

The sands of Time grow dimmer as they run,

Yet thine is my resplendency, so given

To bear my secrets thro’ the upper Heaven.

Leave tenantless thy crystal home, and fly,

With all thy train, athwart the moony sky –

Apart – like fire-flies in Sicilian night,15

And wing to other worlds another light!

Divulge the secrets of thy embassy

To the proud orbs that twinkle – and so be

To ev’ry heart a barrier and a ban

Lest the stars totter in the guilt of man!’

Up rose the maiden in the yellow night,

The single-mooned eve! – on Earth we plight

Our faith to one love – and one moon adore –

The birthplace of young Beauty had no more.

As sprang that yellow star from downy hours

Up rose the maiden from her shrine of flowers,

And bent o’er sheeny mountain and dim plain

Her way – but left not yet her Therasæan reign.16

PART II

High on a mountain of enamell’d head –

Such as the drowsy shepherd on his bed

Of giant pasturage lying at his ease,

Raising his heavy eyelid, starts and sees

With many a mutter’d ‘hope to be forgiven’

What time the moon is quadrated in Heaven –

Of rosy head, that towering far away

Into the sunlit ether, caught the ray

Of sunken suns at eve – at noon of night,

While the moon danc’d with the fair stranger light –

Uprear’d upon such height arose a pile

Of gorgeous columns on th’ unburthen’d air,

Flashing from Parian marble that twin smile

Far down upon the wave that sparkled there,

And nursled the young mountain in its lair.

Of molten stars their pavement,1 such as fall

Thro’ the ebon air, besilvering the pall

Of their own dissolution, while they die –

Adorning then the dwellings of the sky.

A dome, by linked light from Heaven let down,

Sat gently on these columns as a crown –

A window of one circular diamond, there,

Look’d out above into the purple air,

And rays from God shot down that meteor chain

And hallow’d all the beauty twice again,

Save when, between th’ Empyrean and that ring,

Some eager spirit flapp’d his dusky wing.

But on the pillars Seraph eyes have seen

The dimness of this world: that greyish green

That Nature loves the best for Beauty’s grave

Lurk’d in each cornice, round each architrave –

And every sculptur’d cherub thereabout

That from his marble dwelling peeréd out,

Seem’d earthly in the shadow of his niche –

Achaian statues in a world so rich?

Friezes from Tadmor and Persepolis –2

From Balbec, and the stilly, clear abyss

Of beautiful Gomorrah! Oh, the wave

Is now upon thee – but too late to save!3

Sound loves to revel in a summer night:

Witness the murmur of the grey twilight

That stole upon the ear, in Eyraco,4

Of many a wild star-gazer long ago –

That stealeth ever on the ear of him

Who, musing, gazeth on the distance dim,

And sees the darkness coming as a cloud –

Is not its form – its voice – most palpable and loud?5

But what is this? – it cometh – and it brings

A music with it –’t is the rush of wings –

A pause – and then a sweeping, falling strain

And Nesace is in her halls again.

From the wild energy of wanton haste

Her cheeks were flushing, and her lips apart;

And zone that clung around her gentle waist

Had burst beneath the heaving of her heart.

Within the centre of that hall to breathe

She paus’d and panted, Zanthe! all beneath,

The fairy light that kiss’d her golden hair

And long’d to rest, yet could but sparkle there!

Young flowers were whispering in melody6

To happy flowers that night – and tree to tree;

Fountains were gushing music as they fell

In many a star-lit grove, or moon-lit dell;

Yet silence came upon material things –

Fair flowers, bright waterfalls and angel wings –

And sound alone that from the spirit sprang

Bore burthen to the charm the maiden sang:

‘ ’Neath blue-bell or streamer –

Or tufted wild spray

That keeps, from the dreamer,

The moonbeam away –7

Bright beings! that ponder,

With half closing eyes,

On the stars which your wonder

Hath drawn from the skies,

’Till they glance thro’ the shade, and

Come down to your brow

Like – eyes of the maiden

Who calls on you now –

Arise! from your dreaming

In violet bowers,

To duty beseeming

These star-litten hours –

And shake from your tresses

Encumber’d with dew

The breath of those kisses

That cumber them too –

(O! how, without you, Love!

Could angels be blest?)

Those kisses of true love

That lull’d ye to rest!

Up! – shake from your wing

Each hindering thing:

The dew of the night –

It would weigh down your flight;

And true love caresses –

O! leave them apart!

They are light on the tresses,

But lead on the heart.

Ligeia! Ligeia!8

My beautiful one!

Whose harshest idea

Will to melody run,

O! is it thy will

On the breezes to toss?

Or, capriciously still,

Like the lone Albatross,

Incumbent on night9

(As she on the air)

To keep watch with delight

On the harmony there?

Ligeia! wherever

Thy image may be,

No magic shall sever

Thy music from thee.

Thou hast bound many eyes

In a dreamy sleep –

But the strains still arise

Which thy vigilance keep –

The sound of the rain

Which leaps down to the flower,

And dances again

In the rhythm of the shower –

The murmur that springs

From the growing of grass10

Are the music of things –

But are modell’d, alas! –

Away, then my dearest,

O! hie thee away

To springs that lie clearest

Beneath the moon-ray –

To lone lake that smiles,

In its dream of deep rest,

At the many star-isles

That enjewel its breast –

Where wild flowers, creeping,

Have mingled their shade,

On its margin is sleeping

Full many a maid –

Some have left the cool glade, and

Have slept with the bee –11

Arouse them my maiden,

On moorland and lea –

Go! breathe on their slumber,

All softly in ear,

The musical number

They slumber’d to hear –

For what can awaken

An angel so soon

Whose sleep hath been taken

Beneath the cold moon,

As the spell which no slumber

Of witchery may test,

The rhythmical number

Which lull’d him to rest?’

Spirits in wing, and angels to the view,

A thousand seraphs burst th’ Empyrean thro’,

Young dreams still hovering on their drowsy flight –

Seraphs in all but ‘Knowledge,’ the keen light

That fell, refracted, thro’ thy bounds, afar

O Death! from eye of God upon that star:

Sweet was that error – sweeter still that death –

Sweet was that error – ev’n with us the breath

Of Science dims the mirror of our joy –

To them ’t were the Simoom, and would destroy –

For what (to them) availeth it to know

That Truth is Falsehood – or that Bliss is Woe?

Sweet was their death – with them to die was rife

With the last ecstasy of satiate life –

Beyond that death no immortality –

But sleep that pondereth and is not ‘to be’ –

And there – oh! may my weary spirit dwell –

Apart from Heaven’s Eternity – and yet how far from Hell!12

What guilty spirit, in what shrubbery dim,

Heard not the stirring summons of that hymn?

But two: they fell: for Heaven no grace imparts

To those who hear not for their beating hearts.

A maiden-angel and her seraph-lover –

O! where (and ye may seek the wide skies over)

Was Love, the blind, near sober Duty known?

Unguided Love hath fallen –’mid ‘tears of perfect moan.’13

He was a goodly spirit – he who fell:

A wanderer by moss-y-mantled well –

A gazer on the lights that shine above –

A dreamer in the moonbeam by his love:

What wonder? for each star is eye-like there,

And looks so sweetly down on Beauty’s hair –

And they, and ev’ry mossy spring were holy

To his love-haunted heart and melancholy.

The night had found (to him a night of wo)

Upon a mountain crag, young Angelo –14

Beetling it bends athwart the solemn sky,

And scowls on starry worlds that down beneath it lie.

Here sate he with his love – his dark eye bent

With eagle gaze along the firmament:

Now turn’d it upon her – but ever then

It trembled to the orb of EARTH again.

‘Ianthe, dearest, see! how dim that ray!

How lovely ’t is to look so far away!

She seem’d not thus upon that autumn eve

I left her gorgeous halls – nor mourn’d to leave.

That eve – that eve – I should remember well –

The sun-ray dropp’d, in Lemnos, with a spell

On th’ Arabesque carving of a gilded hall

Wherein I sate, and on the draperied wall –

And on my eye-lids – O the heavy light!

How drowsily it weigh’d them into night!

On flowers, before, and mist, and love they ran

With Persian Saadi in his Gulistan:

But O that light! – I slumber’d – Death, the while,

Stole o’er my senses in that lovely isle

So softly that no single silken hair

Awoke that slept – or knew that he was there.

The last spot of Earth’s orb I trod upon

Was a proud temple call’d the Parthenon –15

More beauty clung around her column’d wall

Than ev’n thy glowing bosom beats withal,16

And when old Time my wing did disenthral

Thence sprang I – as the eagle from his tower,

And years I left behind me in an hour.

What time upon her airy bounds I hung

One half the garden of her globe was flung

Unrolling as a chart unto my view –

Tenantless cities of the desert too!

Ianthe, beauty crowded on me then,

And half I wish’d to be again of men.’

‘My Angelo! and why of them to be?

A brighter dwelling-place is there for thee –

And greener fields than in yon world above.

And woman’s loveliness – and passionate love.’

‘But, list, Ianthe! when the air so soft

Fail’d, as my pennon’d17 spirit leapt aloft,

Perhaps my brain grew dizzy – but the world

I left so late was into chaos hurl’d –

Sprang from her station, on the winds apart,

And roll’d, a flame, the fiery Heaven athwart.

Methought, my sweet one, then I ceased to soar

And fell – not swiftly as I rose before,

But with a downward, tremulous motion thro’

Light, brazen rays, this golden star unto!

Nor long the measure of my falling hours,

For nearest of all stars was thine to ours –

Dread star! that came, amid a night of mirth,

A red Dædalion on the timid Earth.’

‘We came – and to thy Earth – but not to us

Be given our lady’s bidding to discuss:

We came, my love; around, above, below,

Gay fire-fly of the night we come and go,

Nor ask a reason save the angel-nod

She grants to us, as granted by her God –

But, Angelo, than thine grey Time unfurl’d

Never his fairy wing o’er fairier world!

Dim was its little disk, and angel eyes

Alone could see the phantom in the skies,

When first Al Aaraaf knew her course to be

Headlong thitherward o’er the starry sea –

But when its glory swell’d upon the sky,

As glowing Beauty’s bust beneath man’s eye,

We paus’d before the heritage of men,

And thy star trembled – as doth Beauty then!’

Thus, in discourse, the lovers whiled away

The night that waned and waned and brought no day.

They fell: for Heaven to them no hope imparts

Who hear not for the beating of their hearts.

Romance

Romance, who loves to nod and sing,

With drowsy head and folded wing,

Among the green leaves as they shake

Far down within some shadowy lake,

To me a painted paroquet

Hath been – a most familiar bird –

Taught me my alphabet to say –

To lisp my very earliest word

While in the wild wood I did lie,

A child – with a most knowing eye.

Of late, eternal Condor years

So shake the very Heaven on high

With tumult as they thunder by,

I have no time for idle cares

Through gazing on the unquiet sky.

And when an hour with calmer wings

Its down upon my spirit flings –

That little time with lyre and rhyme

To while away – forbidden things!

My heart would feel to be a crime

Unless it trembled with the strings.

To Helen

Helen, thy beauty is to me

Like those Nicéan1 barks of yore,

That gently, o’er a perfumed sea,

The weary, way-worn wanderer bore

To his own native shore.

On desperate seas long wont to roam,

Thy hyacinth hair, thy classic face,

Thy Naiad airs have brought me home

To the glory that was Greece,

And the grandeur that was Rome.

Lo! in yon brilliant window-niche

How statue-like I see thee stand,

The agate lamp within thy hand!

Ah, Psyche, from the regions which

Are Holy-Land!

Israfel1

In Heaven a spirit doth dwell

‘Whose heart-strings are a lute;’

None sing so wildly well

As the angel Israfel,

And the giddy stars (so legends tell)

Ceasing their hymns, attend the spell

Of his voice, all mute.

Tottering above

In her highest noon,

The enamoured moon

Blushes with love,

While, to listen, the red levin

(With the rapid Pleiads,2 even,

Which were seven,)

Pauses in Heaven.

And they say (the starry choir

And the other listening things)

That Israfeli’s fire

Is owing to that lyre

By which he sits and sings –

The trembling living wire

Of those unusual strings.

But the skies that angel trod,

Where deep thoughts are a duty –

Where Love’s a grown-up God –

Where the Houri3 glances are

Imbued with all the beauty

Which we worship in a star.

Therefore, thou art not wrong,

Israfeli, who despisest

An unimpassioned song;

To thee the laurels belong,

Best bard, because the wisest!

Merrily live, and long!

The ecstasies above

With thy burning measurers suit –

Thy grief, thy joy, thy hate, thy love,

With the fervour of thy lute –

Well may the stars be mute!

Yes, Heaven is thine; but this

Is a world of sweets and sours;

Our flowers are merely – flowers,

And the shadow of thy perfect bliss

Is the sunshine of ours.

If I could dwell

Where Israfel

Hath dwelt, and he where I,

He might not sing so wildly well

A mortal melody,

While a bolder note than this might swell

From my lyre within the sky.

The City in the Sea

Lo! Death has reared himself a throne

In a strange city lying alone

Far down within the dim West,

Where the good and the bad and the worst and the best

Have gone to their eternal rest.

There shrines and palaces and towers

(Time-eaten towers that tremble not!)

Resemble nothing that is ours.

Around, by lifting winds forgot,

Resignedly beneath the sky

The melancholy waters lie.

No rays from the holy heaven come down

On the long night-time of that town;

But light from out the lurid sea

Streams up the turrets silently –

Gleams up the pinnacles far and free –

Up domes – up spires – up kingly halls –

Up fanes – up Babylon-like walls –

Up shadowy long-forgotten bowers

Of sculptured ivy and stone flowers –

Up many and many a marvellous shrine

Whose wreathéd friezes intertwine

The viol, the violet, and the vine.

Resignedly beneath the sky

The melancholy waters lie.

So blend the turrets and shadows there

That all seem pendulous in air,

While from a proud tower in the town

Death looks gigantically down.

There open fanes and gaping graves

Yawn level with the luminous waves

But not the riches there that lie

In each idol’s diamond eye –

Not the gaily-jewelled dead

Tempt the waters from their bed;

For no ripples curl, alas!

Along that wilderness of glass –

No swellings tell that winds may be

Upon some far-off happier sea –

No heavings hint that winds have been

On seas less hideously serene.

But lo, a stir is in the air!

The wave – there is a movement there!

As if the towers had thrust aside,

In slightly sinking, the dull tide –

As if their tops had feebly given

A void within the filmy Heaven.

The waves have now a redder glow –

The hours are breathing faint and low –

And when, amid no earthly moans,

Down, down that town shall settle hence,

Hell, rising from a thousand thrones,

Shall do it reverence.

The Sleeper

At midnight, in the month of June,

I stand beneath the mystic moon.

An opiate vapour, dewy, dim,

Exhales from out her golden rim,

And, softly dripping, drop by drop,

Upon the quiet mountain top,

Steals drowsily and musically

Into the universal valley.

The rosemary nods upon the grave;

The lily lolls upon the wave;

Wrapping the fog about its breast,

The ruin moulders into rest;

Looking like Lethe, see! the lake

A conscious slumber seems to take,

And would not, for the world, awake.

All Beauty sleeps! – and lo! where lies

Irene, with her Destinies!

Oh, lady bright! can it be right –

This window open to the night?

The wanton airs, from the tree-top,

Laughingly through the lattice drop –

The bodiless airs, a wizard rout,

Flit through thy chamber in and out,

And wave the curtain canopy

So fitfully – so fearfully –

Above the closed and fringéd lid

’Neath which thy slumb’ring soul lies hid,

That, o’er the floor and down the wall,

Like ghosts the shadows rise and fall!

Oh, lady dear, hast thou no fear?

Why and what art thou dreaming here?

Sure thou art come o’er far-off seas,

A wonder to these garden trees!

Strange is thy pallor! strange thy dress!

Strange, above all, thy length of tress,

And this all solemn silentness!

The lady sleeps! Oh, may her sleep,

Which is enduring, so be deep!

Heaven have her in its sacred keep!

This chamber changed for one more holy,

This bed for one more melancholy,

I pray to God that she may lie

Forever with unopened eye,

While the pale sheeted ghosts go by!

My love, she sleeps! Oh, may her sleep,

As it is lasting, so be deep!

Soft may the worms about her creep!

Far in the forest, dim and old,

For her may some tall vault unfold –

Some vault that oft hath flung its black

And wingéd panels fluttering back,

Triumphant, o’er the crested palls,

Of her grand family funerals –

Some sepulchre, remote, alone,

Against whose portal she hath thrown,

In childhood, many an idle stone –

Some tomb from out whose sounding door

She ne’er shall force an echo more,

Thrilling to think, poor child of sin!

It was the dead who groaned within.

Lenore

Ah, broken is the golden bowl! the spirit flown forever!

Let the bell toll! – a saintly soul floats on the Stygian river;

And, Guy De Vere, hast thou no tear? – weep now or never more!

See! on yon drear and rigid bier low lies thy love, Lenore!

Come! let the burial rite be read – the funeral song be sung! –

An anthem for the queenliest dead that ever died so young –

A dirge for her the doubly dead in that she died so young.

‘Wretches! ye loved herc for her wealth and hated her for her
        pride,

‘And when she fell in feeble health, ye blessed her – that she
        died!

‘How shall the ritual, then, be read? – the requiem how be
        sung

‘By you – by yours, the evil eye, – by yours, the slanderous
        tongue

‘That did to death the innocence that died, and died so
        young?’

Peccavimus; but rave not thus! and let a Sabbath song

Go up to God so solemnly the dead may feel no wrong!

The sweet Lenore hath ‘gone before,’ with Hope, that flew beside,

Leaving thee wild for the dear child that should have been thy bride –

For her, the fair and debonair, that now so lowly lies,

The life upon her yellow hair but not within her eyes –

The life still there, upon her hair – the death upon her eyes.

‘Avaunt! – avaunt! from fiends below, the indignant ghost is riven –

‘From Hell unto a high estate far up within the Heaven –

‘From grief and groan, to a golden throne, beside the King of Heaven.’

Let no bell toll then! – lest her soul, amid its hallowed mirth,

Should catch the note as it doth float up from the damnéd Earth! –

And I! – to-night my heart is light! No dirge will I upraise,

But waft the angel on her flight with a Pæan of old days!

The Valley of Unrest

Once it smiled a silent dell

Where the people did not dwell;

They had gone unto the wars,

Trusting to the mild-eyed stars,

Nightly, from their azure towers,

To keep watch above the flowers,

In the midst of which all day

The red sun-light lazily lay.

Now each visiter shall confess

The sad valley’s restlessness.

Nothing there is motionless –

Nothing save the airs that brood

Over the magic solitude.

Ah, by no wind are stirred those trees

That palpitate like the chill seas

Around the misty Hebrides!

Ah, by no wind those clouds are driven

That rustle through the unquiet Heaven

Uneasily, from morn till even,

Over the violets there that lie

In myriad types of the human eye –

Over the lilies three that wave

And weep above a nameless grave!

They wave: – from out their fragrant tops

Eternal dews come down in drops.

They weep: – from off their delicate stems

Perennial tears descend in gems.

The Raven

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary,

Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore –

While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,

As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.

‘’T is some visiter,’ I muttered, ‘tapping at my chamber door –

Only this and nothing more.’

Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak December;

And each separate dying ember wrought its ghost upon the floor.

Eagerly I wished the morrow; – vainly I had sought to borrow

From my books surcease of sorrow – sorrow for the lost Lenore –

For the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore –

Nameless here for evermore.

And the silken, sad, uncertain rustling of each purple curtain

Thrilled me – filled me with fantastic terrors never felt before;

So that now, to still the beating of my heart, I stood repeating

‘’T is some visiter entreating entrance at my chamber door –

Some late visiter entreating entrance at my chamber door; –

This it is and nothing more.’

Presently my soul grew stronger; hesitating then no longer,

‘Sir,’ said I, ‘or Madam, truly your forgiveness I implore;

But the fact is I was napping, and so gently you came rapping,

And so faintly you came tapping, tapping at my chamber door,

That I scarce was sure I heard you’ – here I opened wide the door; –

Darkness there and nothing more.

Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing,

Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before;

But the silence was unbroken, and the stillness gave no token,

And the only word there spoken was the whispered word, ‘Lenore!’

This I whispered, and an echo murmured back the word ‘Lenore!’

Merely this and nothing more.

Back into the chamber turning, all my soul within me burning,

Soon again I heard a tapping somewhat louder than before.

‘Surely,’ said I, ‘surely that is something at my window lattice;

Let me see, then, what thereat is, and this mystery explore –

Let my heart be still a moment and this mystery explore; –

’T is the wind and nothing more!’

Open here I flung the shutter, when, with many a flirt and flutter

In there stepped a stately Raven of the saintly days of yore.

Not the least obeisance made he; not a minute stopped or stayed he;

But, with mien of lord or lady, perched above my chamber door –

Perched upon a bust of Pallas just above my chamber door –

Perched, and sat, and nothing more.

Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling,

By the grave and stern decorum of the countenance it wore,

‘Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou,’ I said, ‘are sure no craven,

Ghastly grim and ancient Raven wandering from the Nightly shore –

Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night’s Plutonian shore!’

Quoth the Raven, ‘Nevermore.’

Much I marvelled this ungainly fowl to hear discourse so plainly,

Though its answer little meaning – little relevancy bore;

For we cannot help agreeing that no living human being

Ever yet was blessed with seeing bird above his chamber door –

Bird or beast upon the sculptured bust above his chamber door,

With such name as ‘Nevermore.’

But the Raven, sitting lonely on the placid bust, spoke only

That one word, as if his soul in that one word he did outpour.

Nothing farther then he uttered – not a feather then he fluttered –

Till I scarcely more than muttered ‘Other friends have flown before –

On the morrow he will leave me, as my hopes have flown before.’

Then the bird said ‘Nevermore.’

Startled at the stillness broken by reply so aptly spoken,

‘Doubtless,’ said I, ‘what it utters is its only stock and store

Caught from some unhappy master whom unmerciful Disaster

Followed fast and followed faster till his songs one burden bore –

Till the dirges of his Hope that melancholy burden bore

Of “Never – nevermore.”’

But the Raven still beguiling all my fancy into smiling,

Straight I wheeled a cushioned seat in front of bird, and bust and door;

Then, upon the velvet sinking, I betook myself to linking

Fancy unto fancy, thinking what this ominous bird of yore –

What this grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt, and ominous bird of yore

Meant in croaking ‘Nevermore.’

This I sat engaged in guessing, but no syllable expressing

To the fowl whose fiery eyes now burned into my bosom’s core;

This and more I sat divining, with my head at ease reclining

On the cushion’s velvet lining that the lamp-light gloated1 o’er,

But whose velvet violet lining with the lamp-light gloating o’er,

She shall press, ah, nevermore!

Then, methought, the air grew denser, perfumed from an unseen censer

Swung by Seraphim whose foot-falls tinkled on the tufted floor.

‘Wretch,’ I cried, ‘thy God hath lent thee – by these angels he hath sent thee

Respite – respite and nepenthe2 from thy memories of Lenore;

Quaff, oh quaff this kind nepenthe and forget this lost Lenore!’

Quoth the Raven ‘Nevermore.’

‘Prophet!’ said I, ‘thing of evil! prophet still, if bird or devil! –

Whether Tempter sent, or whether tempest tossed thee here ashore,

Desolate yet all undaunted, on this desert land enchanted –

On this home by Horror haunted – tell me truly, I implore –

Is there – is there balm in Gilead? – tell me – tell me, I implore!’

Quoth the Raven ‘Nevermore.’

‘Prophet!’ said I, ‘thing of evil! – prophet still, if bird or devil!

By that Heaven that bends above us – by that God we both adore –

Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn,

It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels name Lenore –

Clasp a rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore.’

Quoth the Raven ‘Nevermore.’

‘Be that word our sign of parting, bird or fiend!’ I shrieked, upstarting –

‘Get thee back into the tempest and the Night’s Plutonian shore!

Leave no black plume as a token of that lie thy soul hath spoken!

Leave my loneliness unbroken! – quit the bust above my door!

Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy form from off my door!’

Quoth the Raven ‘Nevermore.’

And the Raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting

On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door;

And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon’s that is dreaming,

And the lamp-light o’er him streaming throws his shadow on the floor;

And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor

Shall be lifted – nevermore!

Ulalume

The skies they were ashen and sober;

The leaves they were crisped and sere –

The leaves they were withering and sere;

It was night in the lonesome October

Of my most immemorial year;

It was hard by the dim lake of Auber,1

In the misty mid region of Weir –2

It was down by the dank tarn of Auber,

In the ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir.

Here once, through an alley Titanic,

Of cypress, I roamed with my Soul –

Of cypress, with Psyche, my Soul.

These were days when my heart was volcanic

As the scoriac rivers that roll –

As the lavas that restlessly roll

Their sulphurous currents down Yaanek3

In the ultimate climes of the pole –

That groan as they roll down Mount Yaanek

In the realms of the boreal pole.

Our talk had been serious and sober,

But our thoughts they were palsied and sere –

Our memories were treacherous and sere –

For we knew not the month was October,

And we marked not the night of the year –

(Ah, night of all nights in the year!)

We noted not the dim lake of Auber –

(Though once we had journeyed down here) –

Remembered not the dank tarn of Auber,

Nor the ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir.

And now, as the night was senescent

And star-dials pointed to morn –

As the star-dials hinted of morn –

At the end of our path a liquescent

And nebulous lustre was born,

Out of which a miraculous crescent

Arose with a duplicate horn –

Astarte’s bediamonded crescent

Distinct with its duplicate horn.

And I said – ‘She is warmer than Dian:

She rolls through an ether of sighs –

She revels in a region of sighs:

She has seen that the tears are not dry on

These cheeks, where the worm never dies

And has come past the stars of the Lion

To point us the path to the skies –

To the Lethean peace of the skies –

Come up, in despite of the Lion,

To shine on us with her bright eyes –

Come up through the lair of the Lion,

With love in her luminous eyes.’

But Psyche, uplifting her finger,

Said – ‘Sadly this star I mistrust –

Her pallor I strangely mistrust: –

Oh, hasten! – oh, let us not linger!

Oh, fly! – let us fly! – for we must.’

In terror she spoke, letting sink her

Wings until they trailed in the dust –

In agony sobbed, letting sink her

Plumes till they trailed in the dust –

Till they sorrowfully trailed in the dust.

I replied – ‘This is nothing but dreaming:

Let us on by this tremulous light!

Let us bathe in this crystalline light!

Its Sibyllic splendor is beaming

With Hope and in Beauty to-night: –

See! – it flickers up the sky through the night!

Ah, we safely may trust to its gleaming,

And be sure it will lead us aright –

We safely may trust to a gleaming

That cannot but guide us aright,

Since it flickers up to Heaven through the night.’

Thus I pacified Psyche and kissed her,

And tempted her out of her gloom –

And conquered her scruples and gloom;

And we passed to the end of the vista,

But were stopped by the door of a tomb –

By the door of a legended tomb;

And I said – ‘What is written, sweet sister,

On the door of this legended tomb?’

She replied – ‘Ulalume – Ulalume –

’T is the vault of thy lost Ulalume!’

Then my heart it grew ashen and sober

As the leaves that were crisped and sere –

As the leaves that were withering and sere,

And I cried – ‘It was surely October

On this very night of last year

That I journeyed – I journeyed down here –

That I brought a dread burden down here –

On this night of all nights in the year,

Ah, what demon has tempted me here?

Well I know, now, this dim lake of Auber –

This misty mid region of Weir –

Well I know, now, this dank tarn of Auber,

This ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir.’

For Annie

Thank Heaven! the crisis –

The danger is past,

And the lingering illness

Is over at last –

And the fever called ‘Living’

Is conquered at last.

Sadly, I know

I am shorn of my strength,

And no muscle I move

As I lie at full length –

But no matter! – I feel

I am better at length.

And I rest so composedly

Now, in my bed,

That any beholder

Might fancy me dead –

Might start at beholding me,

Thinking me dead.

The moaning and groaning,

The sighing and sobbing,

Are quieted now,

With that horrible throbbing

At heart: – ah that horrible,

Horrible throbbing!

The sickness – the nausea –

The pitiless pain –

Have ceased with the fever

That maddened my brain –

With the fever called ‘Living’

That burned in my brain.

And oh! of all tortures

That torture the worst

Has abated – the terrible

Torture of thirst

For the napthaline river

Of Passion accurst: –

I have drank of a water

That quenches all thirst: –

Of a water that flows,

With a lullaby sound,

From a spring but a very few

Feet under ground –

From a cavern not very far

Down under ground.

And ah! let it never

Be foolishly said

That my room it is gloomy

And narrow my bed;

For man never slept

In a different bed –

And, to sleep, you must slumber

In just such a bed.

My tantalized spirit

Here blandly reposes,

Forgetting, or never

Regretting, its roses –

Its old agitations

Of myrtles and roses:

For now, while so quietly

Lying, it fancies

A holier odor

About it, of pansies –

A rosemary odor,

Commingled with pansies –

With rue and the beautiful

Puritan pansies.

And so it lies happily,

Bathing in many

A dream of the truth

And the beauty of Annie –

Drowned in a bath

Of the tresses of Annie.

She tenderly kissed me,

She fondly caressed,

And then I fell gently

To sleep on her breast –

Deeply to sleep

From the heaven of her breast.

When the light was extinguished,

She covered me warm,

And she prayed to the angels

To keep me from harm –

To the queen of the angels

To shield me from harm.

And I lie so composedly,

Now, in my bed,

(Knowing her love)

That you fancy me dead –

And I rest so contentedly,

Now, in my bed,

(With her love at my breast)

That you fancy me dead –

That you shudder to look at me,

Thinking me dead: –

But my heart it is brighter

Than all of the many

Stars of the sky,

For it sparkles with Annie –

It glows with the light

Of the love of my Annie –

With the thought of the light

Of the eyes of my Annie.

A Valentine

To — — —

For her this rhyme is penned, whose luminous eyes,

Brightly expressive as the twins of Leda,

Shall find her own sweet name, that, nestling lies

Upon the page, enwrapped from every reader

Search narrowly the lines! – they hold a treasure

Divine – a talisman – an amulet

That must be worn at heart. Search well the measure –

The words – the syllables! Do not forget

The trivialest point, or you may lose your labor!

And yet there is in this no Gordian knot

Which one might not undo without a sabre,

If one could merely comprehend the plot.

Enwritten upon the leaf where now are peering

Eyes scintillating soul, there lie perdus

Three eloquent words oft uttered in the hearing

Of poets, by poets – as the name is a poet’s, too.

Its letters, although naturally lying

Like the knight Pinto – Mendez Ferdinando –

Still form a synonym for Truth. – Cease trying!

You will not read the riddle, though you do the best you
               can do.

Annabel Lee

It was many and many a year ago,

In a kingdom by the sea

That a maiden there lived whom you may know

By the name of ANNABEL LEE;

And this maiden she lived with no other thought

Than to love and be loved by me.

I was a child and she was a child,

In this kingdom by the sea,

But we loved with a love that was more than love –

I and my ANNABEL LEE –

With a love that the winged seraphs of heaven

Coveted her and me.

And this was the reason that, long ago,

In this kingdom by the sea,

A wind blew out of a cloud, chilling

My beautiful ANNABEL LEE;

So that her highborn kinsmen came

And bore her away from me,

To shut her up in a sepulchre

In this kingdom by the sea.

The angels, not half so happy in heaven,

Went envying her and me –

Yes! – that was the reason (as all men know,

In this kingdom by the sea)

That the wind came out of the cloud by night,

Chilling and killing my ANNABEL LEE.

But our love it was stronger by far than the love

Of those who were older than we –

Of many far wiser than we –

And neither the angels in heaven above,

Nor the demons down under the sea,

Can ever dissever my soul from the soul

Of the beautiful ANNABEL LEE:

For the moon never beams, without bringing me dreams

Of the beautiful ANNABEL LEE;

And the stars never rise, but I feel the bright eyes

Of the beautiful ANNABEL LEE:

And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side

Of my darling – my darling – my life and my bride,

In the sepulchre there by the sea –

In her tomb by the sounding sea.

The Bells

I

Hear the sledges with the bells –

Silver bells!

What a world of merriment their melody foretells!

How they tinkle, tinkle, tinkle,

In the icy air of night!

While the stars that oversprinkle

All the heavens, seem to twinkle

With a crystalline delight;

Keeping time, time, time,

In a sort of Runic rhyme,

To the tintinnabulation that so musically wells

From the bells, bells, bells, bells,

Bells, bells, bells –

From the jingling and the tinkling of the bells.

II

Hear the mellow wedding bells

Golden bells!

What a world of happiness their harmony foretells!

Through the balmy air of night

How they ring out their delight! –

From the molten-golden notes,

And all in tune,

What a liquid ditty floats

To the turtle-dove that listens, while she gloats

On the moon!

Oh, from out the sounding cells,

What a gush of euphony voluminously wells!

How it swells!

How it dwells

On the Future! – how it tells

Of the rapture that impels

To the swinging and the ringing

Of the bells, bells, bells –

Of the bells, bells, bells, bells,

Bells, bells, bells –

To the rhyming and the chiming of the bells!

III

Hear the loud alarum bells –

Brazen bells!

What a tale of terror, now their turbulency tells!

In the startled ear of night

How they scream out their affright!

Too much horrified to speak,

They can only shriek, shriek,

Out of tune,

In a clamorous appealing to the mercy of the fire,

In a mad expostulation with the deaf and frantic fire,

Leaping higher, higher, higher,

With a desperate desire,

And a resolute endeavour

Now – now to sit, or never,

By the side of the pale-faced moon.

Oh, the bells, bells, bells!

What a tale their terror tells

Of Despair!

How they clang, and clash, and roar!

What a horror they outpour

On the bosom of the palpitating air!

Yet the ear, it fully knows,

By the twanging,

And the clanging,

How the danger ebbs and flows;

Yet the ear distinctly tells,

In the jangling,

And the wrangling,

How the danger sinks and swells,

By the sinking or the swelling in the anger of the bells –

Of the bells –

Of the bells, bells, bells, bells,

Bells, bells, bells –

In the clamor and the clanging of the bells!

IV

Hear the tolling of the bells –

Iron bells!

What a world of solemn thought their monody compels!

In the silence of the night,

How we shiver with affright

At the melancholy menace of their tone!

For every sound that floats

From the rust within their throats

Is a groan.

And the people – ah, the people –

They that dwell up in the steeple,

All alone,

And who, tolling, tolling, tolling,

In that muffled monotone,

Feel a glory in so rolling

On the human heart a stone –

They are neither man nor woman –

They are neither brute nor human –

They are Ghouls: –

And their king it is who tolls: –

And he rolls, rolls, rolls,

Rolls

A pæan from the bells!

And his merry bosom swells

With the pæan of the bells!

And he dances, and he yells;

Keeping time, time, time,

In a sort of Runic rhyme,

To the pæan of the bells: –

Of the bells:

Keeping time, time, time

In a sort of Runic rhyme,

To the throbbing of the bells –

Of the bells, bells, bells –

To the sobbing of the bells: –

Keeping time, time, time,

As he knells, knells, knells,

In a happy Runic rhyme,

To the rolling of the bells –

Of the bells, bells, bells: –

To the tolling of the bells –

Of the bells, bells, bells, bells,

Bells, bells, bells –

To the moaning and the groaning of the bells.

Eldorado

Gaily bedight,

A gallant knight,

In sunshine and in shadow,

Had journeyed long,

Singing a song,

In search of Eldorado.

But he grew old –

This knight so bold –

And o’er his heart a shadow

Fell as he found

No spot of ground

That looked like Eldorado.

And, as his strength

Failed him at length,

He met a pilgrim shadow –

‘Shadow,’ said he,

‘Where can it be –

This land of Eldorado?’

‘Over the Mountains

Of the Moon,

Down the Valley of the Shadow,

Ride, boldly ride,’

The shade replied, –

‘If you seek for Eldorado.’
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