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1. Introduction 

The first time I came in contact with the works of Edgar Allan Poe must have been around 10 

years ago through an audio-book at the library. I borrowed the book because of the terrifying 

picture of “The Black Cat” on the cover just to find that the stories on the tapes were far more 

terrifying than that picture. Since then I’ve read several lousy horror books and seen many 

awful horror movies. Usually, they just leave me asking myself why I make these lamentable 

decisions, and what it is that I am trying to obtain. I’ve started to realise that it’s probably the 

feeling of hearing those ghastly grim and ancient Poe stories for the first time that’s been my 

motive. In this essay I’m going to focus on the themes of madness and murder in Edgar Allan 

Poe’s work as these themes are present in many of his most powerful tales. It’s also a very 

significant part of his works as these are the stories that earned him his famously bad 

reputation. There aren’t many writers throughout history with a reputation as bad as Edgar 

Allan Poe’s. The reason for this is an elongated tendency to put Poe himself in the place of 

the wretched narrators of his tales and it’s a tendency that stretches back to his own time. The 

man chosen to write his epitaph, Rufus Griswold, chose to announce Poe’s death with these 

flattering words.  

Edgar Allan Poe is dead. He died in Baltimore on Sunday, October 7th. This 

announcement will startle many, but few will be grieved by it. The poet was 

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 few or no 

friends; and the regrets for his death will be suggested principally by the 

consideration that in him literary art has lost one of its most brilliant but erratic 

stars.1  

                                                 
1 Julian Symons,”The Tell-Tale Heart”. The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe. (London: Faber and Faber 
Limited, 1978) 155. 
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And when Griswold mentions something about Poe’s person, these are the most positive 

characteristics that he is able to find. 

He walked-the streets, in madness or melancholy, with lips moving in indistinct 

curses, or with eyes upturned in passionate prayer (never for himself, for he felt, 

or professed to feel, that he was already damned), but for their happiness who at 

the moment were objects of his idolatry; or with his glances introverted to a 

heart gnawed with anguish, and with a face shrouded in gloom, he would brave 

the wildest storms, and all night, with drenched garments and arms beating the 

winds and rains.2

This Rufus Griswold however, was neither a friend nor fan of Poe and was known for 

criticising Poe’s works and besmirching his name when he was alive as well. Therefore it’s a 

bit peculiar that Griswold had the honour of penning Poe’s commemoration and as this 

epitaph was published in New York Daily Tribune it really helped to discredit Poe’s name. 

Griswold was not the only person who considered Poe to be a miserable maniac however; his 

view of Poe was shared by many. It can even be argued that Poe himself purposely assisted in 

creating this myth with the belief that it could make more people interested in his works and 

so increase the sales of his books. Even if this could have been the case, it’s hard to neglect 

that in Poe’s case it’s particularly easy to find a good number of parallels between the author 

and the art, and these parallels seem most obvious in his horror stories. The first chapter of 

this essay is therefore a short biography of Edgar Allan Poe’s life. In the second chapter I’m 

going to discuss the role of the dead girl that appears in several of Poe’s horror stories. In the 

third chapter I’m going to look at Poe’s murder stories and examine the impulses that lead to 

these hideous acts. In the fourth chapter I’m going to discuss Poe’s interest in blurring the line 

between dream and reality in his works. 

                                                 
2 Symons 155. 
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2. His sorry Life 

Edgar Allan Poe was born on 19 January 1809. His parents were David Poe and Elizabeth 

Arnold.  Both his parents were actors in a theatre group called the Virgina players in 

Baltimore. Elizabeth was a beautiful and talented young lady and undisputedly the star of the 

cast while David Poe was unsure and shy.3 As these characteristics aren’t the most desirable 

when working as an actor, David Poe turned to the bottle for the courage needed to take his 

place on the stage. The same year as their second son Edgar was born, David Poe left his 

family and Baltimore, only to die of consumption the year after in Norfolk, Virginia.4 Young 

Edgar’s first years were therefore spent on the road together with his mother touring the 

theatre trail of the southern states. Unfortunately, Elizabeth also had the very same 

tuberculosis that had led to the death of her former husband and her health was rapidly 

betraying her. On 8 December 1811, Elizabeth died of pneumonia at the age of twenty-four 

and so Edgar, soon three years old witnessed his first loved one vanish before his eyes. Edgar 

is said to have been a very sharp and attentive little lad and therefore it shouldn’t be too much 

an exaggeration to claim that the sight of his young mother lying pale on her deathbed would 

be an image that followed him throughout his life, just as her very condition and disease 

would be idealised and even linked to love in his works.  After the death of his mother, Edgar 

was taken into the home of a Richmond merchant John Allan and his wife Frances. The 

relationship between John Allan and Edgar started off quite badly as it seems that Allan never 

had wanted to let Edgar into his home in the first place. Frances however, adored the child 

and treated him like he was her own son. So while Frances spoiled the young Edgar, 

encouraged him in his reading and writing and let him amuse visiting friends, John Allan took 

every chance to whip him when he’d done something wrong. It was under these ambiguous 

                                                 
3 Wolf Mankowitz, The Extraordinary Mr Poe, (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1978) 9. 
 
4 Mankowitz 14. 
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conditions that Edgar grew up.5 At the age of seven, the family moved to England as John 

Allan hoped for better business and Edgar was sent to the Manor House School of Stoke 

Newington. Stoke Newington was an ancient and mellow little village of Old England and his 

time there surely contributed to his life-long fascination for the gothic. In his story “William 

Wilson”, the protagonist studies at the very same school and here we get a profound 

description of the place that sounds like an excellent source of inspiration for a young Edgar 

Allan Poe. 

My earliest recollections of a school-life, are connected with a large, rambling, 

Elizabethan house, in a misty-looking village of England, where were a vast 

number of gigantic and gnarled trees, and where all the houses were excessively 

ancient. In truth, it was a dream-like and spirit-soothing place, that venerable old 

town. At this moment, in fancy, I feel the refreshing chilliness of its deeply-

shadowed avenues, inhale the fragrance of its thousand shrubberies, and thrill 

anew with undefinable delight, at the deep hollow note of the church-bell, 

breaking, each hour, with sullen and sudden roar, upon the stillness of the dusky 

atmosphere in which the fretted Gothic steeple lay imbedded and asleep. 6

At the same time as Edgar went to school in Stoke Newington, his dear foster-mother Francis 

grew ill from a mysterious disease and as the business in England didn’t prove to go as well 

as John Allan had hoped for, after five years the family returned to America. 7

Edgar was fourteen when he came back to Richmond and this is the year in which his earliest 

pieces of poetry were written. Mrs. Allan encouraged him, Mr Allan whipped him and Edgar 

himself did his best to impress as many of the pretty girls of Richmond as possible. 

                                                 
5 Mankowitz 23. 
 
6 Edgar Allan Poe, The Complete Tales and Poems, (London: Penguin Books, 1982) 627.  
7 Symons 12. 
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One of his friends-Robert Stanard took him one day to show Edgar his pets. Edgar was 

uninterested in the pets but was so much more affected by Robert’s mother. Edgar soon forgot 

about all the girls of his own age and instead started to court Mrs Stanard who was flattered 

by the young boy and she happily let Edgar read his poetry and encouraged him in his 

writings.8 Helen was Edgar’s first great love and as in so many of his stories, the health of his 

great love started to fail her, both mentally and physically. Mrs. Stanard died in 1824 and 

became the second impersonation of Edgar’s most frequent spectre. 

In 1826 Edgar started at the University of Virginia but as his foster-father John Allan didn’t 

supply him with enough money, Edgar had to leave the University after only one year. 

The following year, Poe got his first collection of poetry, Tamerlane and other poems 

published, but it didn’t keep him from being very poor and so he joined the Army where he 

stayed for two years.9 During this period he got to publish two more collections of poetry but 

he still wasn’t able to make any money and his wealthy foster-father didn’t seem to have any 

interest of Edgar’s welfare. As his foster-mother Francis’s health kept getting worse, she 

couldn’t do much to help Edgar either and Edgar wasn’t to return to the Allan estate again. 

Instead he moved in with his aunt Maria Clemm and his first cousin Virginia in Baltimore. In 

1832 he won a $50 prize for his story “MS. Found in a bottle” in the Baltimore Saturday 

Visitor and got some literary recognition.10 Not much else is known about these years of 

Poe’s life, but in the stories that Poe wrote at this time, adepts of the subject state that there is 

clear evidence that he had quit drinking only to become an opium addict.  

In “Berenicë”, the protagonist tells us about his “disease”, which has all the characteristics of 

a strong addiction to the drug.  

It is more than probable that I am not understood; but I fear, indeed, that it is in 

no manner possible to convey to the mind of the merely general reader, an 
                                                 
8 Mankowitz 29. 
9 Symons 22. 
10 Mankowitz 91 
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adequate idea of that nervous intensity of interest with which, in my case, the 

powers of meditation (not to speak technically) busied and buried themselves, in 

the contemplation of even the most ordinary objects of the universe. 

Except for a few opium-smelling stories however, there isn’t any evidence that Poe actually 

used the drug and many Poe-scholars claim that it’s just a misunderstanding that has become 

inflated. None of his friends ever noticed anything suspicious and maybe more significant, not 

even his enemies, who never missed a chance to criticise him, ever implied that he had 

anything to do with opium.11 In 1835, Poe moved to Richmond with his aunt and cousin 

where he got a job as the editor for the Southern Literary Messenger. The following year Poe 

married his 13-year old cousin Virginia. On her way into womanhood, it was clear that the 

young girl had all the symptoms of the disease that had been the death of all the other women 

that Poe had loved.12 With her pale complexion, raven-black hair and enlarged eyes she fitted 

perfectly into the picture of several of Poe’s heroines. Poe’s work at the Messenger began 

very well and he helped to increase the circulation of the magazine. These were sociable 

times, which included a lot of alcohol. Unfortunately, Edgar started to pick the bottle up a 

little too often and in 1837 he lost the job. In the following years, Poe moved between 

Philadelphia and New York, attempting to become a literary journalist but even if he now had 

a national reputation he never managed any great achievements in this field. The last years of 

Edgar Allan Poe’s life were shadowed by the decline of his dear Virginia. In the early 1840s it 

was clear that Virginia’s disease was nothing else than the diabolic tuberculosis. In 1842 a 

blood-vessel in her brain ruptured and left her unable to even leave her bed.13 Virginia’s 

diminishing health clearly had a great impact on Edgar’s own condition and this is clearly 

visible in his writing. It’s not an exaggeration to say that the major part of the stories that 

form the typical Edgar Allan Poe Horror Collection was written during the years of Virginia’s 
                                                 
11 Symons 85. 
12 Mankovitz 114. 
13 Mankowitz 140. 
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disease. When she eventually died in 1847, he started abusing drugs and alcohol. This made 

him mentally unstable and deeply depressed and he even tried to take his own life in 1848. 

The circumstances concerning his death in 1849 are unclear. After being gone for three days, 

he showed up in a very bad shape on the streets of Baltimore on October 3. He never 

recovered and died in the hospital on October 7.14

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 Mankowitz 242. 
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3. The Dead Girl 

In The Philosophy of Composition that Poe wrote in 1846, he claims that “the death of a 

beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world”15 and of Poe’s 

recurrent themes, this is the one of the most frequent. In the poetry, Poe focuses on the 

vulnerability of women and the dead girl remains dead, while the bereaved lover mourns her. 

In the short-stories however, the dead girl has the frightful capacity of returning to life and 

these stories deal with the disjunction of body and spirit and ask whether the spirit can survive 

when the body dies.16 Poe’s own favourite story on this subject was “Ligeia”. The narrator of 

the story is Ligeia’s husband and he starts the tale by describing his lost love very thoroughly. 

The narrator recollects that he doesn’t know anything about her background, not even her 

paternal name, which of course sounds a bit strange as this woman was his beloved.  

When it comes to her very person, the narrator has a lot more to say and we get a few pages 

just about her appearance. Ligeia is the most beautiful woman that the narrator has ever seen, 

her skin resembled the purest ivory, her hair was raven-black and naturally curling, her voice 

was low and melodic and her mouth was “the triumph of all things heavenly”17. It’s her big 

black beautiful eyes however, that are the crown-jewels of her exquisite beauty.  

For eyes we have no models in the remotely antique. It might have been, too, 

that in these eyes of my beloved lay the secret to which Lord Verulam alludes. 

They were, I must believe, far larger than the ordinary eyes of our own race. 

They were even fuller than the fullest of the gazelle eyes of the tribe of the 

valley of Nourjahad. Yet it was only at intervals --in moments of intense 

excitement --that this peculiarity became more than slightly noticeable in Ligeia. 

And at such moments was her beauty --in my heated fancy thus it appeared 

                                                 
15 Poe 884. 
16 Charles E. May, Edgar Allan Poe – A study of the Short fiction. (New York: Simon & Schuster Macmillan, 
1991) 61 
 
17 Poe 655. 
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perhaps --the beauty of beings either above or apart from the earth --the beauty 

of the fabulous Houri of the Turk. The hue of the orbs was the most brilliant of 

black, and, far over them, hung jetty lashes of great length.18

This is typical for Poe when describing the women of his tales, to let one of the features 

outshine the others, often to the verge of obsession. Usually it’s the eyes that get to take this 

sublime position except for occasional cases such as “Berenicë”, where it’s the teeth that get 

this honour.  Not only was Ligeia the most beautiful girl that our narrator ever saw but also 

the most intelligent. The narrator claims that he never knew her at fault and that it was only 

with her guidance that he was able to explore the most difficult aspects of science. 

What happens next is that Ligeia grows ill, a fate that is very hard to fend off when being a 

young beautiful girl in a story written by Edgar Allan. The fire of her eyes starts to fade, her 

pale skin turns transparent and death closes in on her. Ligeia doesn’t give up without a fight 

however. 

There had been much in her stern nature to impress me with the belief that, to 

her, death would have come without its terrors; --but not so. Words are impotent 

to convey any just idea of the fierceness of resistance with which she wrestled 

with the Shadow. I groaned in anguish at the pitiable spectacle, would have 

soothed --I would have reasoned; but, in the intensity of her wild desire for life, 

--for life --but for life --solace and reason were the uttermost folly. Yet not until 

the last instance, amid the most convulsive writhings of her fierce spirit, was 

shaken the external placidity of her demeanor. 19

After Ligeia has expressed her eternal and immeasurable love for the narrator, she dies and 

her last words are “Man doth not yield him to the angels, nor unto death utterly, save only 

                                                 
18 Poe 655. 
19 Poe 658. 
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through the weakness of his feeble will”20 a quote from Joseph Glanville, which our narrator 

has already stated has a lot to do with Ligeia’s character. Ligeia’s death leaves the narrator in 

a situation of bottomless grief and he immediately takes to opium to relieve it. By declaring 

that he is addicted to opium, he attaches himself to the band of Poe narrators who give the 

reader a hard time in distinguishing dream from reality.  He moves to a gloomy English abbey 

that suits his mood perfectly well. One of the rooms happens to be gloomier than the others. 

It’s situated in a turret, pentagonal in shape with a high roof and has but one window that 

imbues the room with a ghastly light. This cheerless hall is chosen as bridal chamber when 

our narrator marries the successor of Ligeia - the fair-haired and blue-eyed Lady Rowena 

Trevanion, of Tremaine. But as Lady Rowena doesn’t have the characteristics of Lady Ligeia, 

the narrator starts abhorring her and spends most of his time smoking opium and wishing his 

lost Ligeia back to life. Lady Rowena doesn’t love him either however; she finds his humour 

strange and dreads his moodiness. After two months of marriage Lady Rowena suddenly 

becomes very sick with a strange fever. Her recovery is very slow and she wakes up at night 

and speaks about hearing rustling sounds and feeling motion within the chamber. At first the 

narrator believes that these sounds and motions have a natural explanation, but soon he starts 

to notice something peculiar as well. He notices some kind of shadow sneaking around the 

room and one day when Rowena is about to recover from her strange illness he hears 

footsteps on the floor and witnesses a few drops of ruby-coloured fluid fall from an invisible 

spring right down in her wine. As our narrator happens to be under the opium-influence at the 

moment, he doesn’t mention it to his wife, so she drinks her wine and a few days later, she’s 

dead. Before the burial of Rowena, our narrator decides to spend a night with her body in the 

very chamber where they once married. At first, he just sits dreaming about his long lost 

Ligeia but gets interrupted when the body sobs. He approaches the corpse and notices that it 

                                                 
20 Poe 659. 
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doesn’t look dead anymore, and in horror he starts to admit to the fact that she’s returned to 

life. The moment after however, her appearance goes back to having the usual characteristics 

of the dead, and he calms down and continues to dream about Ligeia. Once again, he’s 

awakened by the body and it seems that life has returned to it, and this time he finds it to be 

even more visible and he is almost absolutely sure that the woman is alive.  

But in vain. Suddenly, the colour fled, the pulsation ceased, the lips resumed the 

expression of the dead, and, in an instant afterward, the whole body took upon 

itself the icy chilliness, the livid hue, the intense rigidity, the sunken outline, and 

all the loathsome peculiarities of that which has been, for many days, a tenant of 

the tomb. And again I sunk into visions of Ligeia --and again, (what marvel that 

I shudder while I write,) again there reached my ears a low sob from the region 

of the ebony bed.21

This goes on the whole night through as our narrator falls back into dreams of Ligeia, just to 

be wakened up by the corpse that seems to be a little more alive every time until it rises and 

starts to walk towards him. The bandage on her face then falls off but it’s not the face of 

Rowena that appears. "Here then, at least," I shrieked aloud, "can I never --can I never be 

mistaken --these are the full, and the black, and the wild eyes --of my lost love --of the lady --

of the LADY LIGEIA." 22 As in all Poe’s stories concerning the supernatural, he makes it 

hard for the reader to tell where the line between dream and reality is drawn. In “Ligeia”, he 

does this by letting the narrator declare that he is “a slave in the trammels of opium” and 

therefore most events in the story are open to interpretation. It’s not a coincidence that the 

narrator mentions that he’s under the influence of opium when the poison falls down in 

Rowena’ glass. Neither is the peculiar fact that he chooses the most depressing room in the 

abbey as the bridal-chamber. It’s easy to argue that the narrator wishes Rowena dead, and it’s 

                                                 
21 Poe 663. 
22 Poe 666. 
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also fully possible to argue that he deliberately kills her. Ligeia’s last words state a belief that 

a mind strong enough can survive after death and our narrator has stated that Ligeia’s mind is 

the strongest mind that he has ever witnessed. It’s all up to the reader however, to decide 

whether it actually is Ligeia who kills Rowena in order to rise again or if it’s the mind of our 

unstable narrator that is responsible for all the otherworldly aspects of the tale. It’s significant 

that the narrator reveals that he is under the opium-influence during the night of Ligeia’s 

return, just as he was when the poison showed up from nowhere and fell into her glass. Ligeia 

as just one of the stories where Poe lets a bereaved husband come in contact with his dead 

bride again, always in a state somewhere between dream and reality. One thing that many of 

these narrators have in common is that it often seems that their relationships are resting on 

very questionable foundations. In “Morella” the narrator states that he neither felt love nor 

passion for his bride, in “Berenice”, he marries her first after she has become fatally ill and in 

“Ligeia”, as we’ve seen, he doesn’t even know her paternal name. So what are the reasons for 

these narrators’ strange choice of partners? When Poe is describing the concept of beauty in 

“The Philosophy of Composition” he states that “When, indeed, men speak of Beauty, they 

mean, precisely, not a quality, as is supposed, but an effect- they refer, in short, just to that 

intense and pure elevation of soul- not of intellect, or of heart- upon which I have commented, 

and which is experienced in consequence of contemplating the "beautiful.”23  This statement 

is evidential when looking at the dead women in Poes stories. Karen Weekes states that Poe 

never wrote about women at all but merely used them as ideas, and thus he deliberately 

avoided every feature that could bring believability to their characters.24 Instead these 

women’s only duty consists of serving as inspiration for the narrator and reflecting his 

personality rather than possessing a personality of their own, and it is not before she dies that 

                                                 
23 Poe 885. 
24 Karen Weekes, “Poe’s feminine ideal”. The Cambridge Companion to Edgar Allan Poe. Ed. Kevin J. Hayes. 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 2002) 150 
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her duty is fully done. The most significant story on the matter is probably The Oval Portrait 

in which the narrator has found shelter for the night in an abandoned castle. While awaiting 

sleep he’s looking at paintings in the room where he lies and reads a book in which the 

paintings are described and criticised. When moving a candelabrum in order to read better, it 

throws light on a painting that he hasn’t noticed before, an oval portrait of a young girl. He is 

immediately moved by the portrait and gazes at it for a long time, trying to find out what it is 

about the painting that affects him. He finally realises that it’s the life-likeness of the painting 

that is the source of its appeal and picks up the book to read about it. The book tells of a fair 

maiden loving all things except art, and about her artist husband who one day wishes to 

portray her. Humble and obedient as she is, she can’t deny her husband’s wish and agrees to 

be his model. As the painter is a very careful and passionate man, he gets so obsessed by his 

painting that he doesn’t notice how the health of his bride is diminishing.  

Yet she smiled on and still on, uncomplainingly, because she saw that the 

painter (who had high renown) took a fervid and burning pleasure in his task, 

and wrought day and night to depict her who so loved him, yet who grew daily 

more dispirited and weak. And in sooth some who beheld the portrait spoke of 

its resemblance in low words, as of a mighty marvel, and a proof not less of the 

power of the painter than of his deep love for her whom he depicted so 

surpassingly well. 25

When the painting is nearly finished, the painter doesn’t let anyone into the turret and he 

himself is so busy with the painting that he cannot see that every tint that he draws is stolen 

from the cheeks of his beloved. When he’s given the portrait a last brush upon the mouth and 

one last tint upon the eye he stands amazed before his portrait and cries out “This is indeed 

Life itself” and when he turns to his bride, she’s dead.  

                                                 
25 Poe 292. 
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4. Obsessions and Perversity 

The human psyche and the factors that undermine it were undeniably an unceasing source of 

inspiration for Poe and the horrors of his stories are chiefly taking place in the mind of the 

narrators. Poe’s use of the supernatural is more likely to convey the various dimensions of the 

mind, rather than to suggest that there is something out there that the scientists cannot find.  

In the very beginning of the story “Eleonora”, the narrator states that some men would 

consider him mad and continues: “but the question is not yet settled, whether madness is or is 

not the loftiest intelligence- whether much that is glorious- whether all that is profound- does 

not spring from disease of thought- from moods of mind exalted at the expense of the general 

intellect.” 26 The idea that madness is actually a sharpening of the senses is something that is 

suggested by more than one of Poe’s characters. One of Poe’s most famous horror stories – 

“The Tell-Tale Heart” owes much of its effect to how the narrator keeps on claiming that he 

isn’t mad throughout the story, while the story clearly shows us that he is indeed mad. In the 

beginning of the story, he admits that he is a very nervous person and that he has a disease but 

a disease that should not be confused with madness as it has sharpened his senses instead of 

dulling them. We get to know that the narrator lived in the same house as an old man. Our 

narrator states that he didn’t hold any grudge against this old man, that he in fact loved him 

and that he therefore had no reason to do him any harm – if it hadn’t been for the old man’s 

eye. “He had the eye of a vulture --a pale blue eye, with a film over it. Whenever it fell upon 

me, my blood ran cold; and so by degrees --very gradually --I made up my mind to take the 

life of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever.”27  Our narrator then assures us 

once again that he can’t be considered mad, and his proof for this is the great extent of his 

precautions. For one whole week our narrator opens the door to the old man’s room just 

around midnight to check on him, and every night he does it so cautiously that it takes him an 

                                                 
26 Poe 649. 
27 Poe 303 
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hour to do so. But on the first seven nights that the narrator checks on the old man, he keeps 

his evil eye closed and as our narrator doesn’t hate the man, but the eye, he cannot perform 

the murder. However, when the narrator performs his midnight routine for the eighth time, the 

old man wakes up. The narrator waits patiently in the doorway for a long time and then he lets 

his lantern shine on the old man’s face and the ray shines right on the evil eye. As the narrator 

now also hears, or pretends that he hears, how the old man’s heart starts beating louder and 

louder, he’s soon filled with all the fear and the fury that he needs to kill the man. He pulls the 

heavy bed over the old man and holds it there until the heartbeats stop. “If still you think me 

mad, you will think so no longer when I describe the wise precautions I took for the 

concealment of the body.”28 Our narrator dismembers the corpse and hides the remains under 

the floor. At 4 AM the door bell rings, and three policemen come by as a neighbour has heard 

a shriek during the night. As our narrator is so content by how smoothly he has taken care of 

the body, he’s calm and lets the officer inside the house. He even asks them to sit down and 

has absolutely no problem with acting like an innocent man when suddenly he starts hearing a 

ringing in his ears. Next, he realises that it isn’t a ringing he hears, it’s the beating of the old 

man’s heart, and the sound is steadily increasing. The officers don’t seem to notice the sound 

however, but soon our narrator has assured himself that they just pretend not to hear it to 

mock him. “I could bear those hypocritical smiles no longer! I felt that I must scream or die! 

and now --again! --hark! louder! louder! louder! louder! "Villains!" I shrieked, "dissemble no 

more! I admit the deed! --tear up the planks! here, here! --It is the beating of his hideous 

heart!"”29 “The Tell-Tale Heart” is indeed a well-written story, with its major impact deriving 

from the way the narrator tries to convince the reader that he isn’t mad by pointing out how 

calculating and deliberately he acts when committing the disturbed deed. Charles E. May 

                                                 
28 Poe 305. 
29 Poe 306. 
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claims that this is one of the most challenging stories in Poe’s catalogue to interpret.30 

Throughout the story the narrator emphasises the importance of hearing several times and 

according to Charles E. May, this is how Poe instructs the reader not to look but listen.31 

When we listen instead of reading the narrator’s motive for killing the old man, the “eye” he 

must destroy might as well be his “I”. When looking at the story with this in mind, it’s easy to 

find many places where the narrator refer to himself when speaking about the old man. One 

line that I’ve always stumbled upon when reading this story appears after the old man has 

awakened on the eighth night. “He was still sitting up in the bed listening; --just as I have 

done, night after night, hearkening to the death watches in the wall.”32 This sentence also 

relates to another theme in the story that cannot be foreseen when trying to understand all its 

aspects – Time. The most obvious reference to time is the beating of the old man’s heart 

which he describes as a “dull, quick sound, such as a watch makes when enveloped in 

cotton”.33  As every heartbeat marks an inevitable step closer to death, one that becomes 

obsessively aware of it wishes to avoid it, and the only way to avoid passing time is to destroy 

the self. Therefore the narrator projects his ego onto the old man so he’s able to destroy the 

ego indirectly. The narrator’s inability to distinguish between outer and inner reality is what 

finally determines his fate when he starts hearing the old man’s heart when the policemen are 

in the house. The sound is of course only present in his mind but as his identification with the 

old man has gone too far, he lacks the means to understand this. “The Tell-Tale Heart” makes 

it clear that one has to look close to find the origins of madness in a tale by Edgar Allan Poe, 

and often they aren’t to be found at all. However for a writer of horror stories this is probably 

a good thing to do as what we don’t know tends to be so much more frightening than what we 

know. The closest Poe comes to defining the motives of his deranged characters is probably 
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through the term “Perverseness”, which is the impulse of doing wrong, simply because we 

know that it is wrong. The most thorough explanation for this term is to be found in the story 

“The Imp of the Perverse” which at first looks more like a philosophical essay on 

Perverseness than an actual story. In the meantime we get to know that it’s written by a man 

who has got to know the impulse very well. In order to get an apartment, the narrator kills the 

man living there with a poisoned candle. Nobody is expecting any foul-play, the narrator gets 

the apartment he wanted and he doesn’t worry about a thing for years until he one day realises 

his own ability to betray himself. And therefore he does. Another poor victim of the Imp of 

the Perverse, is the narrator of “The Black Cat”- another of Poe’s most famous, and according 

to many and myself included, finest stories.  The story opens with the narrator stating that 

he”neither expects nor solicits belief” 34for what he’s about to tell as he is unable to believe it 

himself. Still, he will tell the story as he hopes that “some intellect more calm, more logical, 

and far less excitable”35 than his own will be able to put the events in a logical context. Then 

he gives us some information on his background.  

From my infancy I was noted for the docility and humanity of my disposition. 

My tenderness of heart was even so conspicuous as to make me the jest of my 

companions. I was especially fond of animals, and was indulged by my parents 

with a great variety of pets. With these I spent most of my time, and never was 

so happy as when feeding and caressing them. This peculiar of character grew 

with my growth, and in my manhood, I derived from it one of my principal 

sources of pleasure.36

The narrator is also lucky enough to find a wife who shares the same fondness for animals 

and so they live together in a house with a whole bunch of them. His favourite animal is a big 

black cat named Pluto who follows him around wherever he goes. When the narrator starts to 
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drink, the idyll cracks, he gets moody and easily irritated and soon he starts taking his temper 

out on his wife and their animals. Everyone else in the household gets to notice this before 

Pluto however, as our narrator really tries to leave him alone. But one night as he comes home 

after a hard night’s drinking, he gets the feeling that the cat avoids him and when he tries to 

grab it, it bites him on the hand. This makes him so furious that he takes it by the throat and 

sticks one of its eyes out with his knife. The narrator bewails his terrible deed when he wakes 

up the next morning, but he has soon forgotten all about it with the help of large amounts of 

wine. Meanwhile, the cat recovers but of course attempts to escape whenever the narrator tries 

to approach it. At first, our narrator grieves over this fact, but this grief gradually turns into 

irritation and hatred. 

And then came, as if to my final and irrevocable overthrow, the spirit of 

PERVERSENESS. Of this spirit philosophy takes no account. Yet I am not 

more sure that my soul lives, than I am that perverseness is one of the primitive 

impulses of the human heart --one of the indivisible primary faculties, or 

sentiments, which give direction to the character of Man. Who has not, a 

hundred times, found himself committing a vile or a silly action, for no other 

reason than because he knows he should not? Have we not a perpetual 

inclination, in the teeth of our best judgement, to violate that which is Law, 

merely because we understand it to be such? This spirit of perverseness, I say, 

came to my final overthrow. It was this unfathomable longing of the soul to vex 

itself --to offer violence to its own nature --to do wrong for the wrong's sake 

only --that urged me to continue and finally to consummate the injury I had 

inflicted upon the unoffending brute.37

                                                 
37 Poe 225. 

 18



So one morning our narrator gives in to this primitive impulse and with tears streaming from 

his eyes, he hangs the cat from the limb of a tree. The very same night he is awakened by a 

fire that’s consuming the whole house and it’s with great difficulty that he and his wife are 

able to get out. The next day he returns to look at the ruins and finds that all the walls have 

caved in except for the one that was behind the head of his bed. A crowd of people are already 

there to watch it. “The words "strange!" "singular!" and other similar expressions, excited my 

curiosity. I approached and saw, as if graven in bas relief upon the white surface, the figure of 

a gigantic cat. The impression was given with an accuracy truly marvellous. There was a rope 

about the animal's neck.”38 At first our narrator is filled with awe and terror when witnessing 

this but, when he starts to reflect on it, he finds an explanation that calms him down. He 

draws the conclusion that somebody must have cut down the cat from the tree and thrown it 

inside the house to wake him up. Then a caving in wall must have pressed the cat to the wall 

that now shows its figure. The explanation is by all means far-fetched, but it’s difficult for our 

narrator to find some other explanation unless he wants to believe something far more 

terrifying. Even if the narrator manages to settle himself down through this explanation, it 

nevertheless exaggerates his feelings of remorse concerning the deed and he starts looking 

around for a new cat during his frequent rambles around the town. In a bar one night, he 

comes across a big black cat that looks very much the same as Pluto, except that this cat has a 

big white spot on its breast. The bartender has never seen the cat so our narrator is free to take 

it if he wants and the cat seems content to accompany him home. The cat immediately feels at 

home in the household and becomes a favourite of the narrator’s wife. The narrator however, 

isn’t experiencing what he expected when he brought the cat home. He starts to dislike the cat 

more and more and these feeling are exaggerated by the fact that it seems to him that the cat 

never lets him be. It’s running between his legs so he nearly falls, it climbs up his legs and 
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clambers to his breast and it wakes him up at night by lying on his face. On top of this, he 

apprehends the white spot on the cat’s breast changing form, looking more and more like the 

gallows. One day when he and his wife are on their way down to the basement, the cat runs 

between his legs and makes him fall. Blinded by fury he picks up an axe to kill the cat but his 

wife stops him. “Goaded, by the interference, into a rage more than demoniacal, I withdrew 

my arm from her grasp and buried the axe in her brain. She fell dead upon the spot, without a 

groan.”39 Then our narrator starts dealing with how to get rid of the body and finally 

determines to hide his dead wife behind one of the cellar walls. He manages do to this 

perfectly well and is assured that nobody will be able to notice anything suspicious in the 

cellar. When he is about to get rid of the dreaded cat once and for all, he can’t find it however 

but draws the conclusion that it has probably run away. With the cat gone, he is finally able to 

sleep at night in spite of the fact that he’s murdered his wife. After a couple of days a party of 

policemen comes by, but our narrator is so confident about his bricklaying in the basement 

that he doesn’t worry about a thing and shows them around the house. Just when the police-

officers are about to leave however, our narrator gets a perverse impulse and raps a cane 

against the cellar wall when speaking about how well-constructed the house is and this 

arouses a terrible cry from within the tomb. As our narrator is swooning from terror, the 

police-men take down the wall. “The corpse, already greatly decayed and clotted with gore, 

stood erect before the eyes of the spectators. Upon its head, with red extended mouth and 

solitary eye of fire, sat the hideous beast whose craft had seduced me into murder, and whose 

informing voice had consigned me to the hangman. I had walled the monster up within the 

tomb!”40
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5. Dream or Reality? 

We’ve already seen proof of Poe’s assignment in blurring the line between dream and reality 

in tales such as Ligeia. Poe was fascinated by all sorts of experiences that challenged the 

casual supposition that the mundane reality is the only reality worth paying attention to. A 

reader of Poe is therefore able to find stories where dreams are presented as reality as well as 

stories of reality that have the bloodcurdling qualities of a nightmare. Charles E. May states 

that “It is a favourite Poe technique to create the extreme situation by pushing the ordinary 

situation to extraordinary lengths, to suggest the supernatural by pushing the natural to 

extremes”41.” The Pit and the Pendulum” is one of the stories in which Poe uses reality as a 

platform from which he deliberately raises hell until the reality doesn’t seem real anymore.  

He does this in a manner, however, that makes it hard to tell where the line is actually 

crossed. Charles E. May calls this story “an allegory of the most basic human situation and 

dilemma”42 and as Poe manages to fit nearly every fundamental human fear into it, it becomes 

a very compelling horror-story. “The Pit and the Pendulum” takes place in the sixteenth 

century where the narrator is sentenced to death by the Spanish Inquisition. The reader 

doesn’t get to know anything about the circumstances preceding the trial or what crime the 

narrator has been accused of. Neither are we to know his name, his age or any other features 

that we can connect to his character. The knowledge missing here is what usually makes the 

reader care for the character but in this case it just supports the nightmarish feeling of the 

story. The story starts with the narrator describing what he remembers from the trial but as 

he’s weak and sick his recollections are vague and hallucinatory. After one of his judges has 

uttered the sentence of death, he hears nothing more and instead starts seeing dreadful 

spectres in candles before he swoons.  
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I had swooned; but still will not say that all of consciousness was lost. What of it 

there remained I will not attempt to define, or even to describe; yet all was not 

lost. In the deepest slumber --no! In delirium --no! In a swoon --no! In death --

no! even in the grave all is not lost. Else there is no immortality for man. 

Arousing from the most profound of slumbers, we break the gossamer web of 

some dream. Yet in a second afterward, (so frail may that web have been) we 

remember not that we have dreamed.43

When he returns to consciousness, he doesn’t dare to open his eyes. Not because he fears to 

see something horrible but because he fears that there won’t be anything to see at all.  

When he finally does, his worst fears are confirmed, the world is completely black. He recalls 

the inquisitorial proceedings in an effort to determine where he is but all he is able to 

remember is that he was sentenced to death. All he can be sure about is that he isn’t dead. 

 “Such a supposition, notwithstanding what we read in fiction, is altogether inconsistent with 

real existence; --but where and in what state was I?”44

Suddenly he is struck by the idea that he might have been put in a tomb and becomes very 

motivated in finding out if that could be the case. He arises and stumbles around in the 

darkness for a while and can therefore exclude that dreadful possibility at least. He doesn’t get 

much time to celebrate however, as recollections from stories that he has heard of Toledo’s 

horrors come to his mind. Is he put in the prison cell to die of starvation or could there be a 

fate even worse prepared for him? As he walks around in the pit in an attempt to ascertain its 

dimensions, a remnant of his robe gets entangled between his legs and causes him to fall. This 

fall is very fortunate as he finds himself lying at the brink of a circular pit from which a 

loathsome stench is arising. The pit confirms the terrible stories that he has heard of Toledo 

and he crawls to the wall in fear of the other possible pits that could be waiting for him in the 
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darkness. “In other conditions of mind I might have had courage to end my misery at once by 

a plunge into one of these abysses; but now I was the veriest of cowards. Neither could I 

forget what I had read of these pits --that the sudden extinction of life formed no part of their 

most horrible plan.”45 He falls asleep and awakes to find bread and a pitcher of water by his 

side. The water is drugged however, and he becomes irresistibly drowsy and a death-like 

sleep falls upon him as soon as he’s drunk it. When he awakes, the prison cell isn’t 

completely black anymore but now he is bound to a low framework of wood. He notices that 

the pit that nearly became his fate was in fact the only one in the room. The walls and roof of 

the prison cell are filled with monstrous paintings and right above him there is a painting of 

Death but instead of a scythe he is holding a pendulum similar to the ones in antique clocks. 

As he gazes on this painting he realizes that the pendulum actually moves and is therefore not 

a painting. After he has occupied his mind with other things for a while he looks up at the 

pendulum again and understands what a gruesome death the monks have planned for him this 

time. The sweep of the pendulum had increased in extent by nearly a yard. As a natural 

consequence, its velocity was also much greater. But what mainly disturbed me was the idea 

that it had perceptibly descended. I now observed --with what horror it is needless to say --

that its nether extremity was formed of a crescent of glittering steel, about a foot in length 

from horn to horn; the horns upward, and the under edge evidently as keen as that of a 

razor.”46 The pendulum is descending very slowly however, and the narrator is unable to say 

how long he actually lies awaiting his death, as he is moving in and out of consciousness. He 

claims that many days might have passed and is eventually awaiting his descending death 

with a smile on his face. As the pendulum is only minutes away from cleaving him, his reason 

returns however and he once again becomes motivated to survive. He has had a lot of trouble 

with rats trying to eat his food so he rubs the remains of the oily meat on the rope that binds 

                                                 
45 Poe 250. 
46 Poe 252. 

 23



him to the wooden bed, hoping that the rats are going to chew them off. His calculations 

prove to be right, and just as the pendulum is to reach him, he rolls away. The pendulum stops 

and gets drawn up through the ceiling but other machinery is turned on instead. The metal 

walls surrounding him are heated, making the demonical paintings even more demoniac and 

worse, they are converging in order to push him down in the pit. Just as he can’t hold back 

any longer and balances at the brink of the pit, the French army enters the dungeon and saves 

him. The story ends very abruptly and further indicates that its terrors might have taken place 

in a dream. Another interesting story dealing with the vague line between inner and outer 

reality is “William Wilson” as it also contains another of Poes favourite motifs- perversity. 

The story starts with the narrator declaring that William Wilson is a fictional name as his own 

name already has been the object for so much scorn and abhorrence. As death awaits him, he 

wishes to tell his story in order to find an explanation for the strange events that he has been 

through and eventually get some sympathy from his fellow men. “Have I not indeed been 

living in a dream? And am I not now dying a victim to the horror and the mystery of the 

wildest of all sublunary visions?”47 The narrator explains that he is descended from a race 

which always has been known for their imaginative and easily excitable temperament and that 

these characteristics were noticeable in him very early. As his parents are weak-minded, they 

cannot do anything to chasten his passionate temperament and his wild impulses. When he 

goes on telling about his school years, he describes his school as a dream-like place and how 

although he was there for five years, he was never able to determine in what part of the 

building he slept as the house was so large and complex.  

It was difficult, at any given time, to say with certainty upon which of its two 

stories one happened to be. From each room to every other there were sure to be 

found three or four steps either in ascent or descent. Then the lateral branches 
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were innumerable --inconceivable --and so returning in upon themselves, that 

our most exact ideas in regard to the whole mansion were not very far different 

from those with which we pondered upon infinity.48

The dominant character of the narrator soon renders him an ascendancy over all schoolmates 

of his own age, with one exception. The exception is a boy who shares the narrators name and 

birthday and who entered the school the same day as himself. William Wilson number two is 

the only schoolmate who openly challenges the narrator and competes with him in studies and 

sports and he also finds it very amusing to imitate the narrator’s voice. The imitation is 

perfect except that the double has a weakness in his guttural organs that prevents him from 

raising his voice above a whisper, which makes his imitation sound like an echo of the 

narrator’s voice. The double goes on imitating the narrator’s gait, habits and manners which 

provokes the narrator significantly and makes his time at the school a constant struggle 

between him and his namesake. At his fifth year at the school, the narrator decides to surprise 

his double with a malicious joke when he is asleep and sneaks into his bedroom. When he 

watches the face of his double he becomes terrified and decides to leave the school forever. 

The narrator goes on to Oxford University, where his appetite for wine and luxurious living 

soon turns him into an unscrupulous gambler. At first he is very successful in the gambler’s 

trade but after a mysterious stranger shows up and reveals his cheating, he has to leave 

Oxford. The narrator moves to another town, but pretty soon the mysterious stranger shows 

up there as well to ruin his plans. The same thing occurs wherever the narrator goes and he 

soon realises that the stranger is no one else but his dreaded double, which makes him even 

more furious. At the end of the story when the narrator is trying to seduce a married woman in 

Rome, the stranger shows up again but this time the narrator won’t just let him ruin the show. 

He grabs the stranger and throws him into a room where they won’t be interrupted and when 
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he sees that the stranger really is his double, he rampages. The narrator draws his sword and 

plunges it several times through his namesake’s bosom. When he calms down to watch his 

double he becomes horrified as it seems like he is looking at a mirror as the dying man 

resembles himself down to every detail. When the dying double speaks, his voice is no longer 

a whisper and Wilson states that he could have mistaken the voice for his own. 

"You have conquered, and I yield. Yet, henceforward art thou also dead --dead to the World, 

to Heaven and to Hope! In me didst thou exist --and, in my death, see by this image, which is 

thine own, how utterly thou hast murdered thyself."49 The most classic analysis of “William 

Wilson” is that the double represents the narrator’s conscience and it is fully possible to 

interpret it this way but it wouldn’t be consistent with other Poe stories where it is perversity 

rather than conscience that splits the narrator. When looking closer at “William Wilson”, one 

is able to find evidence for arguing that perversity has something to do with this story as well. 

In the first part of the story, the double has a sarcastic and sneering smile and chuckles after 

having imitated the narrator. This is accordant with him being not merely the narrator’s 

conscience but also a representative of his perverse side.   
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6. Conclusion 

The horror in Edgar Allan Poe’s stories is always situated in the psyches of the narrators. 

In the murder stories, the murderers are just as lamentable as their victims and even the stories 

that first seem to take place in reality have the tendency to slowly turn into nightmares. The 

human mind isn’t trustworthy and neither is what we apprehend as reality. It’s not hard to see 

how Poe earned his reputation as a madman after having spent a great amount of time with his 

stories, because madness is present everywhere. It’s easy to see why Poe chose the first 

person narrative in these stories, as it made it possible for him to let the reader share every 

sigh with his hag-ridden narrators. As our only channel to what really goes on in these tales is 

through the wretched narrators, it contributes to the feeling of isolation and makes it hard for 

the reader to know what to believe. By putting the reader in this situation he can manipulate 

the narrative as he likes. The role of the supernatural events taking place in Poe’s stories is 

just a way to show the extent of the narrators’ madness and to depict their obsessions. I don’t 

doubt that Poe used his narrators to convey his own fears and obsessions, as his descriptions 

of madness are exceedingly tense and credible. The obvious parallels that can be drawn 

between Poe’s own life and his stories are often a little too prominent to deny. The lasting 

effect after having read one of Poe’s horror stories is seldom the great plot or characterization 

but the feeling of really having been in contact with actual insanity. On the other hand, like so 

many of Poe’s characters state, it’s very hard to determine how madness shall be defined, or 

how reality shall be defined. Could it be as the narrator states in the beginning of Eleonora, 

that madness in fact is the loftiest intelligence?50 My own answer must be yes, as I believe 

that Poe really balanced on the brink of madness, but still I consider many of his stories to be 

unsurpassed in their ingeniousness.  
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