1

Mike Maset

English Short Story – Term Paper

December 8, 2008



The Life of Poe as Reflected in His Works

Many people are familiar with the famous nineteenth century writer, Edgar Allan Poe.  His stories of death, darkness, decay, and disturbed behavior have sent chills through and inspired many readers throughout this past century.  However what many people aren't familiar with is his pain filled life.  It is only when one investigates the background story of the life of an author, can the details and plot of his stories really be fully understood.   In the case of Poe, there is an extraordinary parallel between his writings and his own life.  At the start of his writing career, Poe focused mainly on poetry, writing about the girls in whom he was interested.  As he grew older and continually lost those who were closest to him, he grew more bitter toward the harsh realities of life and death, and his works became more disturbed.  Some experts believe that his excessive use of opium and alcohol was the cause of downward spiral of depressed writing, but I believe the substance abuse was just a manifestation of the pain he was feeling inside, just as were his stories.


Edgar Poe was born on January 19, 1809 in Boston, Massachusetts to his parents Elizabeth and David, who were both struggling actors (Meyers, 4).  Soon after his birth, his father abandoned the family and was never to be seen again.  By the age of three, his mother had fallen ill and died of tuberculosis.  So from even his earliest youth, those closest to Edgar had already left him, twisting his imagination and psyche by introducing him to death and abandonment.  By the age of six, Edgar had developed such a strong fear of death that whenever he passed near a cemetery, he believed that he was going to be chased by ghosts and dead   bodies (Meyers, 76).  This is clearly an indication that Edgar's mind had already been affected.


Following the loss of his mother, Edgar moved to Richmond, Virginia to stay with a foster family, the Allan’s.  He was never officially adopted by John and Frances, but he adopted their last name as his middle name, forming his name as it is now known.  Edgar constantly fought with John Allan, who was often intoxicated, and was sometimes abused physically.  To offset this, he grew very close to his new mother, who tried to protect him.  She encouraged him to continue his writing, and helped educate him in various school subjects.  This reciprocal love and attention made it extremely difficult for Poe to handle when she died of tuberculosis in February of 1829, when he was only 20 years of age (Meyers, 38).


Between receiving an expulsion notice from West Point Military Academy and a lack of continuing support from his father John, Edgar returned to his hometown of Boston in 1831 to live with his Aunt, Maria Clemm (Meyers, 59).  This is the time when Poe began focusing less on his love poems, and more on the Short Story genre.  After hearing the news of his sickly brother, he was able to begin spending time with him again.  His time with William was cut short less than a year later with his early death caused by tuberculosis, the same mysterious disease that had taken his mother's life.  This was taken very harshly by Edgar, who mourned over his loss for a long time, lamenting the fact that he did not have more time to be able to reconnect with his long-lost brother before his passing.  This was the time when we wrote one of his most famous short stories, the “Fall of the House of Usher.”
This story tells us of an unnamed narrator who is travelling to stay with a long-lost childhood friend who has been suffering from some unknown degenerative disease.  He ultimately dies, along with his sister and the house in which they lived.  From the very beginning, the plot can be directly correlated to Poe’s own life, where he received the news of sickly brother, and went to spend as much time with him as he could before he died.  Poe introduces the narrator’s trip with “when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I had been passing alone…”  This can be descriptive of Poe’s depressed existence, where he felt that he was passing through life alone, always being abandoned by those close to him. When he describes Roderick Usher he says “[he] had been one of my boon companions in boyhood; but many years had elapsed since our last meeting,” the same words he could use to refer to his brother.  Both Roderick and William were suffering from an inexplicable disease that will unquestionably ultimately lead to their death, even though there is vain hope of recovery. 

Another strong correlation is the idea that the “House of Usher” is a reference to the Poe family as a whole.  When Poe introduces this term, he describes it as “an appellation which seemed to include … both the family and the family mansion.”  The Usher family was entirely in the direct line of descent, just as Edgar and William were the remaining two male descendants of the Poe family line.  The words Poe uses to describe the setting and house are of excessive gloom, depression, and decay, often comparing elements to the ghostly realm, and that the affliction Roderick is suffering from is “a family evil, and one for which he despaired to find a remedy.”  This can be paralleled to the affliction Poe felt had been plaguing his own family, one that seems to be following him no matter where he went, causing him constant depression, with the despairing feeling that ultimately it may claim him as well.  As Roderick finally passed, so did the House along with him, just as Poe may have felt that with the death of his brother was the end of Poe’s family line and the family name.

Just a few years later in 1834, Poe's father John Allan passed away, omitting Edgar entirely from his will.  Even though they did not have the best of relationships, Poe took the news with great depression, seeing as how he had now lost both of his foster parents, along with his biological parents.  This is the time he began his excessive use of opium and alcohol, which is the same time he started to introduce themes of sudden death into his writings.  He was found commonly making humiliating drunken displays of himself, which damaged his public reputation.  To try to find stability, he moved north to New York and married his young cousin Virginia in 1836.  For more than a decade he did very well with his writing, but was unable to control his substance abuse and struggled to maintain steady jobs.  Less than a decade later, his beloved wife had fallen ill with the same dreaded disease of tuberculosis, so he moved to a rural area in Fordham, NY, hoping the "fresh air" would help encourage her recovery.  Very soon before Virginia passed away in 1837, he published his story “The Cask of Amontillado.”  To try to cope with this additional loss, he moved back to Richmond and arranged to marry a childhood friend on October 17, 1849.  Only a few weeks before the wedding, he made a trip to visit a friend, and had disappeared for 5 days.  When he finally turned up, he was found in a delirious stupor, and was brought to a hospital.  It is here that he died of an unknown cause, only 10 days before his wedding date (Meyers, 244).

 The entire story of the “Cask of Amontillado” is a direct foreshadowing of his own life and demise, almost like a self-fulfilling prophesy.  It begins with Fortunado, an ironically-named character who can be considered a representation of Poe himself.  Fortunado is an unfortunate wine connoisseur who is lured deep into the catacombs of a friend named Montressor, who is plotting to bury him alive as an act of ultimate revenge.  Fortunado was intoxicated and enjoying the busy carnival season, and it was the thought of proving his expertise in wines that was enough to entice him to follow.  Poe was an expert writer and a struggling alcoholic.  His propensity for fine wine is what led Fortunado to his drunken demise in the endless catacombs, just as Poe may have felt his gloomy writing and alcoholism would ultimately be his undoing, leading him down the unending spiral of depression and despair.

It is no coincidence that Poe dresses Fortunado in a jester’s suit.  This appears to be Poe’s way of telling the reader he feels tricked by life, that the “jokes on him.”  As they travel through the catacombs past countless dead bodies of Montressor’s family, this can be seen as Poe travelling through life always being plagued with being surrounded by the deaths of his family members.  Constantly walking in the company of death overtook his thinking, overwhelming him, nearly burying him alive.  The climax of the story is an ironic parallel to Poe’s own fate, where Fortunado’s head drops with “only a jingling of the bells” just as the only final sound following Poe’s death would be the ringing of a death knoll.  Similarly, the story concludes with the narrator setting the last grey stone into place, sealing Fortunado’s fate, paralleling the gravestone that was soon to be set on top of Poe’s own final resting place.  In pace requiescat.
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CASK OF AMONTILLADO

- whoel story = foreshadowing of his own life/demise.  self-fulfilling prophesy.  his mind was there, so there he was

-he hurried to the end of his labor - end of his labor signifies a gravestone

-he seals the deal" - for hhimself as well - symbol of his "going to that depth" inciting death because thats what surrounded him, he ended up succuming to it.

-the motto beciomes revenge upon those who wronged him

ultimately, he is burying somebody "for thelove of god" - parallels Poes history - wrongs repeated

- anger toward god and is burying himself

- and in the use of the name Fortunado - the thousand injuries of the *unfortunate occurances in his own life is refelcted even in the first line

-insult = personal rival Thomas Dunn English 

-the first paragraph highlights poe's stoic reaction

- coat of arms tells story of poes life, coming from gold, being insulted, and now he needs to exact revenge (snake)

- this turns him cold, by succuming to revenge

- "i felt satified in the catacombs" -  he was already down that road with his mind -  poe had to have gone over it in his mind, --plotting the revenge to be perfect agfainst his rival, before actually putting pen to paper

- montressor had made many trips in preparation for the downfall of his rtival

- wine expertise = writing expertise

-uncertainty of life is paralleled by the madness of the carnival season

-luring down into the depths of the web, thats what poe felt life did to him, but was unfortuantely surrounded by death/sad

- leading into web:  feel the walls . . rhetorical taunt with Luchesi . . come taste wine . . "concern" for his cough

- even the things he said ^ were well thought out, just as it is with a skilled writer

- carefully constructed lure devices - the circumstances, the lure of wine, the lure of proving himself to be better than luchesi

- even up until the end, he was still taunting - until the quote "i implore you to return... no?"  this is rhetorical

- degradation/deprecation of soul = parallels poe's degradation of his own life

- poe = montressor     fortunado = rival
- dresses rival in a jester's suit, can also be poe "jokes on me"   he feels tricked by life

- there is always more unexpected depths... lures further in

- at the climax, jingle of bells = ominous death knoll

- heart grew sick... but in denial - not the action (hes used to death), but he blames it on the crappiness "dampness" of his surroundings/circumstances of life that bring this upon him

- why is HE plagued with all of this death around him?

- overtakes his thinking, overwhelms, almost burying him alive, hes been enduring this all his life, hes been walking in teh company of death, just as they have been walking for hours through the depts of the tombs

- delirious surroundings of Fort's death == the delirious/stuper(wine/drunk) death of his own life
FALL HOUSE OF USHER

- walking alone through life alone.

- when clouds hung... relates story to idea that narrator = poe.  heavens are oppressive and he is passing through this oppressive life alone.

- usher - hadnt seen in many years, just as he hadnt seen his brother in many, since childhood

- "the apparent heart that went with his request" - his brothers life went/ended as the letter went out.

- letter/heart going out = his brother dying.   goes to see his dead brother.

- "although as boys..."   he knows him (as a boy) but doesnt REALLY Know him.

- "musical science" of usher is liek thje written beauty of poes work.

- everything points to the house and family as one, just as he mentions "the peasants who use the term House..." (A)

- atmosphere = ghostly, not heavenly.  approaching "house of death"  (B)

- tarn = deathpool.  as madeline dies, all he sees outside is teh glowing pool representing the death surrounding him. (C)

- crack in house = crank in ushers mind = crack in madelines health

- imperceptible crack prevading everything, including Poes life

- you can read poes stories, see the dark and gloomy literalness that he portrays, but not notice the crack which is a sign of his own undoing (correlation)

- becomes more clear to the reader (informed of poes history) - reference to the trophies (D) == poes life

- entering every darker, deeper decline, moving deeper into the house = moving deeper toward death

- (E) each story is a feeble glimpse into himself, where one can see the prominent things that he shows but struggle to see the deep recesses of the "vaults" -- vaults of his mind, vaults = crypt = memories of death locked away

- stories give little glimpses into poes mind - but imperceptible cracks are there to find - but theya re caused by teh decay of life around him

- finally goes to see usher (F) and compares him to a dead body (of his brother)

- the closer he gets, the more oppression he feels == the reality of the death of his brother

- (G) family evil = they all die!    even the use of the word Despair

- (TB) = tuberculoses = mysterious disease that baffled doctors = wasting away (last and only relative!!! his brother)

- house = physical representation, usher and madeline are two halves of the same mind, they all crash at the same time.

- (I) everything sucks, the character of his (ushers) performance (guitar) = poe's successful writing career.  strictly gutiar == strictly being a writer.  ushers songs were so good for the same reason poe's writings were so great

- the poem is an internal story of descent  - (J) songs = stories

