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THE OBJECTIYITY OF POE
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There seems to be a great deal of interest in Poe
legends and Poeana. As Benton states it, nhie is the one
Americnn poet, Whitman perhaps being a second, whose work
has produced a cult and at the same time exercised a
fascination which is contagious and indescribable. Today
the manuscripts of those poems for which he received
trifling compensations have tecome as preclous as gold. IT
the original manuscrirt of the Raven was still in existence,
American millionaiws would contend for its rossession, and
"10, 000 would ;;ladly be paid for it. And yet for this poem
which has brought more honor upon American literature than any
other single American poem, Foe was paid only #10, 00,

A copy of the first edition of Tamerlane and other poems
recently brought the record price of #2,050. The first
copy of the Prose Romances of Edgar Poe containing The
IIurders in the Rue llorgue and The lMan 'ho Vas Used Up, in the
original brown raper wrappers broucht “1000. Two auto,;raph
letters of Poe's at the same sale were sold for £250.00 and
5210.00. "he Poe cult had advanced from an admiration of the
oet's tales and poems to an interest in everything related
o them. VWithin a generation after his death, nine lives
of Poe were published and several others have been iscsued
within the last fifteen or twenty years. Tilese numerous
biographies show that the interest in that writer is ever
on the increase and that the reaning rublic are eapger for
any additional information concerning one of tne most original
authors in American literature.

That Poe was a poet of the imagination, is conceded
generally. Vhether his imagination was of the hi rnest order
is perhaps a question. Otedman takes the negative view of the
question. He says:- "His imngination was not of the highest
order, for he never dared to trust to it implicitly. Iieither
in verse nor in prose did e cut leocose from his minor devices
and for results of sublimity and awe, -e nlways depends uroun
that which is grotesque or out of nature. Deauty of the
fantastic or grotesque is not the hii;hest beauty. Tre rarest
ideal dwells in a realm beyond that which fascinates us by
its strangeness or tewor." He drew his inspiration from a
Tield utterly foreign to other American writers and one
hitherto eomraratively unexplored. 4is to the region in which
he gave free reign to his imagination, a few citations from
his critics nmny be able to set forth the generally accerted
iden on that subject. Griswold in his ob.tuary notice ot
Yoe in the Yew York Tribune, says:- "His imagery was from the
worlds which no mortals can see but with the vision of genius.
e was at all times a dreamer dwellin~ in ideal realms--in
heaven or hell-teopled with the creatures and thre accidents
of his brain.'
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Lowell in his obituary notice of Poe expresses himself
thys:- “In his tales, Poe has chosen to exhibit his power
chiefly in that dim region which stretches from the very
utmost limits of the probable into the wédrd confines of
superstition and unreality. He combines a power of in-
fluencing the mind by the impalpable shadows of mystery and
minuteness of detail which does not leave a pin or button
unnoticed. He conveys by a dusky hint some terrible doubt
which is its secret of all horrom."

Painter tekee this view of the question: "He dwells
(in poems and in the tales) in a weird, fantastic or des-

Toets of °late region usually under the shadow of death. He conjures
the South4l unearthly landscapes as a setting for his gloomy and
D, 42, morbid fancies. Poe was less anxious to set forth an
d eXperience or a truth than to make an impression."

Fisher has this to say about Poe: "In a temperfeat such
as Poe's, the heat and feruent of the imagination {s mistaken
for warmth of heart and feeling. The victim of this morbid
temne;ﬁent lives in a fantastic dream world and because he

Bdenr cannot reconcile the world of his imagination with that

51 1an of reality,and has not the will power or the inclination to

bge abandon the unreal for the real, he suffers daily from shatter

P41 ed illusions and ends in misanthropy and pessimism."

: ’ Richardson expresses the same thought in these words;
"The earthly form is made to assume an unearthly and half
spititual guisejupon the material and fleshy there falls a

Am.Lit, lisht from an immaterial world."

Vol.II’ Was there anything real, anything tangible in any of

p 104, Poe's writings? To this question John Burroughs replies:

’ "Poe like Swinburne was a verbal poet merely; empty of
thought, empty of sympathy, empty of love for any real thing,
Not one real thing did he make more dear to us by his match-
less rhymes; not one throb of the universal heart did he sgtze
and put in endearing form for his fellow men. I am com-
plaining that he was not human and manly and that he did not
touch life in any helpful and liberating way. His poeus do
not lay hold of real things. I find myself turning to his
poems not for mental or spiritual food but to catch a glimpse
of the weird, the fantastic, and as it were, of the night
side or dream side of things."

Brownell thus makes answer: "He revelled in the specious.
The vivid aspect of reality he gave to his creations is due

Am Prose L0 his skill in its use, for he never felt real;ty and was

Ma;ters impervious to its appeals as the true constitution of the

p. 242, ' universe, moral and material. "hat he Qesired.was to be ng

: " strilking and his usugl means of accomplishing it was by g61ng
throurh speciousnessqgemblance of reality to the unreal and

: n
1“°ﬁ%ﬁﬁ§?§}fgical writings are the only ones ¢n which he shows

how he could deal with actual facts," would be the reply of
wWendell. If these critics are right, how then does Poe manage
& Life 4o give the semblance of reality to his writings and obtain

Hisﬁﬁry the reader’'s momentary acauiescence to his statements?
o i

Lid %
P, 208
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Painter says{"By his air of perfect vandor,his minuteneas of
detall,and his power of graphic description,he gains complete

Poets of mastery over the soul and leads us to believe the impossible."

the 3o.,
P 42,

The explanation Cairns gives is{ "In the tales which have
u more definite and everyday setting, great care is taken to
secure verisimilitude by the use of realistic details in both nare
rative and descriptive passages,"

Poe uses whatEmerson cualls polarized words and while they
haunt the mind and even the very soul of the reader they virtually
create an atmosphere as distinct as that--though not like that —
in Corot's landscapes,

After an extensive rescarch I have found that Poe's crétics
all agree on one point,- the absence of reality in his works. But
is this absence of reality confined to characterizution and action
or 18 it carried still further, 30 far that it includes the
setting of poem or tale? In other words,is it pessible to find
in either poem,tale, essay, or criticism of Poe,any absolutely
defining characterization or description of a place? Does Pow
speak fpam experience? If not, are the places he mentions purely
imaginary names with imaginary descriptions,or does he make use
of actusl places with a description obtained,perhaps, from his
desultory reading,or from a céonversation with some traveller,
but yet too general or too vague to give a definite portreit of
the place? In order to obtain an answer to these questions I
have read all of Poe's works, keeping s record of every reference
or mentien of any place, and the following tabulations are the
result@® — (All citations are takeh from "The Works of Edgar
Allan Poe;"Collected and edited with a memoir, critiecal introductéion
and notes by Edmund Clarence Stedman and George Edward Woodberry,
in ten volumes,)

I. Places purely imaginary in both name and description,

A. Tales,

The Colloquy of Monos and Una,

“Above all,I burn to know the incidebts of your own
passage through the dark Valley and Shadow"---"Speak not her
of these griefs, dear Una, mine forever now?? Vol, 16,

The impression gained, though not definitely stated, is
that the word "here" refers to some realm of a very indefinite
nature where spirits dwell,

Shadow,

And the Shadow anawered, "I am Shadow, and my dwelling is
near to the catacorbs of Ptolemais, and hard by those din
plains of Helusion which border upon the foul Charonian
canal,* Vol, I, P, IZ28,



Silencer-A Fable,

“He looked into the low, unquiet shrubbery and up into
the tall primeval trees, and up higher at the rustling
heaven and into the crimson moon." Vol. I, P, 244,

The Fall of the House of Usher.

"I looked upon the scene before me--upon the mere house
and the simple landscape featuree of the domain, upon the
bleak walls, upon the vacant eye-like windows, upon a few
rank sedges and uron a few white trunks of decayed trees, with
an utter depression of soul which I can compare to no earthly
sensation more properly than to the after-dream of the rev-
eller upon opium." Vol. I, P.131.

"I had so worked uvon my imagination as really to believe
that about the whole mansion and domain there hung an atmos-
phere peculiar to themselves and their immediate vicinity; an
atmosphere which had no affinity with the air of heaven, but
which had rgeckedup from the decayed trees, and the grey wall
and the silent tarn, a pestilent and mystic vapor, dull,
sluggish, faintly discernible and leaden-hued." Vol. I, T, 134.

Real aspect of the building,

"Its principal feature seemed to be that of an ex-
cessive antiquity. The discoloration of ages had been great.
Minute fungi overspread the whole exterior hanging in a fine
tangled web-work from the eaves, Yet all this was a-part
from any extraordinary dilspidation, No portion of the masonry
nad fallen." Vol,I, P 134.

"While the carvings of the ceilings, the sombre tapes-
tries of the walls, the ebon blackness of the floors and
the phantasmagoric, armowial tronhies which rattled as I
strode, were but matters to which I had been accustomed from
ny infancy, I still) wondered to find how ynfamiliar were the

fancies which ordinary images were stirring up." Vol. I, E135.
"The room in which I found myself, was very large and
lofty. The windows were long, narrow and pointed and at
so vast a distance from the black oaken floor as to be alto-
gether inaccessible from within. ZFeeble gleams of encrimsoned
lignt made their way through the tr#llised panes and served
to render sufficiently distinct the most prominent objects
around.---Dark draperies hung upon the walls. The general
furniture was profuse&qbcomfortless, antique and tattered.
Many books and musical “instruments lay scattered about, but
failed to give any vitality to the scene. I felt that I
breathed an atmosphere of sorrow. An air of stern and irre-
deemable gloom hung over and pervaded all." Vol,I)P.lse.

From "The Haunted Palace."

In the greenest of our valleys,
By good angals tenanted,

Once a fair anu stately palace-
Radient palace-reared its head.

In the Monarch Though€§ dominion
It stood there;
llever seraph spread a pinionq
Over fabric half so fair. Vol,I, P, 143
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describes never suggest to him questions is to Geologicil forma=
tiona,mineryl wealth or agricultural possibilities,The scene
which would set George Eliot dre ming about scientific theories
or fTancies,kindles no such train of thought in Poe, He has little
care for the discoveries of modern thought.

Architecture as an art is practically unknowpto Poe,and his
dexcriptions of homes and b uildings are always drawn from a
poet's impressionistic view point,not an architect's,

Can Poe's scenes be put on canvass? What sort of .. picture
gallery would they make?Imagine passing through a gallery whose
walls were hung with pictures reproduced from the scenes he de-
scribes!Certainly the pictures would be strong,impressive,but
hardly inspiring or cheerful.Powerful and gloomy would most of
them be,there is little doubt., It would not be a gallery in
which 1ittle children would love to wynder,though perplexed and
lifeatested men might love to do so,

In spite of a quite perceptible sameness in the general
character of the scenes he descrihes,Poe has so fine a command
of language,so varied a vocabulary,and so fé&ile an imagination
that one receives the impression of variety and not of sameness
in reading his descriptions of places,

The scenes of nature produce in Poe no such religious
impressions as they do in Longfellow,Brfyant,Whittier and Ten=-
nyson,We read that Tennyson,picking up a daisy one day,said to a
friend,"Does this not look as though a éiimieing Artificer,one
who thinks,had made this?" One would be surprised to find such
a passggein Poe,

As a final estimate of Poe,I should like to quote from
Richardson: "The place of a flower or gem is as legitimate and
true as that of a mountain or W Parthenon., If the artistic act
fitly follows the artistic thought,the resultant success and the
attendant pleasure are not the less absolute because relatively
less great, Considering that which Poe sought in a part of soul
land where few have dwelt and sung,as he did, it must be readily
admitted that his poetic'attiinment folléwed his poetic search.
Very valueless verses have his poems been called by a realistic
critic,and so they are,when compared with Emerson's @ Vordsworth
apt answers to the riddle of life, But the shade of Zmerson might
say to the shade of Poe,'The self-same Power that brought me
here brought you,' The field of thought and genius is broad
enough for all three poets,” American Literature,Vol.IIL-RIOZ2.
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Poe---Tales, Criticisms, Essays, and Poems, edited by Stedman
and ?oodheréy, in ten*vélumes. ' ' 7o

Woodberry- -Edgar Allen Poe---American lMen of Letters.
Stedman---Poets of America, pp. 225-273%

Brander Matthews---Inquiries and Opinions, pp. III-137.
Brender latthews---Introduction to Amerieen Literature,pp,155-170.
VWendell---A Literary History of America, pp. 204-219,
Cairng~---History of American Litersture, pp 413-428,.
Vincent---iAmerican Literary llasters, pp. 187=221,
Richardson---Americen Literature, Pol. 1I pp.97-137.
Fisher---American Literature, pp. 231-260%

Painter---Poets of the South. pp. 29-49.

Link---Pioneers of Southern Literature, Vol. II,pp.285-335.
Sears---American Literature in the Colonial and National
Periode, pp. 251-265,

Mitchell---American Lands and Letters, pp, 373-400.
Moulton---The Library of Literary Criticiem. Vol.V,pp.554-561.
Higginson---Short Studies of American Authors,pnl2-22,

Msbie, Hamilton Wright---Modern Eloguence, Vol.j}pp.815-835.
Cross---Development of the English Novel.

Smith---Repetition and Parallelism in knglish Verse,pp.44-56.
Lang---Letters to Dead Authors, pp.129-137.

Griswold---Home Life of Great Authors, pp. 312-322.
Trent---The Centenary of Poe, in Longfellow and Other IZssays,
pp. 212-244.

Sartain---Reminiscences of a Very 0ld ilan, pp. 196-218.
Stanton---A Manual of imerican Literature.
Brownell---imerican Prose ilasters, pp. 207-268.
Halsey---imerican Authors and Their Homes.

Faton---Ameriecan Literature, Vol. 9, pp. 3-40.
Stoddard---Edgar Allen FPoe---Harpers 1872, Vol. 4b,pp. 557-568.
Mebie--~Address-at Unveiling of Zolnay bust---Bookman 1900,
Vol. 10, pp. 309=-310.

Mabie---Edgar Allen Poe--Outlook, 1899, Vol. 62, pp. 51-62.
Benton, J.---Poe's Opinion of "The Raven,"--Forum 1897, Vol
22, pp. 731-733.

Bowen---Poe Fifty Years After---Forum, 1901, Vol. 31, pp. 601-51Q
Didier---The Poe Cult---Bookman, 1902, pp. 336-340.
Matthews---Poe's Cosmopolitan Feme---Century, Vol. 8l,pp.271-275
Minto---tdgar Allen Poe---Eneyclopaedis Britannica, Vol. 19.
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