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THE OBJECTIVITY OP POE 

There seems to be a great deal of interest in Poe 
legends and Poeana. As Benton states it, he is the one 
American 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 become as precious as gold. If 
the original manuscript of the Raven was still in existence, 
American millionairfs would contend for its possession^and 
.'10,000 would gladly be paid for it. And yet for this poem 
which has brought more honor upon American literature than any 
other single American poem, £oe 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 
Murders in the Rue Morgue and The Man V/ho Was Used Up, in the 
original brown caper wrappers brought ^1000. Two autograph 
letters of ?oefs at the same sale were sold for $250.00 and 
$210.00. '.'he Poe cult had advanced from an admiration of the 
poet fs tales and poems to an interest in everything related 
TO therru V/ithin a generation after his death, nine lives 
of Poe were published and several others have been issued 
within the last fifteen or twenty years. These numerous 
biographies show that the interest in that writer is ever 
on the increase and that the reading public are eafeer for 
any additional information concerning one of the most original 
authors in American literature. 

That Poe was a poet of the imagination, is conceded 
generally. Whether his imagination was of the highest order 
is perhaps a question. Stedman takes the negative view of the 
question. He says:- "His imagination was not of the highest 
order, for he never dared to trust to it implicitly. Neither 
in verse nor in prose did v e cut loose from his minor devices 
and for results of sublimity and awe, he always depends upon 
that which is grotesque or out of nature. Beauty of the 
fantastic or grotesque is not the highest beauty. The rarest 
ideal dwells in a realm beyond that which fascinates us by 
its strangeness or te?J&r#" He drew his inspiration from a 
field utterly foreign to other American writers and one 
hitherto comparatively unexplored. As to the region in which 
he gave free r^ign to his imagination, a few citations from 
his critics may be able to set forth the generally accepted 
idea on that subject. Griswold in his ob .tuary notice of 
Poe in the Hew York Tribune, says:- "His imagery was from the 
worlds which no mortals can see but with the vision of genius. 
He was at all times a dreamer dwellin- in ideal realms--in 
heaven or hell-peopled with the creatures and the accidents 
of his brain. ̂  
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Lowell in his obituary notice of Poe expresses himself 
thus:- HIn 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 wA&rd 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 dusk;y hint some terrible doubt 
which is its secret of all horrofc.11 

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

p . f olate region usually under the shadow of death. He conjures 
.poets °* u p unearthly landscapes as a setting for his gloomy and 
i h ° o O U R vmorbid fancies. Poe was less anxious to set forth an 

experience or a truth than to make an impression.11 

Fisher has this to say about Poe: "In a tempenhcnt such 
as Poe's. the heat and ferment of the imagination is mistaken 
for warmth of heart and feeling. The victim of this morbid 

-P, 42. 
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lives in a fantastic dream world and because he 
cannot reconcile the world of his imagination with that 
of reality^and has not the will power or the inclination to 
abandon the unreal for the real, he suffers daily from shatter 
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 
spiritual guisejupon the material and fleshy there falls a 
light from an immaterial world." 

V/as there anything real, anything tangible in any of Am.Lit 
Vol.11. 
V. 104. Poe fs 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 poems 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 

the fantastic, and as it were, of the night 
side of things." 
thus makes answer: "He revelled in the specious. 

The vivid aspect of reality he gave to his creations is due 
Am.Prooe t o h i s ö k i 1 1 i n i t s u s e > f o r * i e never felt reality and was 

impervious tö its appeals as 
universe, moral and material 
striking and his u s u ^ means 
through spec i ousnes sy/s embl ance 
incredi t ab1e•" 

"His critical writings are the only ones cn which he 
how he could deal with actual facts," v/ould be the reply 

T 1 + Wendell. If these critics are right, how then does Poe manage 
Historv t 0 S i v e t h e semblance o f reality to his writings and obtain 
of Am t J l e reader's momentary acquiescence to his statements? 
Lit.j 
P. 208 

of the weird, 
iide or dream 

Browhell 

Masters 
P. 242. 

the true constitution of the 
'That he desired was to tie 

of accomplishing it was by 
of reality to the unreal and 

shows 
of 
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Painter says J"By his air of perfect *andor,his minuteness of 
detail.and his power of graphic description,he gains complete 

Poets of mastery over the soul and leads us to believe the impossible." 
the 3 o M The explanation Cairns gives is* "In the tales which have 
P« 42. a more definite and everyday setting, great care is taken to 

secure verisimilitude by the use of realistic details in both nar* 
rative and descriptive passages," 

Poe uses whatEmerson calls 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 18 landscapes. 

After an extensive research I have found that Poe's critics 
all agree on one point,- the absence of reality in his works. But 
is this absence of reality confined to characterization and action 
or is it carried still further, so far that it includes the 
setting of poem or tale? In other words, is it possible to find 
in either poem,tale, essay, or criticism of Poe,any absolutely 
defining characterization or description of a place? Does Poe 
speak fttom experience? If not, are the places he mentions purely 
imaginary names with imaginary descriptions,or does he make use 
of actual places with a description obtained,perhaps, from his 
desultory reading,or from a conversation with some traveller, 
but yet too general or too vague to give a definite portrait of 
the place? In order to obtain an answer to these questions I 
have read all of Poe fs works, keeping a record of every reference 
or mention of any place, and the following tabulations are the 
result^-- (All citations are takeh from "The Works of Edgar 
Allan Po^-f"Collected and edited with a memoir, critical introduction 
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 incidehts of your own 

passage through the dark Valley and Shadow" — "Speak not her 
of these griefs, dear Una, mine forever now?!? Vol. £PJ6. 

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

Shadow. 
And the Shadow answered, "I am Shadow^ and my dwelling is 

near to the catacombs of Ptolemais, and hard by those dim 
plains of Helusion which border upon the foul Charonian 
canal.* Vol. I, P, 128. 
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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 Pall of the House of Usher. f 

"I looked upon the scene before me—upon the mere house 
and the simple landscape features of the domain, upon the 
bleak walls, upon the vacant eye-like windows, upon a few 
rank sedges and u^on 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, 1 3 1 . 

I had so worked unon 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 r^eekedup from the decayed trees, and the #rey wall 
and the silent tnrn, a pestilent and mystic vapor, dull, 
sluggish, faintly discernible and leaden-hued." Vol. I, P, 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 dilapidation. No portion of the masonry 
lad fallen. " Vol, I, P. 1 3 4 . 

"While the carvings of the ceilings, the sombre tapes­
tries of the walls, the ebon blackness of the floors and 
the phantasmagoric, armofial trophies which rattled as I 
B t r o d e , w e r e but matters to which I had been accustomed from 
ay infancy, I still wondered to find how unfamiliar were the 
fancies which ordinary images were stirring up." Vol.IjP.135. 

"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. Feeble gleams of encrimsoned 
light made their way through the trW-lised panes and served 
to render sufficiently distinct the most prominent objects 
around.—-Dark draperies hung upon the walls. The general 
furniture was profuseiy,comfortless, 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. 1̂  P. 136. 

^From "The Haunted Palace." 
I n the greenest of our valleys, 

By good angfels tenanted, 
Once a fair ana stately palace-

Radient palace-reared its head. 
In the Monarch Thought's dominion 

It stood there; 
llever seraph spread a pinion 

Over fabric half so fair.*Vol. I,P. 143 

http://Vol.IjP.135
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falle upon the Autumn*••The melancholy days,the saddest of the year, 
the days "Of wailing winds.and naked woods,and meadows brown and 
serew,are the days he most loves to picture.The sweet,tender beauty 
of the spring flowers,the glory of the summer1a verdure do not 
attract his imagination as does the atmosphere of decay which the 
fall "brings* Neither does the crisp,sparkling beauty of the snow-
covered lanscape win his attention*The gloomy days when "Heaped in 
the hollows of the grove,the autumn leaves lie dead,And rustle to 
the eddying gust,and to the rabbitfs tread11

 f are those which his sombre mind loves most to picture* 
Although Poe describes many city scenes,yet no one can doubt tha+ 

his best work is concerned with the wild,unkempt aspects of Mature. 
Not the cultivated spots of civilization,but Nature's untouched 
scenes command his interest.And yet natural scenery unrelated to 
Man does not fascinate him to the extent that scenes associated 
even in a slight way with Man's life and work,do.Boe is primarily 
a student of the human mind and of human nature,and not of Nature* 
His pictures of still life are few,his scenes being usually mere 
backgrounds for the play of human action.He is always more interest 
ed in the people he creates than in their environment. For the 
most partthe scenes he describes are naturally related to the char­
acter of the story and have their origin in it; they are not idle 
imaginings which rise in his mind with out connection with the 
story. The scene elucidates and completes the character study« 

Another interesting fact about Poe fs writings is that most 
of the scenes he depicts are land scenes* '"he sea and its moods, 
its beauties and its storms.rarely engage^ his attention,and 
furnishefew backgrounds for his stories*Whether he had a dislike 
for the sea,or was merely indifferent to its fascination.is not 
quite clear* What is perfectly clear.however, is that the sea 
has no such fascination for him as it has for such a writer as 
Victor Hugo* 

Knowing something of the nature of Poe fs mind, it is not 
surprising to learn that he shows much geater fondness for old 
,half ruined housejsthan for spick-span modern ones*Gloomy,desert­
ed places have a rare charm for him/ ifcw paint and varnish, very 
little.He has an artist's appreciation and love of the play of 
light and shadow,and never fails to help the reader to see these 
things.He loves storms and tempests,and cares little for calm, 
smiling skies. Nevertheless,he pays much less attention than do 
most writers to atmospheric conditions* Without detailed descrip­
tions,]*^ generally leaves us with the impression of a dull,cold 
sky,in which the sun is obscured by clouds*He fixes our attention 
Ca the earth more than on the sky as he paints scenes for us. 

As to valleys,plains and mountains he seems to show no 
special preference.lt is the big,broad outlook that catches and 
holds his eye*Trees seem oftener in his thought,than flowers and 
grass,probably because they are majestic and convey a sense of 
strength and mystery.Few flower or fruit gardens ever appear in 
his stories. They are neither mysterious nor gloomy enough to 
attract him. 

Poe had little scientific knowledge except that picked 
up here and there in his general reading. Hence the places he 
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describes never suggest to hira questions as to Geological forma­
tions .mineral wealth or agricultural possibilitles.The scene 
which would set George Eliot dre jaing about scientific theories 
or fancies,kindles no such train of thought in Poe, He has little 
care for the discoveries of modern thought. 

Architecture as an art is practically unknowflto Poe,and his 
descriptions 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-
scribesJCertalnly 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 little children would love to wander,though perplexed and 
life-tested men might love to do so. 

In spite of a quite perceptible sameness in the general 
character of the scenes he describes,Poe has so fine a command 
of language,so varied a vocabulary, and so fertile 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,Brjiyant»Whittier and Ten-
nyson.We read that Tennyson, pi eking up a daisy one day, said to a 
friend,"Does this not look as though a thin Wing. Artificer, one 
who thinks,had made this?" One would be surprised to find such 
a passigfein 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 "a 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* attainment followed his poetic search* 
Very valueless verses have his poems been called by a realistic 
critic,and so they are,when compared with Emerson's ,*jrv/ordsworta 
apt answers to the riddle of life. But the shade of Emerson might 
say to the shade of Poe,'The self-same Power that brought me 
here brought you.' ̂ he field of thought and genius is broad 
enough for all three poets," American Literature.Vol.ir-P.I02. 

http://Literature.Vol.ir-P.I02
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